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Silas
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"Run," Silas said.

The dragon's head lowered, rocking back and forth on its long neck, its eyes staying focused on them. A massive leg shifted in their direction with enough force to shake the ground beneath them.

"I said run!" Silas grabbed Wilem's shoulder, shoving him in the opposite direction. "Oz, get them out of here."

The metal man reached out and took Eryn's hand, the grip too strong for her to fight. He started pulling her away, his body creaking and grinding with every step, his gait unsteady on his bent foot.

"Silas?" Wilem returned to his side. "You can't fight that thing."

Silas' blue eyes burned. "I was made to fight these things."

He shoved again, the force sending Wilem backwards onto the ground. He scrambled back to his feet and followed after Oz and Eryn. 

The dragon's mouth opened, and an ear-splitting scream rushed forth from it, enveloping the entire valley in the sound, forcing it to echo off the surrounding mountains and fall back in around them. It took another huge step, wings spreading to full width and shaking lightly, helping it keep its mass balanced.

Silas started walking towards it. 

"I killed your master," he said, raising the sword in his left hand and waving his right. He wanted to be sure the beast saw only him. 

It took two more steps, gaining speed with each giant footfall. It's head coiled back on its neck, and then lurched forward, blue fire pouring from its gullet towards him.

He held the ircidium blade up and forward, catching the flames on it and leaning in, holding himself steady against the assault. The magical fire speared the air around him, broken apart by the metal and keeping him unharmed. 

The gout ended, and the dragon screamed again, the frustration evident in the din. Four more steps brought it halfway to Silas, and its wings tucked in and forward, the appendages tipped with bone as sharp as spears. 

"Come on." Silas held his position, putting the sword in both hands and crouching. He knew somewhere in his broken memories that he had never truly fought a dragon before. He knew that no one fought a dragon alone and survived. 

He didn't need to survive. He was over a thousand years old. He had gone on for longer than anyone had the right, especially one who had done the things that he had done. All he wanted was for Eryn to make it to the trees, to find a place to hide and evade the dragon's sight. He wanted her to live, maybe with Wilem as her husband and Oz as their ancient guardian. 

That was a future he would fight for. 

Or die for.

The ground shook, and the dragon pulled back its head and threw it forward again, the magic flames returning, blasting a line between itself and Silas. He planted the tip of the blade in the ground, allowing it to catch the power as it reached him, again splitting it apart. 

It was a distraction. The wings snapped down towards him from both sides, trying to intercept and impale him in the center. He knew it was coming. He tensed his legs and leaped into the air, pulling the blade from the ground at the same time the attacks converged, digging up the earth where he had been standing, sending dirt launching everywhere. 

Silas landed right in front of the dragon, only feet from its mouth. He lashed out with his blade, feeling it slide against the thick scales below its nostrils, digging in but not through. A jaw bigger than himself opened wide, and sharp, wet teeth launched at him. He rolled away from the strike, moving forward and bringing his blade down hard on the dragon's neck. 

It sparked off the scales, again making a slight cut, but not coming close to breaching the armor.

The neck moved sideways, knocking into him and sending him flying. He felt the air shift around him, saw the beast's wings flare wide as it made an effort to stop its forward momentum and turn his way. He landed on his back and kicked himself to his feet, ignoring the painful throbbing in his wounded leg. The head shot towards him again, and he crouched below it, too slow to get the blade ready before it drew back for another strike.

He glanced to his right and saw the back of his juggernaut's body vanish into the distant trees.

Satisfied, he hopped back, getting himself in front of the dragon's head. 

"I hope you choke on me." 

He lowered his blade, holding it at his side. He would try to stab it in the throat before it's teeth tore him apart. It was the only thing left for him to do.

The dragon's face danced towards him, mouth opening. He set himself, calm and confident in his sacrifice. He should never have survived his battle with Clau. He had used the borrowed time well.

A streak of light appeared out of the corner of his eye and slammed into the dragon's face, exploding in heat and energy. The dragon's mouth closed defensively, and it swiveled to find the new threat.

So did Silas.

Eryn stood twenty feet away, her forehead soaked in sweat, her eyes glowing with the power of her fury. She held her hands out at her sides, and six more of the light missiles appeared next to her, arcing and whining towards the dragon. They blasted it in the leg, the neck, the head. It screamed. A scream of fear.

He smelled its burning hide.

The dragon coiled and lurched, blue flame belching toward Eryn, racing along the air at her.

She vanished.

Silas raised his sword, ready to renew his attack. 

A hand took his wrist, changing the meaning of time around him. 

"We can't defeat it," Eryn said. "This way."

They were in a distortion field. The dragon was motionless next to them, its flames frozen in the air. Eryn held her grandfather's arm, pulling him along, guiding him towards the distant trees. 

"You can't hold it long enough," he said. 

Her eyes were still glowing when she looked at him. "Right now, I can. I don't know what will happen to me when I lower the field. I don't know if I'll survive."

"You will. You must. I didn't save you to see you die. Fight it, Eryn, and we'll get you to the Refinery. We'll get you more of the cure."

"I'll try, Silas. I promise I'll try."

They moved as fast as they could, everything slowed to a near stop around them. She held the field for three minutes while they crossed to the trees. The moment they were under cover, it fell away.

"Eryn!" Wilem saw them appear, and he rushed over to her. She looked at him and smiled. The glow faded from her eyes. The life followed it. "Eryn!"

Silas caught her before she could fall, lowering her to the ground. He put his finger to his lips. "Be quiet. You'll draw it to us. Stay down."

He cradled Eryn's head. She was weak but alive. Wilem had given her the cure inside, and it was the only reason she was still breathing at all.  She had used so much power, the grey scaliness of her skin, the parasitic poison of the Shifters, was no longer receding.

"It is confused." 

Silas looked to where the dragon sat in the center of the field. It's quarry had vanished, and it moved in a slow circle, whining and stamping its flesh with a wing. Its head slithered back and forth, scanning the area for them. 

"Don't move," he whispered. 

They remained crouching, watching while the creature spun three more times, smoke rising from its wounds. When it didn't see them, it shifted its head towards the mid-day sky. Its wings spread wide and started flapping, the force of it shaking the branches around them and carrying the smell of it to their nostrils. 

It screamed again while it rose, lifting itself away from the remnants of Genesia, away from the source of its thousand-year imprisonment, and out into the world once more.
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"Your orders, my Lord?"

General Spyne knelt before the farspeak stone, nestled high in the tower at the palace in Portsmouth. It spun in front of him, moving so fast it was nothing more than a blur. The voice, his voice, spilled forth from it, commanding his most loyal and trusted servant.

"General. Many years ago, you knew of a place called Genesia. It is where we were born, and where the downfall of our enemy began. Do you remember?"

Spyne lowered his head, looking at the stone floor beneath him. It was polished enough to reflect his face, worn and bearded, dark hair tinged with white. His eyes were small and narrow, his nose wide and flat. The corner of a scar was visible at the edge of the facial hair, a wound forged not in battle, but in the bedroom. 

She had been a spirited one.

"I remember," he said, closing his eyes. He could see the tower in his mind, rising from the valley in all its gilded glory. He didn't question why he had never recalled the place before, or why he could remember it now. 

"That is as it was. Remember it as we left it."

The tower remained bright, but a heavy mist settled in around it, blocking its view from the surrounding mountainsides.  He saw the juggernauts now, the creatures of magic and metal, turning on their makers, chasing them from their home. He felt a sharp pain dance across his heart while he watched the creatures cut down men and women, girls and boys. He ran at their head, directing them.

"Only you had the strength to do as was required. The other eight never knew."

"Why have you put these thoughts back in my head, my Lord?" He looked up at the spinning orb. A single tear ran unbidden from his eye.

"Talon. He has discovered Genesia. He has broken the promise. The tower is no more, yet he continues to live."

Spyne remembered General Rast. The Hero of Ares' Nor. The First of Nine. The one who had defeated the enemy. Spyne was the toughest, the coldest, the strongest. Talon was the most dangerous, because he had no single trait that made him exceptional. He couldn't best any of them at any single task, and yet he could challenge each of them in turn.

"I will find him, my Lord. Do I capture him, or kill him?"

There was only the barest of hesitations. "Kill him, General."

Spyne smiled, showing a row of teeth cracked and worn, the front pair shaved into points. "As you command, my Lord."

"He is injured, General, and will require rest to heal. You may not be able to reach Genesia before he has fled, but you will be able to follow his trail from there. Take your Historians and go. Do whatever you must to find him, but do not let him get away. The promise is broken, General. He will stop at nothing to destroy all that we have worked to build. He will stop at nothing to destroy our world."

Spyne rose to his feet and bowed. "I will leave immediately, my Lord. With a hard ride, we can be at Genesia in two days. We may be able to reach the valley before he can regain his footing." He paused and wiped a lock of black hair away from his eyes. "What of the books we've discovered?"

"Destroy them."

"Yes, my Lord." He bowed a second time and turned sharply, moving to the steep, winding steps that led down to the rest of the palace. 

The orb slowed to a stop behind him.

Spyne reached into a pocket and withdrew a small ircidium disc. He tapped on it twice, sending a message to his Historians waiting in the barracks below to prepare to leave. 

He felt a sharp lance of pain in his head, and put out a hand to steady himself on the wall. His eyes forced themselves closed, and the throbbing of his heartbeat reached up into his temple, pulsing and quickening. His lips curled into a snarl, and he pulled his blade from its scabbard, swinging it wildly, slamming it against the stone around him, cutting and chipping in a fit of anger. 

He continued as he descended until finally the pain began to subside. His heart rate slowing, he sheathed the weapon and looked back at the damage he had wrought. 

"The same fate awaits you, Talon," he said to the air. He threw a gauntleted punch into the rock, and then continued down.
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"What are we going to do now?" Wilem asked. 

"We have to get Eryn more of the cure." Silas was holding her head in his lap, stroking her hair while he gazed up into the now-empty sky. 

"The Refinery? We don't even know where to find it."

"I know. Not the Refinery, not yet. Tell me, Wilem, who else would be carrying the cure?"

"There are elder Mediators who are often in charge of the others. They carry the cure for their charges, as Kelkin did for me. It used to be that they were stationed in the larger towns, but with the increase in Cursed, they have been forced to start traveling out to the villages."

"Which will make them difficult to find with any certainty. Who else?"

"Of course, the Carriers are likely to be transporting it between the Refinery and the palaces." He paused. "I've also heard that the Overlords have their own supply."

Silas looked over at him. "The Overlords?" 

"Yes."

"We're going back to Varrow."

"Varrow? Why?" Wilem stopped talking when he realized what Silas was suggesting. "Silas, you can't. The Varrow City garrison is one of the largest in the Empire, and after what you did at the mines... His soldiers are marching around it like ants."

"Look at her, Wilem. It doesn't matter. Either I get into Varrow or she is going to change. Not die, change. She's too strong, too powerful for the Curse to kill her. She's going to become one of them, and when she does, she won't remember who she was, or who we are."

"You'll be sending yourself to your death. I know what you are. I also know that you can't be fixed again. If you are wounded..."

"I won't be. Eryn needs us. All of us. He knows we're here. He'll be sending the rest of the Nine after us. We have to get her out of this valley, and into hiding."

"It is damaged. It requires attention." Oz lifted its bent foot, balancing on one leg. "It is slow."

"Wilem, where did you leave the juggernaut that killed Davin and Saretta?"

He looked around, trying to find anything in the trees that might be familiar. "I'm not sure. Everything happened so fast."

"Please try, my boy. We need to make every effort to repair Oz so that it can carry Eryn."

"It is pleased to carry its wizard. It is pleased to receive maintenance." 

Wilem shook his head. "It all looks the same to me, and yet so different. It was all shrouded in darkness and mist before."  He took a few steps away, towards one tree, and then walked over to another. How could he forget where they had buried Davin and Saretta? The juggernaut wasn't far from there.

"It is this way," Oz said, raising his single rusted arm and pointing behind them. "It smells it."

Silas got to his feet, lifting Eryn with him. He balanced her on his shoulder, even though the weight caused his leg to throb. "Oz, can you use its parts to repair yourself?"

"It does not know if it is compatible. It is not a one zero."

"Let's go. You'll have to try."

"It is pleased to try."

They made their way through the trees, following the metal man through the brush to a small clearing. Wilem would have recognized it even without the makeshift headstone they had placed for Davin and his wife.

The dead juggernaut was still laying in the grass nearby, its center cut open and its fluid staining the ground around it.

Oz approached it and knelt down while Silas lowered Eryn to the ground and then went over to the headstone. He dropped to his knees and put his hand on it, his eyes closed. 

Wilem stood behind Oz. "Can you use it?"

The juggernaut reached out and pulled at the exposed tubing. It took some of the fluid on its finger. "It is compatible. It requires its foot. The wizard must help it."

"What do you need me to do?"

"It must remove its foot. It must be careful."

Wilem looked down at the juggernaut's black, angled foot. He had been so terrified of the creature during their first encounter. Now all he saw was a broken weapon, like a twisted arrow.

"Your foot is much bigger than that one."

"It is smaller. It is compatible."

"What about the arm?"

"It is compatible."

Wilem looked back at Silas. He was still on his knees, staying close to Eryn and watching them.

"How do I remove the foot?"

Oz put his finger on the foot. "It is attached. It must be cut."  The finger moved in a jagged, semi-circular pattern along the ankle. "It is a wizard. It must use magic."

"Cut it with magic?"

"Yes."

Wilem hesitated. Without any more of the cure, he could suffer the same fate as Eryn. 

Without Eryn, he would suffer a worse fate than that. 

He calmed himself, willing the magic to him, feeling the tingle of it run down his spine. "Lychnus," he said. A ball of light began to form in his hand. He pushed it out away from him, to where Oz's finger was resting. Then he concentrated on making it smaller, pushing the light in on itself. It grew brighter and smaller as he did, until it was barely the size of an insect and illuminated the entire clearing in its warm glow.

He urged it downward until it burned away the layers of rust on the ircidium shell, and began reflecting from the metal. 

"I can't go through ircidium."

"It must. It must. It must."

Wilem pushed the light against the metal. The reflection grew brighter and began to pour from the metal as heat. Wilem felt it washing against his face, stinging his eyes and making him sweat. Still he forced the light downward, until it finally passed into the creature.

"It must be cut." Oz moved his finger in a line again, showing Wilem the path. The light moved slowly along it, burning from both sides of the creature and casting enough heat that he was worried he would burn the forest down around them. 

After what seemed like an eternity, the foot fell away.

Wilem dropped the light and stumbled to the ground, his body shaking, hot, and tired. 

"It must be cut," Oz repeated, pointing to its foot. "It must not wait."

Wilem took a deep breath. He was getting tired, but he had to do this. He stood up and summoned the light again. "Lychnus."

Once more he compressed it. Once more he dug it into Oz. The ircidium on the older juggernaut was only a thin plate on top of a separate alloy that supported the creature's mass. It was much easier to cut through, and he removed the foot without difficulty.

"It must give it the foot." Oz put his hand out, and Wilem retrieved the juggernaut's foot. Despite being made of ircidium, it was heavier than he was expecting, forcing him to use both arms to shift it over. Oz took it and showed it to Wilem. The inside was filled with a number of tubes and both solid and flexible metal poles. "It must connect it." It lifted its stump and pointed at the similar tubes and poles inside.

Wilem examined it. He could see some of the metal inside had been fused together, and after cutting the leg off with his magic, he understood what he needed to do. 

Oz pushed its bent foot away and put the new foot directly in front of the stump. It picked at the larger tubes and poles, putting them together so that Wilem could fuse it.

It was delicate, detailed work.  There were dozens of connections, and putting the whole thing back together was exhausting. He could barely keep his eyes open by the time he had secured the foot to Oz's ankle, and the juggernaut had declared itself repaired.

"It must cut," Oz said, pointing at its missing arm.

"I can't. I'm too tired." Wilem looked away from the metal man, to where Silas and Eryn were resting. Silas had moved them to the base of a tree and was sitting against it with Eryn's head in his lap. He was still awake. Wilem stood and walked over to him.

"How is she?"

"It is hard to tell. She hasn't woken, and I don't think she will. She was calling for you."

Wilem put his hand on her cheek. It was rougher than he remembered, and cold. "How long have you been sitting here?"

"Six hours, at least. My ancient heart... I believe it has healed the wound to my leg." Silas' voice was both grateful and sad. "I watched you the entire time. Well done."

Wilem followed his gaze to Oz, who was standing on the new foot. It was half the size of the old one and looked strange beneath the creature. It was hopping from one foot to the other, testing it.

"It is repaired," Oz said. "It requires attention."  It pointed to the missing arm.

"Forget about the arm. You need to rest," Silas said. "Oz, keep watch. Wake us if anything approaches."

"It is pleased to follow First of Nine."
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Silas allowed Wilem to sleep for a few hours before waking him. It was important that the Mediator had time to regain some of his strength. It was also important they get out of the valley before any of his other generals could arrive.

Silas knew they would come. He would send whoever was closest, with all of the soldiers and Mediators he could gather. They would do their best to keep Silas from getting out of Genesia, and back into the Empire to resume his search for him. 

He wondered if they were prepared to handle a dragon.

He wasn't sure where the beast would go or what it would do now that it had fled the valley. His only experience with dragons had come during the war, and they were always under the command of a Shifter General. This one was alone in the world, the only one of its kind, and it would need to feed. 

Under the watch of the Shifters, that task fell to the Generals, who would channel the power of the ebocite to them. Without them, could it survive at all?

It was the least of his worries at the moment. Eryn needed a place to rest, and there was only one that Silas could think of in all the Empire that might be safe. 

He needed to bring her back to Varrow City.

He needed to bring her to Overlord Prezi.

They had been close once. He remembered that the first time his eyes had touched the city. More accurately, she had been close to General Talon Rast. It was merely a hope that he could find some level of understanding in her as Silas Morningstar. She was a wise woman, intelligent and thoughtful. She would hear him out if he presented himself to her. He would tell her the truth of things and allow her to decide their fates.

There was no other choice.

They made the trip from Genesia. Oz was upset that they didn't spare time to repair his lost arm, and the creature displayed an almost human personality in lamenting the decision. It was only once Silas promised they would repair it with the next juggernaut arm they found that was compatible that it quieted and focused on the journey.

The end of the first day found them scaling the slope of the valley. The mist hadn't completely dissipated yet, but it had succumbed enough that they could see the vast field of the dead and decayed. The inhabitants of a once great reactor who had been struck down by the juggernauts when they attempted to flee. Silas knew he was responsible for that massacre as well. Once the Nine had succeeded in defeating the Shifters at Ares'Nor, he had done his best to keep the secrets, all of the secrets, from getting out.

Jeremiah. 

He could find him in his memories as little more than shadows and echoes. One of the scientists who had come to Genesia to study the ebocite and tune the resonances. He remembered they had been friends as well as comrades, spending late evenings drinking and plotting the next day's work. 

Where did we go so wrong?

They spent that night camped at the top of the valley, where Wilem had left their bundle of things. They loaded everything back into the pack with the metal canisters for Oz and slept while the juggernaut stood watch. 

At least, Wilem and Eryn slept.

Eryn didn't wake. She shivered and burned, tossed and mumbled. Her skin grew more sickly and ashen with each hour that passed. 

Wilem stayed by her side, sleeping so lightly that every motion she made woke him and caused him to stare at her with a look of concern. It was clear to Silas that the boy loved her, or at least believed he did. Young love could be such a fickle thing, and yet he hoped for the best for both of them.

Since they had escaped the reactor, since he discovered that his true heart was made of black crystal, Silas had felt no compulsion to sleep. Though his body tired, his mind remained sharp, his eyes alert. 

Then there was his leg...

It had healed in hours. He knew it was sprained at the least, an injury that should have taken a week or more to resolve. He could almost feel the cold magic of his ebocite core flowing through his veins to the area, and working to repair it. 

He spent the night questioning whether he was human, juggernaut, or something else. 

The night passed slowly.

The following morning had them moving back east, skirting the roads and towns and stopping often to avoid the eyes of random patrols. Most were single riders, scouts on fast Portnis stallions, their bows held in their grips, ready to defend themselves should the fugitives appear. One had been headed by a Mediator, and Silas had spent an hour crouched on a low branch of a tree, sword in hand, ready to ambush the entire retinue had he somehow sensed Eryn during her restless sleep. 

He didn't. 

Wilem led them back to the hole where they had stayed with Davin and Saretta. He helped Silas carry Eryn inside while Oz waited under the night sky, too large to enter. It was tempting for him to leave her there, to use this place as their hideout while he found more of the cure. It was tempting for him to forget about speaking to Overlord Prezi because he knew it was a risk.

In the end, he decided that wasn't possible. Jeremiah would step up the patrols. He would send the remaining warriors of the Nine, and sooner or later the hole would be discovered. 

He knew the only safe place was under his nose.

"Wilem, you need to stay here and take care of Eryn. Oz and I will sneak into Varrow City and retrieve more of the cure."

"How are you going to sneak into the city, never mind the palace, and with a juggernaut?"

"The same way I snuck out. That will bring us within a few blocks of the palace. From there, I can disguise Oz well enough as a farmer, or a woodcutter, or a smith. They tend to be quite large."

"So you get him to the palace walls. Then what? He can't climb with one arm."

"I'll climb the wall and open the gate for him. I need Oz with me. He is made of ircidium, impervious to magic. If Overlord Prezi catches me..."

"If she catches you, one juggernaut won't help. There is an entire army behind those walls. Anyway, it isn't impervious. I cut through its leg to help repair it."

"He will have sent them out in search of us. It will be a small garrison at best. And, you had to focus your power into the smallest point to get through the metal. Even if the Overlord did the same, it would take hours."

"I don't like it." Wilem looked back at Eryn. She was laying on the simple mattress where Davin and Saretta once slept.

"I don't like it either. The truth is... there is a very good chance I will not succeed. If that happens..." He didn't want to say what he knew he must. "If that happens, don't let her change. Do you understand?"

Wilem's face paled, and tears pooled in his eyes. He put his hand on Eryn's. "I won't."

"Swear it, my boy. Swear it on all our lives. That General wanted her for a reason. He wanted her to change, and to have control over her once she did."

"I know. I... I understand. I have a dagger. If I must, I will."

Silas nodded. "If you could give me a moment alone with her."

Wilem bowed slightly and left the small hole, climbing out to stand with Oz. Silas knelt down beside Eryn and clasped her cold, rough hand between both of his. 

"Forgive me, child, if my efforts fail. Forgive an old fool for the ruination of this world." The tears dropped from his face onto the straw. He sat with his eyes closed for a minute, and then rose. 

There was no time to waste.
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"I will ask you again. Have you seen him?" Spyne asked. 

The villager was young and pretty. She cowered before him and his Historians, clutching her arms across her chest to hide her body, bared with the tip of a blade.

The one they called Worm hovered next to her, dagger in hand. He was the youngest of the Historians, the coldest. He was small and slight, his entire body marked in ink - patterns and pictures, sharp angles and lines, skulls, bones, blades, and blood.

He was expressionless, emotionless, while he waited for Spyne's orders. The General sat on his charger a dozen feet away, five other men and Worm's horse aligned behind him. His Historians, the most well-trained, capable, and hard men culled from his army of thousands.  They all shared the same thick beard and cold eyes. They all rode in full armor at all times, just like their General. All except Worm.

Dozens of the residents of Chaston stood around them, crowding tight together, ready to aid her once the General was done with his questioning. The villager's father was at the head of the line, his eyes raining tears, his face red with anger and embarrassment.

Spyne's eyes flicked across them. He knew the girl hadn't seen Talon. He knew none of them had. The key to control was fear, and by scaring them now they would be more honest with him later, perhaps even sending someone to him should the Liar make his way through the area.

Cutting away her bodice... He thought he would have enjoyed that. There was a time when he had, but time had stolen his simple pleasures. Now it took more, so much more to overcome the darkness that stirred inside him. The uncontrollable anger. The overarching hate.

"I... I haven't, my Lord. I swear on my life."

"Do you swear on your chastity?" Colonel Peyn asked from Spyne's right, following it with a rough laugh. 

The question alone caused the girl to fall to her knees and sob.

"We would know if the man you described passed through here, my Lord," her father said from the crowd. "Please, leave her be."

Peyn slid easily from his mount and stormed over. "Are you giving me orders?" he screamed in the man's face.

"N..no... no, my Lord. My apologies." The man knelt on the ground, his head lowered. 

Spyne watched as Peyn drew his bright ircidium blade and removed the man's bowed head. He could feel the entire crowd hold their breath while they watched the body collapse. The girl screeched and passed out, leaving herself exposed. Worm's eyes shifted down for only an instant, and then regained their straight, blank gaze.

"Colonel," Spyne said. "Did I give you permission to draw your weapon?" His eyes remained on the girl's prone body. He studied the soft skin, the smooth rise of her chest, the wrinkled flesh at the tips of her breasts. 

He felt nothing.

"No, my Lord." Peyn returned his blade to its scabbard. He turned and knelt before his General, his foot resting on the decapitated head. "These villagers need to learn respect, my Lord."

Spyne looked them over again. 

"I think your lesson has been effective, Colonel."  He raised his voice so the gathered crowd could hear. "If ever I hear that the Liar has passed through this village and I have not been informed, you can be assured that all of your men will find themselves missing their heads, and all of your women will find themselves missing their purity. Is that understood?"

They were silent around him. Worm made his way back to his stallion, while Colonel Peyn regained his mount, his face curled into a predatory smile. Spyne flicked the reins, and his heavy charger snorted and turned. The villagers scattered as he ordered it into a full gallop. It was a risk to have wasted these minutes frightening these people, but he wasn't taking chances. He had remembered that there were two routes out of Genesia, and one of them spilled directly towards this hovel. 

"We should have stayed a while, General," Peyn said, bringing his warhorse alongside. "She was a pretty young thing, I think she could have held up for an hour at least."

"If we had, and we missed Talon Rast for our dalliance, you would be the first one I killed."

Peyn laughed, not because he doubted the General's words, but because he didn't. "It might have been worth it for that one."

Spyne allowed himself to smile. He recruited the hardest of men from his armies, because hard men were the kind of men he needed. A book, a map, a scrap of paper - these were easy things to hide, easy things to deny. They could be secreted away anywhere, and he would rarely be the wiser. It was fear that brought them all in line. None wanted to risk the wrath of the Historians. No tome scribbled in a language they couldn't read was worth watching their wife or daughter be defiled. No ancient clue measured the value of their home remaining unburned, their head remaining connected to their neck. His soldiers did the same for the Cursed, but even the Cursed weren't as dangerous as the truth.

He took their threats, and he carried them a step further. He made them more palpable, more real, and more terrifying than simple destruction. He promised pain and anguish, drawn out to his satisfaction.

He was a very hard man to satisfy. 

Such actions required the most soulless of men. The threats were meaningless without those who wouldn't hesitate to make good on them. Men such as Peyn, Rose, Cain, Ash, Ollie, and Worm. 

Spyne glanced back at Worm for just a moment, checking on him and yet trying not to be noticed.  That one never spoke, not a word, and in his silence he created a fear far deeper than terror. Even Spyne rarely issued him an order, preferring to let him ride, his tattoos hiding every thought and emotion.

Spyne was sure he was a demon in human skin. Born in Heden itself, and dropped from the womb to the world of man because he scared the damned who lived in eternal torment there. He hadn't wanted him as a Historian, but he had commanded it, and in time he had seen the wisdom of the decision. 

Still, he often wondered where the man had come from, certain that he would never know.

He fixed his eyes ahead, scanning the thicker trees rising from the horizon and the small mountains behind them. He felt a small something in his heart. Not anger. A feeling he didn't recognize.

Genesia. Home. 

It had been a long, long time.
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It was a faster, easier journey for Silas, now that he knew Eryn would be safe for a while. He moved forward at a light jog, the juggernaut easily keeping pace on its new limb. They skirted the forest between Varrow City and the mines, retreading much of the same ground Eryn had covered on her way to the Dark. 

Silas hadn't found the answers he was seeking. In fact, he had left with even more questions, the most important being why. They had won the war. They had defeated the Shifters. They could have returned their world to glory while there was still some glory left to it. Why had Jeremiah become a cold-hearted tyrant of a ruler? Why had he agreed to follow? 

Murderer.

The word spilled into his mind, and he put his hands to his head. It was a word that never left him, even after renouncing his past life. Even after sacrificing himself for Eryn, so that she might see to his destruction. 

The innocents he had slaughtered... 

If only he knew why.

Murderer.

"It is near." The burst of steam through Oz's grated mouth pulled Silas from his thoughts. His hand fell to the hilt of his sword.

"What is near?"

"Wizard. It comes." The juggernaut pointed to a small hill. "It is near." Even as it spoke, it lifted the massive sword slung across its back.

Silas scanned the trees. He didn't hear or see anything.

"It is near," Oz repeated. 

He didn't want to get into a battle with any of his soldiers. Not yet. He didn't want them to know they were anywhere near Varrow City.

"This way," he said, leading the metal man away from the hill. "Be quiet."

"It is pleased to be quiet." Oz followed behind him in the strange, shuffling gait that allowed him to stay almost silent, despite the shifting plates of metal and the gears that spun with every motion.

They had managed to get into the brush only moments before a dozen horses crested the hill, a Mediator at its head. A woman with long black hair and the olive complexion of the south. She rode casually, her eyes focused ahead. His soldiers rode in formation behind her, in full heavy armor. 

It was odd to see them fully dressed for battle. Did they know he was near? How could they? 

"It is coming," Oz said next to him, at little more than a whisper. It pointed in front of them again. Silas watched another contingent of soldiers ride out to greet the first, again with a Mediator at the front, a man... little more than a boy... He appeared to be even younger than Wilem. 

Silas looked around, searching for an escape route. Even with the power of the juggernaut, they would be hard-pressed to defeat a group this size should they be discovered. 

"Which way?" the first Mediator asked the second. 

"It went east, towards the Killorns. Tibbleton is a ruin. The cattle eaten, the village burned."

"Then why are we riding west?"

The second Mediator handed the first a piece of paper. Orders carried by a messenger.

"From General Thornn. The beast came from the mountains, which means that is where we should look for Silas Morningstar and his whore. He is riding east to deal with the monster himself."

Silas pursed his lips and bristled. He hated when they referred to Eryn as a whore. At least now he knew it was the dragon that had brought them out in full armor, though it would do them little good against the monster's breath and claws. 

They would travel up the mountains and find what was left of the Dark, of Genesia. 

They would discover that he was days gone.

They stayed hidden from view while the pair of Mediators continued the journey west, the soldiers trailing behind them. 

"Why would he send them after me?" Silas said under his breath. "Why not go with them?" Thornn had always been the logical, pragmatic one. The most calculating, the most averse to risk. He had to know their chance of success was limited. 

Unless another of the Nine was already there, or would be soon? 

"It is confused."

"So am I. Thank you for alerting me to the Mediators. I would have been caught in the open without you."

The juggernaut made a huffing sound that Silas took as a chuckle. "It is pleased to save First of Nine. It is pleased to save its friend."

Silas stared at Oz. Juggernauts were creatures of magic and metal. They didn't have feelings. They didn't have friends. "Friend?"

"It remembers."

"Remembers what?"

"It remembers."

"What do you remember, Oz?"

"It remembers."

Silas kept looking at the dented, rusted face of the creature, waiting for it to say more. It simply stared back at him with its small red eyes.

"Perhaps another time," he said. "We're almost to Varrow City. Come."

"It is pleased to follow First of Nine."
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They reached the hidden entrance to Davin's tunnel without running into any more soldiers. Even so, Silas could hear the commotion in the distance - the sounds of steel and horses and trumpets, the sounds of hundreds of soldiers assembling for march.

He pulled the brush aside, branches and leaves and clumps of grass intended to make the passage invisible from more than a few feet away. Oz waited behind him, motionless and silent save for the occasional burst of steam from his mouthpiece. 

"It looks like it's still intact," Silas said, pushing aside the last branch and peering inside. It was going to be a cozy fit for Oz, but not an impossible one.

"It is dark."

"It is, and we don't have a lantern. Thankfully, the path leads straight under the city, from here to Davin's estate near the palace. So long as no one is waiting for us at the other end, it shouldn't be any worse than a walk in the woods."

They moved into the tunnel, replacing the brush behind them, losing more and more of the light as they got the covering back in place. They knew they were done when the only remaining illumination came from the soft red glow of the juggernaut's eyes.

They started walking.

In the beginning they were silent, the sound of their footsteps and the occasional drip of moisture passing into the tunnel the only thing breaking the void. For a while, Silas was grateful for the chance to clear his head, and let every thought and worry drift from it. 

Only for a while. 

The silence and darkness turned his head, brought it inward to deep and dark thoughts, memories of flames and ash, of death and decay. He blinked, and in that bare instant he fixated on the image of a town whose name he could not recall. A town decimated by the Shifters. 

Bodies gored and torn, broken and bloody. Once grand buildings of stone and alloy and magic reduced to rubble and dust. A child amidst the awful filth, naked and crying. 

Silas pushed his eyes open, trying to will the image away. He picked up his pace, as though he could outrun the horror. 

He blinked again.

The child. A girl. Four? Five? A soldier approached her. A grizzled man with a shaved head and a short white beard. She held her arms out to him, eager for comfort.

Silas felt his heart beating faster, the darkness of the tunnel shrinking in on him. He looked ahead, desperate for a hint of escape. Desperate to be away from his mind. His legs carried him even faster, the juggernaut behind him growing louder in an effort to keep up.

They were too far from the end. Silas tried not to blink. He fought against his lids even as his eyes teared and ran and begged him for relief. He didn't know how, but he knew what he would see if he lost this battle against himself.

Murderer.

He tripped on a small rut, losing his balance and stumbling against the wall. The slip cost him his concentration and his eyes slammed closed.

The girl wasn't crying anymore. 

She would never cry again.

"No," Silas shouted, his voice echoing in the tunnel. He dropped to his knees, his hands going up to his eyes, his heart pounding. "No."

Oz stopped behind him, silent. 

"It can't be," Silas whispered. "It can't be true." He smacked his hand on his head, as though it would change the memories held within. "That never happened. It couldn't have." 

Or could it? He had stolen his memories. He had changed him from a thinking, feeling man to a... a thing, powered by an ancient heart of ircidium. 

He was a monster. Why wouldn't he have killed the child?

What did it matter if he had done it after the war was already over?

Murderer.

Silas stayed on his knees, leaning over in the darkness, sobbing into his hands. With each tear that fell, with each moan that spilled from his lips, his anger continued to grow. He had ordered the populace of Genesia killed. He had ordered the child killed as well.

Why had I complied?

He didn't know how long he would have remained there, if he hadn't been brought out of his thoughts by the feeling of a large hand on his shoulder. He turned his head and pulled his hands away, finding Oz's palm in the dim light of the creature's eyes. There were no words exchanged, and yet Silas knew the juggernaut was trying to be comforting.

He sniffed and wiped his eyes, getting to his feet and beginning to move forward again. All of the tears in the world would mean nothing if they never stopped falling.

If the blood of the Empire never stopped being spilled.

"I'm well, Oz," he said, tapping the creature's hand. 

"It is pleased," Oz replied.

The tunnel continued for another half of a mile, turning a sharp corner before reaching the dark end. Davin had hidden the entrance beneath a pile of manure near his stables. It would normally have been shoveled aside in anticipation of anyone arriving through the passage. Since there was no one to expect them, they would need to move it themselves.

Silas reached up, stretched to full height to feel the wooden crossbeams that prevented the manure from falling in.  "Oz, can you lift this?" 

Oz shuffled forward, shifting his head to look up towards the cover, bathing it in dim red light. Silas hadn't realized what a tight fit it had been for the juggernaut before then. The plank was only inches from Oz's face.

"It is pleased to lift it," Oz said, shifting and moving his hand forward. He placed it on the wood and pushed. A gout of steam poured from his face, the only indication that he was expending any effort at all.

"Slowly," Silas said. Bits of manure tumbled down as the cover rose into the air. Silas smelled it all around them, mixed with the scent of burned wood and cooked flesh.  "Hold."

Oz stopped moving, and Silas put his feet on the wooden rungs that were planted in the side of the wall. He went only to the second one, until his head was pressed against the top of the cover, and he could see outside. It was early evening, the sky just beginning to darken. 

"They razed it," he said softly, his eyes falling on the burned out stone shell of what remained of Davin's house. He shifted his gaze in search of soldiers, thankful that the tunnel had gone undiscovered. Then he climbed back down. "You can lower it again. We'll wait here until night has arrived in full."

Oz slowly lowered the lid until they were once again coated in darkness. Silas sat on the ground and closed his eyes. The light had helped fight off the demons that threatened to destroy him. 

He hoped that they would stay away.
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"Time to go," Silas said some time later. He had fallen into an empty sleep that cradled the edge of consciousness, leaving him feeling groggy and unhappy when he woke. 

Oz hadn't moved the entire time they had been waiting. He pushed against the cover once more, lifting it away without a sound.

"All the way," Silas said, getting to his feet and removing his sword. While he would have liked to keep it, only soldiers and the wealthy carried such things inside the walls.  "I need to get out."

The juggernaut pushed a little harder, until his arm had reached full extension. Silas scaled halfway up the ladder and scanned the yard again. It was clear. He climbed the rest of the way out, and then turned back to Oz. 

"Stay here. I'm going to get you some clothes." 

"It does not require clothing."

"It does if it wishes not to frighten the commoners and have them call the guards."

"It will remain."

"I'll be right back." 

The barn had been perfect cover when it had been standing. Now there was only a single damaged wall providing any kind of obfuscation from the crossing thoroughfare. Silas ran across the lawn, ducking and putting his back to it. He leaned out to watch the street. It was getting late, and most of the shops were closed, so foot traffic through the area was light. He waited until there were no pedestrians in sight, and then ran across the burned lawn and out to the road. Once he made it safely, he switched to a more normal pace and headed towards the Heart. If he could make it back to Waverly's, he was sure Pat and Urla would help him.

He only made it a block before he was forced to stop and duck behind the corner of a small millinery. A trio of horses was trotting down the road, soldiers on their backs. They were quiet and alert, their eyes scrutinizing every commoner as they passed. 

Even as they did, a second trio trailed them, heading north. It was obvious to Silas they were on high alert. For him? Or for the dragon? Either way, it was going to be impossible to make it halfway through the city without falling under the soldiers' watchful eyes. 

He waited until they were gone, and then skirted around the side of the millinery, bringing himself to the window. He glanced around, making sure he was alone, and then put his fist through the glass, ignoring the pain of the cuts, and reaching in and finding the bar slung across the door. He dislodged it, wincing when it hit the ground with a loud thud, and then opened the door and slipped inside. 

He would need to be quick, in case the noise had disturbed the owner, likely asleep on the second floor of the shop. He navigated in the dim light of the lanterns outside, quickly locating the largest hat he could find from the selection hanging on the wall. Oz was big, but not impossibly big. Silas had seen blacksmiths and soldiers who could match the juggernaut in overall size, even if not in strength. It was rare. It wasn't unheard of. 

A squeak, and the sound of soft footsteps on the stairs above got his attention. He grabbed a pair of shears, a large square of cloth, and some thread from a workbench and returned to the door, slipping out and peeking back just as the door from the upper floor began to swing open, and the owner appeared in his nightclothes, holding a lantern in one hand and a cudgel in the other.

Silas kept his eyes moving, trying to watch every part of the road until he ducked into another dark corner. The moment he vanished into the shadows, a third trio of soldiers rounded the corner, silent and serious.

 He leaned back against the wall and waited, listening for the shopkeeper to complain to the soldiers about the break-in. If the man were a loyalist, he would surely raise the alarm that he had been robbed of nothing of black market value. If he wasn't...

It was well known that Davin, the King of Hearts, had been a rebel sympathizer. It didn't surprise Silas that the businesses so close to where he lived shared his perspective. There was no report. There was no alarm. The man must have guessed that if someone was to risk stealing with soldiers everywhere, there was a good reason to do it.

Silas put his hand to his head, running his fingers through his long, white hair. Talon Rast had never had long hair. Only Silas Morningstar did.

He didn't have a mirror to work by, so he did his best with the shears, pulling at his hair and cutting it off in uneven chunks, watching the locks fall to the ground around him. Genesia had opened his mind to memories long suppressed. Painful, sad memories. Memories he wished he could have left buried. 

Who would avenge them, if not me? Who would offer penitence in blood?

He stared down at each lump of hair, imagining that each strand was a life he had taken. Too many to count. Too many to be forgiven for. 

Did you know about this, Alyssa? Did I ever tell you what I had done?

He knew now that each time he had been grievously wounded, close to death, he had returned to his origin, and Rossum had put him back together. His memories of the time between would be hidden, and he would start over. General Talon Rast, leader of the Northern Armies. He knew now those memories were still there in his mind, ready to assault him when he least expected it. He also knew that they were heavy and thick like the street after a storm.

Talon Rast had died when Silas Morningstar was born, the day he had confronted Overlord Iolis demanding to know what had happened to his son. The day the promise had begun to show its first signs of wear after many hundreds of years. A promise he now wished he had never made to begin with.

And what of Aren? To hear him tell it, he was never truly my boy at all. 

In his memories, Aren had died long ago, killed by the Shifters along with his mother and brother. In that truth, he had been without them for over a thousand years. Yet he remembered watching Alyssa set sail for the Unknown Lands, leaving him after he had ordered the Aren who wasn't Aren killed. 

Is there any truth in there, or has it all been twisted in the wreckage of my mind? Will I ever know?

Silas finished his cutting and ran his hand along his scalp. His hair was still thicker in some places, his trimming uneven.

It was good enough. He was ready.
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Wilem stood outside the small cave, in front of the thick cover of tangled roots that concealed it. He stared up at the night sky, counting the bright points of light that rained down from above. He considered speaking to Amman; saying a prayer for his love, who lay inside the hole trapped in an unconscious fever, her body going through changes he could hardly understand.

He decided against it.

Instead, he sat and leaned back against the roots, staying close enough to hear Eryn if she were to cry out again, and at the same time gaining some relief from the damp, heavy air that lingered inside the small space. It was too small to remain trapped in. 

His mind wandered back to the place called Genesia. To what he had seen. Marvels and monsters that should never have been, the secrets of a time long forgotten. A time not as lost as they had believed it to be. Silas, the First of Nine, an eternal man with the power to fight the creatures that could move through time itself, that could attack in the space of a blink. 

That had destroyed the world before this one.

He had grown up in Edgewater. Even when Wilem had been afflicted with the Curse he had remained loyal, collected by the Mediators without a fight, brought willingly into their fold. He had passed their tests, he had learned their lessons, and he had become one of them. His entire life had been devoted to the cause. His cause. Without question. Without compromise. 

The Cursed were dangerous.

At least he had believed it until he met Eryn. She was dangerous, sure enough. Dangerous to those who crossed her, to those who wished to do harm to innocents. Dangerous in her beauty, too. Her disarming wit and charm and natural looks, her big smile and strong eyes, her passion and energy. He succumbed to it, as any right-minded man would. What was there not to love?

He smiled at that. A sad smile. She was sick. Very sick. If Silas didn't return with the cure in time... 

He had left the dagger on the small table inside. Just looking at it made him feel unwell. It whispered to him of a hopeless future, where all Eryn had endured would come to nothing. Where his Empire would always be the only empire.

Had it been so easy for him to change sides? Was love such a powerful thing that he had forsworn his pledges and his promises to it? That he had forged new promises? Was he being young and foolish? 

He might have thought he was, if not for what he had seen in the place called the Dark, in the depths of the reactor. Silas and his brothers had won the war against the Shifters. They had defeated the invading armies and saved all of them from extinction. The scientist, Jeremiah, had used their victory to rise to power, to seize control and slaughter all of those who knew the truth. To institute his world order, one that saw the past buried. How much ircidium had he mined on the backs of the commoners he enslaved? How many Cursed had been needlessly killed, instead of cured? 

It seemed to Wilem that he was afraid to allow the magic to gain purchase in this world. 

Why?

He sat and stared at the sky, looking in the direction of Amman for answers.

He heard the snap of a branch and the scuffling of boots.

Wilem felt his heart start racing, and he jumped to his feet. He fought to calm himself, to use what he had been taught and stay in control. He didn't dare use his lessons to draw on his magic, not when he couldn't know if there were Mediators nearby who would sense the power.

He stood still and listened. Another snap, and then a voice.

"Something big came this way. Look at how the grass is sunken here."

They were close. Too close. 

"Could've been anything made that track," a second voice said. "Wild boars can get awful big and fat."

Wilem turned back to the cave and pushed aside the roots, slipping into the small space and getting coated in a layer of dirt for his effort.

"Did you find something?" a third voice asked. It sounded familiar to him, but he couldn't place it.

Wilem glanced over at Eryn, finding her still motionless on the makeshift bed. He stared at her, worried until he saw the slight rise and fall of her chest. He took three steps in and grabbed the dagger from the table, and then returned to the hole. He had never been much of a warrior, but if anyone tried to come in, he would make sure they didn't succeed.

"Looks like it came through here," the first person said. Wilem could tell that his voice was getting louder as he said it. He was headed right for them.

He held his breath, silent and still, his hand tight and sweaty on the hilt of the blade. His heart was racing, and his body was cold. Silas had barely been gone for a day and already they were going to be discovered?

He could hear their feet on the earth outside, vibrating through the ground and into the hole. Three pairs of feet. They stomped into the area and came to a stop.

"It stopped here for a while, and then headed off that way," the second voice said.

"How long did it stop for?" the third voice asked.

They were right outside the entrance. Wilem felt himself begin to shiver as he realized he knew the speaker. Master Canlin, one of his teachers from Edgewater. What was he doing here? He had thought him retired from the field.

"Aren't any way to tell, sir," the first voice said. "Grass is all matted down here, so maybe it comes an' goes, or maybe other things like to rest here. Not surprising, being so close to the river and all."

A soft moan sounded behind him. 

Wilem spun around, seeing that Eryn's eyes were open, and she was trying to push herself upright.

"Eryn, no," Wilem whispered, placing the dagger quietly on the table and rushing over to her side. "Shhhh. It's okay, I'm here."

"Wizard," Eryn hissed. Her eyes found him. Yellow eyes pooled with darkness. There was no recognition in them.

"It's me, Wilem. Eryn, relax." 

Her forehead creased. "Wilem?"

"Yes. Eryn, please, lie down."

"What's happening?"

"There are people outside. Shhh. We must be quiet."

He watched her shiver. She whined and clenched her hands into fists. 

"Wizard," she said again. "Hungry. It hurts."

He noticed it now. A sense of power. Mediator Canlin was using his magic for something. To find them?

"It hurts," Eryn repeated, a little louder. "Hungry."

"I know. I'm sorry. Please my love, lie down." He put his hand to her forehead and tried to ease her back down. 

"Scared," she said, red tears pooling in her eyes. "Help me."

Wilem felt his heart breaking, his chest pounding. "I'm trying. Please, lie down and be quiet, or we're going to be caught."

He pushed against her, trying to lay her down. She had been out this entire time, and only the nearness of the Mediator had woken her. He glanced over at the dagger. Had she been woken, or had something else? Was it already too late?

"Hurtsssss," she moaned. 

"I'm sorry."

Without warning, her hand came up, striking him in the cheek. Sharp nails dug into his flesh, ripping it away at the same time he flopped backwards onto the floor. 

"Hungry."

Wilem lay on his stomach. He could feel her moving, shifting, trying to get up. 

"Did you hear something?" The first voice said.

"Just a squirrel or some such." the second replied.

"Hungry," Eryn repeated above him. 

He could feel the blood running from the cuts she had made in his cheek. He had to get up.

Wilem pushed himself to his feet and leaned forward, reaching for the dagger. Eryn's hand grabbed him from behind, a scaly gray hand that found its way around his neck. It squeezed, stealing his ability to breathe, even as he struggled to turn around.

"Eryn, please," he said, his voice strained. "I love you."

The hand loosened. "Wilem?" she asked again.

He took in a huge gulp of air. "Yes. I love you. Please listen to me."

"Hurtsssss."

He looked at the dagger in his hand. If it weren't too late, it would be soon. Silas probably hadn't even reached Varrow City yet. 

They were out of time.

"I'm sorry," Wilem said again. Eryn's hand was still on his neck, but it was limp, unsure. He took a deep breath and steeled himself. He knew what he had to do. What was expected. Silas had warned him.

"Hungryyyyyyyyyyyy," Eryn cried, the saddest, most painful cry he had every heard. 

He would be doing right by her, to put her to death.

He twisted in her grip, using his free hand to grab her arm, bringing the knife around towards her chest. 

His eyes landed on hers. He couldn't help but be frightened by their color, their shape. He couldn't help but give pause at their expression. 

She was as scared as he was.

He stopped the blade only inches from her chest, dropping it to the ground and taking Eryn in his arms. He put his hand over her mouth and drove her back, shoving her down onto the mat, laying on top of her and keeping her pinned. Red tears ran from her eyes, down her cheeks to the ground below. Clear tears ran from his, dripping and landing on her forehead. 

"Let's keep looking," the Mediator said. His power vanished from Wilem's senses. 

Eryn fell limp beneath him.

He lay there while the beat of his heart slowly returned to a normal rhythm, keeping his face close to Eryn's so he could feel the warmth of her breath on his ear. He waited quite a while to be sure they wouldn't return, and then he shifted to kneel over her. He stroked her forehead while he cried.

Did I just save your life, or forfeit my own?
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"Patmos."

Silas rapped on the rear door of the inn. He stood with his body pressed against it, his eyes sweeping back and forth in case he needed to hide again. Getting from Davin's mansion near the edge of the city to Waverly's had taken much too long. Every street was heavy with soldiers, the Heart even more so, and he had been forced to skirt side to side, shadow to shadow to avoid being stopped and questioned. 

The door opened a crack.

"Who's there?" A small voice asked.

"Patina," Silas said. He knelt down to get at eye level with the girl. "It's me. Is your father here?"

He could see her eyes looking out at him, large and frightened. 

"Go away," she said. "Please."

She started to close the door.

"Patina, wait." Silas stuck his foot in before it could close. "Where is your father?"

"Patina, who's there?" 

The proprietor's wife pulled the door open. She stood over Silas in a blue dress and a dirty apron, a butcher's knife in hand.

"Silas?"

He straightened up. "Is Patmos here?"

Her face turned dour, her eyes dropping to her feet. "He's gone. Taken. The Overlord connected him to Davin, and when they learned Davin was helping you... You freed all the poor souls at the ore mine. They've been rounding up new ones to refill it. Patmos is one of them."

Murderer.

Silas forced the thoughts away. "Urla, I'm so very sorry."

She looked up at him, her eyes fierce and resolute. "No. None of that. Every day we kept you here we were taking a risk. He isn't dead." She smiled. "And neither are you." She looked behind her, taking Patina's hand in hers. "The common room is crawling with soldiers and spies. They're expecting you might come back here. You need to go, and fast. Tell me what you came here for."

"A cloak, or a table cloth. I need to disguise someone who is rather large."

"That's all?"

Silas nodded. He would have asked for more, before. They had already done enough. "Tell me, are the mines operational again already? It wouldn't seem they could restore them so soon."

"No, not yet. Everyone who's been arrested is being kept in a small fortified garrison outside the walls." She laughed. "They're defending it like they've got a larder of coin at the center."

"Expecting me to try to free them again? Or daring me to?"

Urla stifled another laugh. "A bit of both I would expect. Let's not dally with words. Wait out by the stable and I'll find something suitable for you."

She closed the door before he could say anything else, so he retreated to the stables, hiding himself in with one of the horses. He was crouched there only a few minutes when a soldier made his way inside on foot, scanning the nooks and crannies as he walked through. 

Silas watched him from he shadows, crouched low to stay behind the horse, his feet spread to either side of a pile of manure. The stable was dimly lit by lanterns hanging on pegs along the center, and the light allowed him to get a good look at the soldier. Young, with a strong build, olive skin, and reddish-brown hair. He paused at the front of Silas' hiding spot, pulling a thin round of paper from his pocket and sticking the end into the lantern. Sacha. The smokeable plant was rare this far north. It would have cost the man good coin to get it.

 It was also illegal. Even more so among his soldiers.

Silas watched while the soldier took a couple of puffs and leaned back against the door. He didn't know Silas was there, and he had left himself completely exposed. All it would take for Silas to kill the man would be to sneak to the front of the stable and choke him.

He moved forward, silent and steady, shifting around the horse. The steed didn't seem to care about either of them, content to keep its head down, as though it didn't want to bear witness.

Silas positioned himself right behind the soldier. He took a breath in, tasting the smoke of the Sacha on his lips and tongue, sweet and heavy. 

"He would have you put to the mines, or hung straight up for even possessing a roll of sacha," Silas whispered into the soldier's ear.

The man didn't react with surprise. Instead, he reached back and made a grab for Silas, trying to grapple with him over the half-door that separated them. Silas caught his arm and shifted, pinning it and keeping the soldier's back to him, his arm pressed tight against it. One quick push, and it would break.

"Shhhh," Silas said.

"It's you, isn't it. Silas Morningstar," the soldier replied. He wasn't frightened. He wasn't nervous. He started laughing.

"What amuses you?" Silas asked.

"The whole of the Empire is looking for you, and you've been hiding out in a pile of horse dung the entire time."

"Not the entire time, my boy. I only just arrived."

The soldier still had one hand free. The roll of sacha rested between two of his fingers. He held it up. "Smoke?"

"What is your name?" Silas asked.

"Fehri, my Lord Morningstar.  Fehri Fehnrami, Captain of the Varrow City Guard, Third Company."

Silas grinned behind him. "It hasn't been very long since I last heard that name. You saved Eryn from a beating barely a week ago."

He could sense the man's surprise. 

"Please, my Lord," Fehri said, bringing the sacha to his lips so he could use the free hand to tap on Silas'. It hung from the corner of his mouth while he spoke. "You can release me. I may be a soldier in his army, but as you can see I have little regard for his commands. It is the Lord Amman that I follow."

Silas paused for only a moment, and then dropped the arm. "Amman?" 

Fehri turned around, sucking in on the sacha and letting the smoke out through his nose. "He That Sits Above. It is His road that I walk, His voice that I bend to, foremost among all voices." He tugged at the corner of his black tunic. "This is a means to an end."

"What end?"

"Kindness. It is lost to this Empire, and I have made it my quest to return it. One beggar at a time, if need be. You've seen the way the soldiers lord over the commoners. You've seen how every word is cloaked in fear. The rebellion grows every day. It isn't only about the prisoners or the Cursed. It is about kindness, decency, justice. Amman teaches us these things, and yet we do not hear these teachings. We bow to Amman, at the same time we spit on his feet."

"So you are for the rebellion?"

"I am for kindness. There are many paths to achieving it, and I have tried to show it to my comrades, my brothers. I have tried to teach them a better way. Amman's way. I believed that was my command, my duty to Amman. It appears I misunderstood His Word."

"How so?"

Fehri smiled. "He has brought me to you. Or you to me. I didn't know I was assisting the Liar and his Wh... companion outside the apothecary. Amman did, and He set me to be there when you needed me. Now you are here, in this stable, and I am here in this stable. You didn't kill me when you could have. You didn't remain in hiding and wait for me to leave. Amman is telling us both that I am meant to help you again."

"It is a coincidence," Silas said. If Amman were real, He would never have let him do the things he had done.

"No, my Lord Morningstar. There are no coincidences. I have prayed to Amman for His guidance, and He has answered those prayers. It is as clear to me as a sunny day. You don't have to believe it. It is enough that I do." 

Fehri took two steps back from Silas and drew his sword. In one smooth motion, he dropped to his knee and held it out to him. 

"I offer you my sword, as Amman decrees. I am His man first, and yours second. I swear my fealty to you, Silas Morningstar."

Silas looked down on the man. He had guessed by the sacha that this soldier might not be as loyal as his position might have suggested. He had gambled that he could use him to get back out of the Heart. He hadn't expected this. Could he be trusted? He had saved Eryn from a beating at the hands of one of his men. He had shown her uncommon and unexpected kindness.

"No," Silas said.

Fehri lifted his head, his expression confused. "No?"

Silas brought his hand up to his head, running it along the rough cuts he had made. Silas Morningstar wasn't who he was. Silas Morningstar was a lie, a ruse that he had created to keep him alive but completely in the dark, ready to be sent back to Rossum and Genesia if the need ever arose.

Genesia was destroyed. Rossum was dead. 

As of this moment, so is Silas Morningstar.

"If you wish to swear fealty, swear it to Talon Rast. General Talon Rast."
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"Silas, I - oh." 

Urla made her way into the stable, holding a large parcel of cloth against her chest. She had turned the corner and seen the soldier first, standing with his back to her in front of Talon. She stopped in her tracks, her eyes growing wide, her face fearful.

"Urla," Talon said, stepping around the soldier. "Do not be alarmed. I have made a new acquaintance while you were gone."

Fehri turned around, and Urla relaxed. "Captain Fehri. I didn't know it was you. Smoking in my barn again?"

"My apologies."

"I knew you liked the sacha. I never took you for a sympathizer."

"I am not for or against the Empire, my Lady. I am merely a servant to our Lord Amman, and in His name to General Rast."

"Well, then like it or not Captain, you are against the Empire, and for the people." Urla's eyes flicked over to Talon. "General Rast?"

"It is time that I reclaim my legacy and atone for it."

She held the parcel out to him. "A cloak from Moser Allan. He's a smith over on Caston Street. They call him 'the bear' on account of his size."

"Did you tell him what it was for?"

"I told him to hand it over and mind his business. He knows better than to ask questions."

Talon took the package. "Thank you. I don't know how I will ever repay your generosity."

She leaned forward and up, kissing him on the cheek. "Yes, you do."

"Urla, please go," Talon said. "Take care of your daughter. If I can get Patmos back to you, I will."

Urla nodded. "I know you will. Be safe. And when you return to wherever you have hidden Eryn, tell her that me and Patina miss her sorely."

Talon couldn't help but think of Eryn, laying on the floor of the cave and suffering a fate worse than death. "I will," he said, trying to hold back his tears and anger. 

Urla turned and headed out the door.

"We are clear on the plan?" Talon asked.

"Yes. So long as you don't get caught returning to Davin's estate, I can get you and your companion inside the palace. You'll have to put a lot of faith in me."

"I'll put as much in you as you have in Amman."

Fehri nodded. "Then there is no cause to worry."

"What about your men?"

"My men are loyal to him before me. It is a shame, but we can't count on them. I will take care of it."

"Thank you, Fehri. Good luck."

Fehri bowed to him, took a final puff of the sacha, stamped it out on a crossbeam, and then left the stable. 

Talon headed for the exit behind him, his arms full with the cloak, the hat, and the shears while Fehri went the other direction, into the inn through a second door. When he reached the stable doors, he peeked out, checking for soldiers. There was one standing at attention near the mouth of the alley, and he watched while Fehri spoke to him, and then brought him away at a fast walk.

"Time to go," Talon whispered, slipping out of the door and breaking for the street at a run. Fehri was gathering his men inside the inn. The soldier would spend valuable minutes questioning Urla about his whereabouts, during which he would cross over to the next zone of patrols. 

He was only three blocks from Davin's estate, only a block from the millinery, when he was finally spotted. 

"Hold, sir," the soldier called out from behind him. Talon didn't turn at first, continuing to walk as though he wasn't being spoken to.

He heard the patter of the horse's hooves accelerate, and then the soldiers were right behind him. 

"I said, hold." The voice was gruff and angry. 

Talon stopped walking and faced them, keeping his eyes downcast. His uncommon blue would draw too much scrutiny. "My apologies, your Lordship. I didn't guess that you was talking to the likes of me."

"There's no one else out here," the soldier said. He was young, a little pudgy, wearing light chain armor and a dull iron helm over his blacks. He was flanked by two others, who were even younger than he was. 

Little more than children.

Talon kept his eyes down. "My apologies, your Lordship. Please forgive my ignorance."

"What are you doing out here?"

Talon held out the cloth and hat. "I been called out to visit Lord Varquist, your Lordship. He wanted a hat."

"Lord Varquist? I've never heard of him."

"Aye. He lives over yonder, near that estate that done burned down some fortnight or so ago. 'Twas fortunate for him the fire didn't spread. Your Lordship."

The soldier whispered something to his companions. "An odd time of night to be out making hats."

"Aye. It is, your Lordship. Begging your pardon, but between you and me, Lord Varquist is quite an odd soul." He cackled at the comment, coughing in the middle of his laugh. "I'm not a wealthy man, your Lordship, and my poor birth prevented me from serving him as proudly as you do. As it is, there's just me, me wife and the hats. I can't afford to turn down work, even if it means heading out in the middling of the night, and running into you fine gentlemen."

The soldier was silent for a moment, and then dismounted his horse. He came in close to Talon. "Let me see your face."

"My apologies, your Lordship," Talon said, backing away. "I've got this sickness." He coughed again for effect. "I don't want to pass it to you."

The soldier reached out and grabbed him by the wrist, squeezing tight enough that it would have caused most men to cry out. Talon did his best imitation, coughing, whimpering and whining at the pain.

"Let me see your face," the man repeated.

Talon breathed in slowly, gathering his focus in case he needed to change his tactics. He looked up at the soldier, making a face that he hoped was pitiful.

The soldier stared at him. At his eyes first, and then at the stubble and dirt on his face, his black clothes, his soldier's boots.

"Where did you get army blacks?" the soldier asked, still scrutinizing him and growing more suspicious. 

"My son, your Lordship. He's a soldier. We're the same size. He passed them down to me." He tried to sound frightened. He wasn't sure how convincing it was, and he was losing confidence in his trickery. He had hoped to avoid being seen at all, and if that couldn't be avoided to bypass the kind of notice that would identify his dress, even if he had removed his markings from it. He had failed on both counts.

"Didn't you just say it was only your wife and your cat - what the Heden?"

The soldier's eyes flew up and over Talon, fear taking control of his face. Talon looked back, finding Oz racing towards them, the juggernaut carrying his massive sword in hand and bearing down on the soldiers. 

"My apologies, your Lordship," Talon said, dropping the clothes from his arms and striking the soldier in the face with enough force to break his nose. He grabbed the hilt of the man's sword even as he fell to the ground.

He heard the thwip of bowstrings, and the ping of the arrowheads smacking against Oz, his heavy shell deflecting them without concern. 

"Oz," Talon shouted.

The juggernaut didn't pause. It steamed past him, swinging its huge blade and cutting the soldiers down from their mounts.

"Oz," he repeated.

Oz turned, its red eyes blazing. "It is pleased to see First of Nine."

"What did you do?" The first soldier was still alive, on his hands and knees. Talon put the sword to his throat. "Be still."

The soldier didn't move.

"It is worried. It is coming."

"Worried?"

"It is not right back."

Talon looked at the corpses of the other soldiers. Oz had almost cut them in half.

"I was coming back," he said. "I was dealing with them."

"It is worried."

It said it as though that was all the reason it needed.

"I gave you an order," Talon said.

Oz was silent.

"Oz. You disobeyed me."

The juggernaut was still. "It is sorry."

Talon stared back at the creature. There was much more to it than he understood, but there was one thing he was sure of: Oz was not like any of the other juggernauts. The question was, why?

"Here," Talon said, picking up the cloak and holding it out to it. "Put this on, quickly. You should have left your sword with mine. Now we have to find somewhere to hide it."

"It is sorry," Oz repeated. It put the sword on the ground and took the offered cloak and deftly slipped it over its shoulders with one arm. Then it took the hat and placed it over its head.

"It is wearing clothes," Oz said.

"Yes. Keep the cloak closed." Even though Urla had gotten it from a man called 'the bear' it was still pulling at the juggernaut's shoulders, and it barely dropped to the top of its ankles. The hat was also pulled on tight, the shadow of the wide brim just barely enough to keep its face in darkness, the glow if its eyes hidden. 

Talon looked down at the soldier, who stayed motionless beneath the sword. He shifted his hand forward and drew a neat line into his bare neck, cutting deep. The soldier gurgled in pain and fell. 

Murderer.

Talon closed his eyes. 

Yes. He saw too much. A risk we couldn't take.

"Let's go," he said, dropping the sword to the dirt next to the body. 

Before they could, a rush of footsteps echoed around them. The soldiers ran in from the alleys and cross-streets, a hundred strong or more. Dozens of arrows trained on them, tense bowmen keeping their strings taught and ready to loose.  

Oz started reaching for its sword.

"Don't," Talon said. "That is an order, and you had better follow it."

Oz stopped moving.

Three men on horseback parted the masses, riding ahead to where they stood. One took the reins of the dead soldier's horses. The other two came close.

"Silas Morningstar," Fehri said, his eyes filled with disgust at the carnage. "You are under arrest."
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General Spyne made the last few steps up to the top of the ridge. He was sweaty from the climb, breathing hard, the anger pulsing beneath the surface of an icy stare. The rest of the Historians filed in behind him, wheezing and gasping, complaining at the soreness of their muscles, and wishing they had been able to bring the horses up the steep terrain. 

All except Worm. He didn't so much climb the mountain as flow up it, soundlessly making the ascent without breaking a sweat, without breathing any harder, and of course without a word. He was the one who paused next to Spyne, looking down the slope on the other side towards the distant ruin that was Genesia.

"Home," Spyne said. 

The small emotion that had sat in his gut for the last two days had grown to a strange yearning, an overwhelming desire to see the place again. Now he gazed down onto the crater. It had lost its obscuring mist, down to the patches of bones and the trees beyond, down to the mountain of stone and slagged ircidium that rested in the center. A true tomb within a tomb. 

"We came all this way for some ruins?" Rose asked.

Spyne turned, finding the man a few steps behind him. He rushed him, knocking aside his defenses and putting his hands around his throat, using it to drag him to the edge.

"Ruins?" he whispered. This was where he had lived. This was where he had changed. This was his legacy, their legacy, and Talon had brought it to dust.

"General. General, please." Rose's voice strained beneath the hands. "I'm sorry."

It wasn't enough. Not this time. The anger burned and boiled in him, stealing away any sense of logic. He squeezed even tighter.

"Do you know what I sacrificed for these ruins? Do you know what I gave?"

He didn't remember all of it. He remembered enough. His eyes closed, his mind putting the tower back together, standing it upright. The reactor. He could remember the smell of the flowers that lined the corridors, giving off their natural phosphorescent light. He could remember the music and the children. The majesty of what they were building, the thrumming of the ebocite core. 

It had been beautiful. 

He remembered his wife. Simple, plain, and wonderful. 

She had been beautiful, too.

War had stolen her away. War stole it all away. 

He remembered the pain. 

The magic was untested. It was all theory and guesswork, based on what little they knew about the enemy. Creating them, creating the Nine, had been painful. Beyond painful. A pain he still carried with him. So many had died. So many had been incompatible. Why had he survived? Why was he here now?

Rose's hands were on his, trying to pry them apart. His face was turning pale, his eyes beginning to bulge. The rest of the Historians were motionless, watching him, waiting for him to finish his work. They were hard men, and they were smart men. At least, smart enough to know when to stay silent. Most of them.

"He took it," Spyne said. "He took my home."

The promise. That's why he was here. He remembered the promise. He had to. It was the only thing that made sense to him. It was the only thing to hold onto, when nothing else brought him any feeling at all. It was the reason he had led the juggernauts through Genesia, slaughtering every man, woman, and child they discovered. It was the reason he burned the books, destroyed the past. 

It was the reason he had murdered his wife and daughter. 

Their bones were down there, mixed with all the others.

The anger flared, a fire burning ever brighter. He lifted Rose off his feet, squeezing one last time with a strength that was beyond human. The man's spine crumbled beneath the pressure, stopping his pleading for good. He hurled the body away from him, dropping to his knees and burying his face in his hands even as it rolled down the slope to join the others.

He had never remembered it before. Not until he had been sent here. Not until he had seen it. Who he was. What he was. He wasn't supposed to know this. The promise wasn't supposed to be broken. Not now. Not ever. 

He hated Talon for that, too.

The sound of boots on the ground in front of him brought him back to his senses. His head lifted, and he found Worm descending the slope, everything about him calm and steady. He felt the anger again, the internal sun that threatened to burn him alive from within. It had been cooled somewhat by the violence. It sparked at the sight of the Historian moving ahead of him. It wasn't enough for him to act on it.

"Worm, hold," he said. 

Worm stopped and looked back, waiting.

He couldn't end him, the way he had Rose. Ash, Cain, even Peyn, yes. Not Worm. 

"With me," Spyne said, straightening up and turning his face to stone. "Talon was here. He's gone now. I know it. We missed him." He looked out across the ridge line. He couldn't have missed by much.

"Shall we turn around, my Lord?" Peyn asked, careful to stay a few paces behind.

"No. We go down." 

He didn't give a reason. He didn't need to. He wouldn't have liked the decision, but Spyne had a feeling he had known sending him here was a risk. That his memories were a risk. He also would have to know that Spyne was the most loyal of the Nine. The one least likely to forget the promise. The one who would act out of emotion, out of anger. 

He had forgotten for a thousand years, and now Talon Rast had forced him to remember.

His wife was down there. His daughter. His home. 

In ruins.

All of it destroyed.

If Talon had his way, for nothing.

He would find his former friend, and crush him.
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Word traveled quickly among the soldiers that Silas Morningstar had been caught. 

The groups of guards that had been spread throughout the city keeping lookout for him were recalled, and they waited at the gates to the palace as Fehri and his own company of men led Talon and his brute of a companion through.

Talon didn't balk under their gaze. He didn't flinch at their insults and jibes, their spittle and anger. He kept his head up, his posture proud, confronting them, daring them to lose their own sense of control, to push their way past the soldiers to get a piece of him. He was the Liar, their enemy. He had killed their brothers in arms. He had killed an Overlord.

Oz was ambivalent behind him, not reacting at all to the noise or the emotion. They hadn't tried to remove its hat or cloak, perhaps out of fear after what it had done to their comrades. It remained nothing more than a beast of a man to them, trailing behind its master.

"Where is your whore?" a voice cried out from the crowd in front of the gates, even as they began to swing open.

"Yeah, I'd love to get a taste of that," another shouted.

"How much?" yelled a third.

Talon refused to let the words affect him, though they boiled him on the inside. His mind was locked on the image of Eryn as he last saw her. It was the reason he was here. It was why he was enduring this. 

He raised his hand up to scratch his face, drawing a sharp look from the guard next to him, who inched his sword closer. 

"Watch yourself, Liar."

"Just an itch," Talon said. 

Fehri shifted in his saddle to glance back at them. After seeing the soldier's face when he showed up to claim them, Talon was no longer sure that the so-called servant of Amman was still going to see their plan through. He couldn't believe he was enough of an actor for his face to have paled and twisted in such a way of his own accord.

Although, perhaps the fact that he was still alive was testament to the Captain's word. Even if he had been disgusted by the violence, Fehri had made a promise, and Talon had placed his trust. It wouldn't be in the spirit of Amman to break it.

"Take his head!" 

The shouts continued. 

"Cut him in half!"

"Put him in the guillotine!"

They marched through the gates, to the large courtyard at the front of the palace. The barracks were on the left side, and hundreds of soldiers had risen from their sleep to see what the fuss was about. They stood in linen pants and bare chests, joining in the fury of the crowd, adding their shouts and curses. The entrance to the dungeon would be on the right side, closer to the palace proper. Their escort shifted that way, leading them away from the others.

A small bastion was the only external hint of the prison below the palace, a block of simple stone with an iron door at its center, and a stoic elder soldier standing in front of it. 

"Commander Trock," Fehri said, dismounting his horse and sharing a bow with the soldier. "I bring you Silas Morningstar, and one of his outlaw companions. He is to be interred at once."

Trock. When Talon heard the name, his mind fell from Eryn, back to somewhere else. A battlefield, somewhere. He saw the man, so much younger than he appeared now. He was infantry then, a boy of seventeen or eighteen. He tried to place the battle, the date, the reasons. All he saw was his face.

Trock smiled and looked at Talon. "The Liar captured at last. The Overlord will be tickled. Me and my boys will take it from here."

Fehri shook his head. "I captured him. I'm responsible for his safety. I'll lead him down. The Overlord will want to speak to him before she decides his fate."

"Death, for sure," Trock said. "As you wish, my Lord."

He knocked on the door, and it swung inward. A half-dozen jailers in faded leathers came forward to claim them. 

Fehri turned to his man. "Wait here. Make sure the Overlord is sent word of this one's arrival."

"Yes, my Lord."

Fehri moved in behind Talon and Oz, holding his sword at the ready. "Shall we?"

Trock took the lead, with the other jailers surrounding them. Oz barely fit through the door, scraping it with its shoulder, its hat threatening to be pulled from its head. The bastion had only a small station inside for the guards, and then an iron gate that led to a set of stairs which dove deep below the palace. The gate was already open, inviting them in.

The iron door closed and locked the moment they were through, the mechanism echoing in the small space. 

"Won't be leaving now," one of the jailers said.

"Or ever," another added.

"Quiet," Trock said. He turned and looked back, and then approached them. "You won't need that in here." He reached up, grabbing the brim of Oz's hat and ripping it away. When he saw what was beneath it, he blanched. "What is this?"

Oz's arm shot out from under the cloak, its hand wrapping around Trock's neck. "It is One Zero. It is called Oz."

There was a moment of silence as each of the other jailers recovered from the shock of the juggernaut, and then they started to reach for their weapons. 

"Wait," Fehri said. He was as surprised by Oz as any of them, his own eyes widening at the sight of the creature. "Hold your blades before it kills him."

"Trock," Talon said, ignoring everything else. "I remember you. The field is foggy, but your face isn't. You were a young boy. Eighteen at most. You always favored the short sword." He closed his eyes, the words helping bring the event to clarity. "You killed a rebel soldier, a girl. She was only fourteen." 

He could see it now. Trock on his knees at her side, looking down into her lifeless eyes, tears running from his own. The battle raged around them, and General Rast fought his way through the pitch to grab the soldier by the neck and bring him to his feet. 'Stand and fight, or I'll kill you myself,' he had screamed at the boy. 

Trock could barely breathe through Oz's grip, but his eyes showed he remembered. 

Talon opened his eyes. "I picked you up and ordered you to fight. You did well that day." There was no pride in his words.

Murderer.

"Rrrmmmmm." Trock tried to speak, but couldn't. 

"Oz, let go," Talon said. 

"It is pleased to follow First of Nine." Oz released him. 

Trock put his hands to his neck to rub it, turning to face Talon. "How? How could you know about that?" He leaned in closer, his dark eyes staring into Talon's blue. "General?" He paused, trying to work out the years. "It can't be. I mean, there were rumors coming from the other side of the Killorns. Rumors that the Liar was calling himself General Talon Rast. I didn't believe them. How could I? You were old then, and I'm an old man now."

"Yes, you are." He had to be sixty or more. "Not as old as me, though. Not by half. You know me, Trock. You served under me. You know who and what I was. You know how I followed his laws, his command.  Yet here I am. The Liar. The most wanted man in the Empire. I have turned against him, Trock. Do you know why?"

He shook his head. "They say there is a girl. A Cursed girl. Did she enchant you?"

"No. She saved me. There is another girl. A young girl dead on the field, her blood on your sword, your tears on her chest. There are hundreds more like her. Thousands. They were forgotten once. No more."

"Are you going to kill us?" one of the jailers asked.

"There has been enough killing for today," Fehri said, before Talon could reply. "General, we can lock them up to keep them quiet."

Talon considered for a moment, and then nodded. If he could convince the Overlord to help him, she would decide what to do with them. If not, it wouldn't matter. "Enough for ten lifetimes, with more to come before this is over. Surrender your weapons, and you won't be harmed."

"Wait," Trock said. "General, you don't need to lock us up. We won't give you away." He pointed at his men. "You don't remember all of them, do you? How could you, with so many soldiers under your command? Wallace? Bryant?"

Talon looked at the others. He hadn't noticed them before. They were all wrinkled and grey. "I'm sorry, I don't. He took them. My memories. He made me forget when I learned the truth. He has a cure, Trock. A cure for the Curse. Yet he kills them. He buries the truth, buries the past, and forces us to bury those who question him. They call me the Liar, but this Empire is built on his lies, not mine." 

All of them stared at him, trying to absorb what he said. Trying to absorb that fact that he existed at all.

"I never forgot her," Trock said at last. "The girl. I've carried her face with me for all of these years. The only thing that ever brought me comfort was that I killed her in the name of the Empire. That I killed her to keep us safe. I served under you, General. If you say the Empire is corrupt, I believe you, even if it means that the blood on my hands is as dirty as it comes." He dropped to his knee and bowed his head. "I swore fealty to you once before in his name. I'll swear fealty to you again if you'll have me, for all of those whose names I don't know."

"As will I," Wallace said.

"And I," Bryant said.

Before he knew it, all of the jailers were kneeling at his feet.

"Praise be to Amman," Fehri said. "General, what do we do now?"

"Bring me to my cell."
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The Overlord didn't keep Talon waiting long. 

Trock had barely had time to lock him and Oz in their cells and climb back up to the bastion with his men when the echoing of footsteps signaled that he had returned. 

She came alone. Trock guided her in silence, from the second heavy iron gate at the bottom of the deep stairwell to the ten foot square block of stone and iron that made up Talon's cell. 

"Leave us," she said to Trock. The jailer bowed his head, gave Talon a sidelong glance, and retreated away from them. The Overlord stood in front of the cell, staring in at him with a look of intense curiosity.

Talon looked back at her. She had always been attractive, and the slowed aging of the Cursed had maintained much of it. There was some gray in her hair now, a few lines around her eyes, and her skin was a little less silky smooth, but the underlying beauty was still there.

"Caela. It has been a long, long time."

"Talon. What are you doing here?"

"I was captured by your men."

She started laughing, a soft, melodic laugh that brought him back to another time. Another place. A quiet meal between friends, joking and talking. They had been so close once. As close as any man and woman could be without sharing in the physical. He had always been loyal to Alyssa, and as a Cursed she was forbidden.

"You expect me to believe that these soldiers captured you, when Feng and Clau could not?" She reached through the bars of the cell, putting her hand to his face. "What happened to you?"

Talon put his hand over hers. She didn't pull it away, or show any fear that he would turn on her. She knew he had been captured on purpose. She had to know it was to see her.

"I was hoping you would ask me that. Do you remember my boy, Aren?"

She shook her head. "No. I never met Aren. Talon, I haven't seen you in close to fifty years."

"Has it been that long?"

"Yes."

"I'm still alive."

"You haven't aged a day, though your hair could use a little attention."

"I'm not Cursed."

"You are one of his Generals. One of the... six, who remain. Every Overlord knows about the Generals, that you are special."

"They do?"

"Of course. You know that."

Talon shook his head. "No. I don't know that. There are so many things I've forgotten. My boy, Aren, he learned the truth about the Curse. That he has a cure. The Refinery."

He could tell she was surprised that he knew. She pulled her hand away and turned from him. "It isn't a cure, Talon. It comes back. It always comes back."

"The Refinery," he repeated. "It doesn't matter. There is a way to purify it, to heal it. How many of the Cursed have been killed, who would have gladly given their blood to have it cleaned? Aren found out about the Curse, what it was. He had him killed to keep the secret, and when I found out, he took my mind."

"Talon, I... I'm sorry for what you went through. If he killed your son, if he took your memories... I'm sure there was a good reason."

"Caela... there is no good reason, I assure you. I was his man. I made a promise to him that lasted a thousand years." She gasped at the number. "Yes. I said a thousand years. That is how long I have been wandering this Empire. That is how long he has been in control. Even so, it wasn't enough for him to trust me, to speak to me in truth. Why do you think that is?"

She was staring at him now, trying to make herself believe that he was as old as he claimed. "No one can live a thousand years. You claim that he took your mind. How can you be sure of anything you say?"

"Because I've been there. Where it all started. The Dark."

"The Dark is a myth."

"No, it isn't. It had another name once, long ago. Genesia. I lived there. So did he. His name was Jeremiah. He was what we called a wizard. He had power, like you."

"What do you mean?" There was a hint of fear in her voice. Fear that he was telling the truth.

"The Curse. It isn't what you think, or what he wants you to believe. The power, the magic isn't what makes you sick."

"I don't believe you."

"Yes, you do. Some part of you does. I can see it in your eyes."

She turned away from him, hiding her face and beginning to pace in circles in front of him, her hands clasped together behind her back. He could see the tension in them as she struggled to find some compromise between what he had said, and what she knew as the truth. 

"Why do you think I disappeared?" Talon asked.  "Why do you think he tried to hide me away, stealing my memories and turning me into a drunken fool?  Why didn't he just kill me? At first, I believed it was because he valued our past friendship. Now I know it was because we are too rare, too valuable for what we are to be disposed of so easily."

She looked back at him. "And what is that?"

"A tool. A weapon. Only six of us remain."

"A weapon for what?"

"A war that is over."

"Then why does he need you?"

"The creature that attacked a nearby village, it was trapped with us in Genesia. It escaped when he destroyed the reactor."

"I have received reports of a monster. That is what you were intended to fight?"

"That, and worse. We discovered one in Genesia. It could be that there are more of them trapped somewhere. It could be that he doesn't know, and that is why we are still needed. The six of us... we are the only ones that can fight them."

"He wants you dead. I have orders to kill you at any opportunity."

"Because I know the truth."

She paused in her pacing, her expression grim. 

"Talon, they are calling you the Liar, and all that I hear from you are words that reek of lies."

"Then why would I let myself be captured?" he said, his voice low and seething. He was and always would be a murderer. He had never been a liar. 

"What I have heard, what I know is undeniably true, is that you murdered Overlord Iolis and General Feng. You incited a revolt in Elling. You freed every prisoner in the Washfall mines, while killing a number of his soldiers. I know that you are harboring a Cursed girl who has been helping you commit every act of treason, every type of crime I can imagine. I know you have killed a number of Mediators, and by the fact that you are here, and General Clau isn't, I imagine you killed him as well. I know your exploits are causing unrest and uprisings throughout the Empire, and there has been more death and chaos since you started this insane act of revenge than there has been since I became the Overlord of Varrow. If that isn't enough, you came to me, you let yourself be captured, because you think that simply telling me you are a thousand years old, making wild claims about being some kind of weapon, and suggesting that he is hiding something from his most trusted servants is going to somehow sway me to your cause?"

She stormed over to the cell, putting her hands to the bars and staring deep into his eyes. Her voice was soft when she spoke again.

"Talon, I have known you for many years. I have loved you from the time I was a young Mediator, newly assigned to your retinue. Even as I heard what you were doing, I wanted to believe there was a purpose to it. It terrifies me, but I want to believe you. If you were in my position, how would you feel about all that you have said, and I have said?"

Talon smiled, reaching out and putting his hand on hers once more. "I would have me hanged."

"Then why? Why did you come here? You know what I have to do. Why must you force me to do it?"

Talon kept his eyes on hers. He pulled in a deep, calm breath and slowly let it out. He could feel her pulse racing under his palm. 

"Her name is Eryn."

"What?"

"The Cursed girl. The one they are calling the Whore. Her name is Eryn. She is very much as you were. Passionate, strong, loyal. A gift to the Empire. Like so many of the Cursed could be. Like so many of those who are trapped in the mines could be, given a chance. That's why I came, despite the odds. She's dying. No, she's changing. You have the cure. You can stop it. You can save her. It is the slimmest chance I have, but it is her only chance. I've sacrificed myself to you for that chance. To keep a different promise."

A tear rolled from her eye and down her cheek. "If only I could believe you. If only I were willing to commit treason in your name. You can't offer me any compelling reason to do either."

"I've offered you my life, and the truth."

"As you see it, and you question your own mind."

"Not in this."

"How can you say that?"

"I have proof."

She looked him over. "I see no evidence."

Talon's eyes finally left hers, rising and looking over her shoulder.

"Oz. Say hello to Overlord Prezi."

The juggernaut had been placed in the opposite cell. It had been standing in the dark corner of the prison with its back turned, invisible to her attention. Now it shifted and came forward so that she could see it.

"It is pleased to say hello to the wizard. It is pleased to follow First of Nine."

She pulled her hands away again, her head whipping between Oz and Talon. 

"What kind of trickery is this?" she asked, her voice strained in her disbelief.

"Oz. Open your cell."

The juggernaut reached out with its arm, taking hold of the bars and pulling. The hinges snapped, and it lifted the heavy door aside.

"Talon?" Caela said. She backed away, her expression changing as she summoned her power.

"Oz, grab the Overlord. Be gentle."

"It is pleased to follow First of Nine."

Oz dropped the door with an echoing clang and started walking towards her. The darkness of the prison was replaced with blinding white light as streaks of energy flowed from the Overlord's hand and into the juggernaut. It hissed and smoked against the ircidium hide, chipping away at the layers of rust and grime that had collected over the centuries. 

It didn't slow the creature at all.

Oz reached out and took her wrist, lifting it and holding it so the magic aimed for the ceiling.

She stopped the attack.

"Oz, where are you from?" Talon said.

"It is from Genesia."

"How old are you?"

"It has existed for one thousand four years, sixty-seven days, twelve hours, sixteen minutes, and nine seconds by the Empyrean calendar."

The Overlord was motionless, her arm still in its grip. "Talon, I..."

"Oz, let her go."

It opened its hand and released her arm.

"A relic," Talon said. "Oz is a juggernaut. He is the first version of what I was turned into. That the nine of us who were compatible were turned into. They still don't know the truth. None of us did. We won the war for all of our civilization, and when it was over... he seized the Empire for himself. He buried our past, our history. He killed everyone in Genesia to protect his secret. He has enslaved and killed many more since then to protect his secrets."

She stared at Oz, examining it. 

"Look as closely as you must. I need you to believe me, Caela. You are the only one who can save Eryn. You are the only one who can help me stop the killing. I know you made a promise to him to protect the Empire and uphold its justice. I made a similar promise long ago. A promise that he has broken."

She circled the juggernaut, reaching out to touch the ircidium shell, putting her hand in front of its face to feel the warm breath generated by the moving of gears and the resonance of the ebocite heart at its center. "How is this possible?"

"We always had the magic. The power. It was different then, and we used it to bring joy and beauty and light to the world. Until we became greedy in it and pushed it too far. We polluted it. So many died... but that was a thousand years ago. He has the cure, and yet he still hunts the Cursed, killing most of them and brainwashing the rest. We defeated the Shifters, and yet he still mines all of the ircidium that can be found. He burns any reference to the past, keeps us in the dark. Again, why? I believe he has lost himself, fallen victim to the disease of power. This isn't the world that is supposed to be. This isn't the world that the Empire deserves."

She moved past Oz, back to his cell. She stood in front of him, her eyes moist, her chest heaving. "You're asking me to commit treason."

"I'm asking you to do what you know is right. We have followed blindly for too long." He held up his hands. "There is so much blood on these, a river couldn't hold it all. I can make this right. You can help me. We can bring the light back to the world, and take the fear and pain and suffering away from it for good."

"What if you fail?"

"Then I'll be erased from history as everything else has been."

She stood in front of him, considering once more. Then she put her hand up, and the cell unlocked, the door swinging open. She stepped in slowly, cautiously, and then reached out and took his hands. She kissed each one. 

"It is good to see you again, Talon."
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They reached the ruins of the tower as evening approached, a pace that left the Historians laying out on the grass, their bodies screaming for relief. All except Spyne and Worm.

Spyne climbed through the rubble, all the way to the center where the dragon had burst from the depths. He peered down into the darkness, down to where he knew the remains of the reactor would rest, shattered ebocite and other stones amidst the debris from above. He didn't need to see it to know it was there.

He reached into a pocket and withdrew a coin. It was an old thing, a relic from the time before. They had found it during one of their raids, in the home of a merchant who had come across the cache while digging a new well in his yard. The merchant had been excited to find such a thing. Too excited. Even when Spyne had arrived to claim it, he had talked excitedly about the idea of ancient money, and how it looked to be older than the Empire itself. 

They had buried him and his family in the well he had dug.

He flipped the coin in his fingers. He had been carrying it for a half-dozen years or so. The back of it was so faded as to be almost flat. The face, the flip-side, was also worn and weathered, but he could still trace the edge's of the face etched into it. A woman's face, stoic and strong. He knew he had seen the real thing once, which was why he had kept the coin. His mind never let him remember her in detail.

"Today, you stand in for her." It had been the first, and last time he had loved. The last time he had truly felt. He put the coin to his lips, kissed it gently, and threw it into the pit. Then he turned and began climbing back through the rubble, to where his group was resting. He caught Worm out of the corner of his eye as he did. The painted man was kneeling in the grass, looking down at a portion of the ground that had been torn up by a massive claw.

A dragon, Spyne knew. A Shifter. He wasn't sure what it was doing here in Genesia, or how it had survived. He was sure Talon had something to do with its escape.

"Worm, did you find something?" Spyne asked. 

The man looked up, and then put his palm flat against the earth. He looked out to where the grass had been burned away, to where it was obvious there had been a battle. The claw and scorch marks were concentrated there, the earth lain to waste. He pointed out towards a copse of trees some distance away.

"Get on with it," Spyne said.

Worm stood up and began moving along the earth, his body contorting. He leaned forward with his head out, then crouched low, and then ran ahead, hopping over Cain and racing out into the burned grass. 

He looked down, rocking and turning, his head shooting forward, his mouth opening and closing. He turned around and took a swordsman's position, crouched and ready. He played both parts of the battle, as though he had been there and seen it. 

He twisted and twirled, moves that Spyne recognized. Talon's moves. His style. His fight. He even gained the wounded limp in his step that he had claimed Talon would have. How Worm knew it, how he could recreate his actions as though he was there... Spyne wanted to ask. He knew he would never get an answer.

The pantomime continued, so well executed that Spyne could almost picture the scene. He found himself wishing that the dragon had won the day. 

It seemed that it might have, because Worm came forward, mouth open, arms wide, leaping in towards the invisible Talon on the other side. He switched roles, becoming the General, sword raised in a weak defense.

Then he stopped.

There was no warning, no reason. One moment Worm was Talon, the next he wasn't. The painted Historian stood stiff and silent, as though the sudden change had even confused him. Then he turned and looked back at Spyne.

"Well? What happened next?"

Worm shrugged and dropped into a sitting position. 

"You don't know?"

He didn't respond.

Spyne felt the anger rising. "Historians, on your feet."

They were completely spent, but they didn't question the order. The four remaining soldiers forced themselves to stand.

"Explore the area, from here to the trees. Talon was here. We need to know which direction he fled in."

They spread out evenly across the field and began slogging back towards the trees, their legs unsteady in the effort. Spyne and Worm followed behind them.

"My Lord, have a look at this," Peyn said a short time later.

They had passed through the trees at the edge of the clearing, following a set of deep footprints they had discovered in the undamaged earth further away. Footprints that Spyne knew had been made by a juggernaut. He found them curious at the time, because they appeared to be moving away from the tower in an odd gait. One of the feet was making a much deeper impression than the other, which also looked to be turned at a strange angle. 

When he caught up to Peyn within a smaller clearing, he understood.

"He has a juggernaut?" Spyne whispered to himself, wondering how that could be so. He stared down at the dead creature, at its amputated ankle and the larger, bent foot that rested beside it.

"A juggernaut, General?" Ollie said. His face was pale from the sight of the creature. "What is it?"

"It is more than you need to know," Spyne said. 

"He was here, General," Peyn said. Spyne found his man kneeling over the grass, holding up a bar of red crystal. "These look just like yours."

Spyne glanced down at the bars across his chest. "If he had his decoration, he must be wearing the blacks. Worm, do you know which way they went?"

He pointed towards the slope, a few miles wide of where they had first descended. A path that would have led Talon and his juggernaut back to Varrow City.

Where is your whore, Talon? 

They had found no sign of the Cursed girl. No footprints, no clues. Was she buried in the rubble somewhere?

He looked back at Peyn, ready to give the order to move out. He saw the weariness on the man's face as if for the first time. He saw it on the others' as well. 

It made him angry. Hard men or not, they were still men. They needed to rest. To eat and sleep. It was getting dark in a hurry. 

"We'll rest here," Spyne said. "Two hours."
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"What are we going to tell the men?" Fehri asked. "They all saw me bring in Silas Morningstar."

After the Overlord had made the decision to support Talon, he had explained to her that her jailers had already offered their loyalty, as had one of her captains. She had been shocked at how quickly he had rallied support from those who were assumed to be loyal, though the defections had highlighted just how fractured all of the Empire truly was. She had taken it upon herself to call Trock and his men down to the dungeon to dress them down for their treason, and then to force them to swear their loyalty anew in her presence. 

She joined them when they did.

Now they were sitting around a small table that had been brought down to the dungeon. Talon, Caela, Fehri, and Trock were seated, while the other jailers and Oz stood behind them. 

"No," Talon said.  "They saw you bring in a man with white hair and blue eyes who killed three of his soldiers, along with a large accomplice." He looked over at Caela. "The Overlord will tell them that the man who was captured was not Silas Morningstar, and that he will be hanged in the morning for the murder of their comrades. Unfortunately, the large one was killed trying to escape. Fehri, you will help her spread the word."

"As you command, General," Fehri said.

"Hanged?" Trock said. "How are you going to pull that off?"

"I have two hearts," Talon said. "If one of them is stopped, the other will bring me back again."

Trock's face paled. "Two hearts?"

If the Overlord was surprised, she didn't show it. "Once you're dead, Captain Fehri can take your body to a potter's grave outside the city. When you wake up, he will escort you to wherever Eryn is waiting, and help you secret her back here."

"It is pleased to follow First of Nine," Oz said.

"No, Oz," Talon replied. "Not this time. You have to stay here. That is an order."

The juggernaut launched a puff of steam to express its dissatisfaction.

"Caela, what of the other Generals?" Talon asked. "I overheard a Mediator say that Thornn has been sent to chase the dragon."

"Dragon?" Trock asked.

"The name of the creature that attacked Tibbleton," Talon said.

"He doesn't share the placement of his Generals with me," the Overlord replied. "My orders were to assist them in any way necessary. I helped General Clau catch up to you." She said it as a statement, not an apology. 

"He did catch up to me. And I caught up to him. I tried to convince him of the truth, but his hold over him was too strong." 

"We must be very cautious about all of this," Caela said. "I have the power of my station, but it will mean nothing if word gets out that I am offering succor to the rebellion. I know some of you have families. You understand the harm you can cause with a loose tongue."

"Aye," Wallace said from his place behind Trock. "We do, my Lady. If you don't mind my asking, my Lady, how come you're helping the General?"

She turned her attention to Talon, studying the intensity of his face. He certainly looked like a hawk at the moment, though he appeared to be molting. "I too served the General. Many years ago."

"My Lady," Trock said. "You look half my age."

"Overlords don't age like you do," Talon said. 

"It's because I'm Cursed," Caela replied.

"Cursed?" Trock pushed his chair back instinctively. "My... My Lady. I don't understand."

"It is a wizard," Oz said.

Talon got to his feet. "The Mediators are Cursed. All of them. The Overlords are the most powerful of the Mediators. He can cure them, instead of killing them. He chooses not to."

"My niece was Cursed," one of the jailers, Lucent, said. "You're saying she didn't have to die?"

"Yes." 

"Heden take him," Lucent muttered.

"I doubt even Heden wants him," Talon said. "Caela, let us set this plan in motion. Eryn's life depends on our haste."

"Yes, General." The Overlord stood and gave him a slight bow, which he returned. She spun and swept from the room, leaving a momentary silence behind her.

"Can't believe I'm conspiring against the Empire with the Overlord," Trock said. "Guess I shouldn't have been asking Amman for a little more excitement in my life."

"That will teach you to be careful what you pray for," Fehri said. "General, by your leave. I will go and spread the news of our case of mistaken identity."

"Of course. Fehri, one more thing?"

"Yes, General?"

"Can you get Oz's sword back, and make sure any comments about its size are taken as exaggeration?" 

Fehri laughed and bowed. "As you say." 

Talon turned to Trock, running his hand over the irregular clumps of hair. "Commander, can you please get me a razor?"
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"Are you ready, General?" Trock asked.

"As ready as I can be," Talon replied, shifting his wrists beneath the manacles that bound them. 

Three hours had passed since the Overlord had left them. Three hours to organize a public hanging of the murderer who killed three of his soldiers in cold blood. The murderer who most definitely was not Silas Morningstar.

His head was bald now, his face shaved and clean. They had changed him into prisoner's clothes - a simple stained linen tunic, pants, and sandals. They had bound his hands and feet in chains. Trock had punched him in the jaw for good measure, leaving a nice welt and a split lip. 

"Crowd is huge," Bryant said. "I don't think word got out that you aren't you, my Lord."

"I think they're just eager to see someone hung. It's been a while since anyone dared kill a soldier inside the city," Trock said. He picked up a burlap sack from the table. "Just one more thing to do, General."

"Do it," Talon said.

Trock took the sack and put it over Talon's head, leaving him in near darkness. He felt the rope slip around his neck, tying the sack closed. They would take it off once he was on the dais, too far from the soldiers or the commoners for the truth to be easily recognized or understood. In the meantime, it was suffocating inside, making breathing a challenge of its own.

"You sure you're going to live through this, General?" Trock asked. 

"Not completely," he replied. If the damage were too severe, not even his ebocite heart could save him. What choice did he have?

"May Amman be with you then, my Lord," Trock said. "Bryant, open the door."

A path had been made from the dungeon to the back of the courtyard, where a dais had been hastily installed, complete with a hangman's noose. It wasn't a long journey between the two points when it moved in a straight line, but the route had been made serpentine to allow more time for the gathered crowds to harass Talon with insults, and get out their frustration over the men Oz had killed. That the people were being controlled by soldiers who would have liked to join them, or see justice done themselves, made the walk even more dangerous.

"We have your back, General," Wallace said, taking position to Talon's left. The jailers were responsible for getting him there safely.

"Here we go," Trock said. Talon could hear the door whine when it swung open, and a roar go up from the crowd as he was brought out into the morning air. From the sound of it, nearly all of Varrow had come for the occasion.

"Filthy son of Heden!" 

It was the first thing Talon heard, and it came from his right. Close. Too close. He heard the sound of metal on metal, and then a gurgle.

"Soldier tried to knife you," Trock said at his back. "Sous cut him down."

They moved out along the path, the jailers guiding his steps. The yelling was too loud for him to make out specific insults from among the crowd, though as they approached the dais he was surprised to hear his name more than once.

"Get back," Wallace said. "Get back you lot."

"More soldiers," Trock said. "Supposed to be protecting you so you can hang, not trying to kill you themselves." He felt the Commander brush past him. "Move aside, by order of the Overlord."

"We want justice for our brothers."

"What better justice than through the noose? You're looking for glory, and you'll have none of it here. Move back, or I'll move you back."

They came to a stop, waiting. Talon wished he could see through the bag over his head, to witness the confrontation. Trock was old, but his experience with a blade was borne out with years in the field. His threats weren't idle.

The soldiers didn't make another sound, and they started moving again without blood being spilled. The cries and shouts rose in pitch around him, more and more beginning to chant his name. 

"Silas! Silas!"

He felt a rush of air, and Bryant cursed next to him. A louder shout went up through the crowd, and then Trock was pressed against him again.

"We have a problem," the jailer said.

"Silas!"

The cries were gaining in number, growing louder. Talon heard grunting, and then screaming. Something heavy hit him in the shoulder. The soldiers lining the route began to scream.

"Get back! Get back!" 

"Silas!"

The screaming continued, the atmosphere inside the courtyard changing. He could hear fighting all around him, feel the press of the jailers trying to protect him. 

"What's happening?" he shouted.

"A revolt," Trock said. "Crowd is at each other's throats. They're trying to free you. More soldiers are coming in."

"Fools," Talon said. They were going to die for nothing.

"Silas!"

They kept moving forward, reaching the dais as the screaming intensified around them. He heard the thwip of bowstrings now, followed by cries from the gathered crowd. The soldiers were firing down at the sympathizers in the masses, each release taking one more voice out of the group. 

"Silas! Silas!" 

Still it continued, even as they climbed the nine steps to the top of the platform. The noise was deafening, the sack suffocating. Something else hit his arm, something sharp enough to cut into his skin. He wondered how many objects had hit his escorts instead.

"Enough!"

Enough!

The voice rang out in Talon's mind, and through the air. It echoed through the courtyard, across all of the city, with a power that shocked both sympathizers and loyalists to silence. Everything froze around them, all of the energy draining from the mob in an instant.

"Thank Amman for that," Trock said. "Overlord is coming out."

She had used her Curse, but not in such a way that the crowd would understand it was her. A murmur traveled the masses, even as he could hear the rustle of her skirts against the steps up the dais.

"Traitors to the Empire will be quick to join this murderer in the noose," the Overlord said loudly, her voice carrying across the masses with the force of her Curse. The people remained silent, gelded by her mere presence.

He smelled her perfume as she came to stand beside him. 

"Commander, remove the hood," she said.

He felt Trock's hands pulling at the ropes around his neck. He was grateful when the sack was pulled away and he could breathe again. He took a deep pull of the air and looked out at the crowd. It was as large as he had guessed, the front rows filled with nothing but soldiers in their dark uniforms and armor. There was only room for the people near the back, a small crowd that had at some point tried to surge forward, and had been met with harsh resistance. From his raised position, he could see a number of men and women on the ground. Some were bloody. 

Some were dead.

So much violence over him. The whole of the Empire was ready to explode.

Caela stepped up to him, taking his chin in her hand and turning his face to hers, making a point to look a killer in the eye. She winked at him on the left side, and then slapped him hard with her right hand. She turned to face the crowd again.

"This man was captured immediately after murdering three of the city soldiers during their routine patrols, along with an accomplice who was killed trying to escape. There was a rumor started that this man is Silas Morningstar, but I assure you on his name, this is not the Liar. The man you see standing here is nothing more than a killer who is being punished for his crime as an example to any who would lay hands on loyal servants of the Empire." She moved back and motioned for Trock to take him to the noose. Then she stepped forward to the front of the dais. "I will not have bloodshed and chaos in my city."

The crowd remained silent and tense. Even those who supported Silas Morningstar now knew they couldn't fight back against the sheer volume of soldiers assembled at the palace. There was nothing they could do but watch.

"To the noose," Wallace said in Talon's ear, taking his shoulders and leading him over. 

Talon clanged and clinked across the dais to where Trock was waiting with the rope. When he arrived, Wallace knelt down and freed him of the chains. Trock took the noose and placed it around his neck, cinching it up tight. The Overlord approached him again, holding out a golden chalice filled with wine.

"May you find mercy in the arms of Heden," she said, loud enough for the crowd to hear. 

It was part of the act, part of the ritual, though it was rare enough for the Overlord to oversee hangings personally. Most prisoners would smack the chalice from the presiding official's hand. Most prisoners would curse and try to escape, even though they had a rope around their neck, and wind up with a knife in their gut while they were hung. 

Talon couldn't risk the knife wound killing him, even if the hanging didn't. He reached out slowly and took the offered cup, lifting it to his lips and drinking deeply. When he finished, he handed it back to the Overlord, grinning wildly at her.

"To Heden with the lot of you," he shouted. "Overlords, soldiers, peasants. Every one of you disgusts me. I hope one day this entire Empire burns to dust." He grabbed at his crotch for effect, his eyes shifting over to the Overlord. He could see she was nervous about his chances of survival. He could tell she was worried about him.

Wallace grabbed his hands again, binding them quickly with rope and backing away. There was no other fanfare or pomp, just a thunk as Trock shifted the lever that opened the floor beneath him. Talon watched the dais drop away beneath his feet, felt himself fall a few inches, and then began to choke.

He closed his eyes, feeling the rope digging into his neck, feeling his body begin to burn from his inability to breathe. He turned his thoughts to Alyssa, wondering if he would ever see her again. He fought to hold her face in his mind. Dark hair, green eyes, freckles that fell along her cheeks. A soft laugh, a loud yell, a passionate sigh. If he didn't come back, if this was his final end, he wanted his last thought to be of her.

The crowd remained silent while he swung there. At least, it seemed that way to Talon. If they were screaming, cheering, crying... he didn't notice. He felt the wind across his bare skin, the stinging of the rope around his neck, and the calm that had taken him when he had been stabbed by Clau. 

The calm of a man who had lived a thousand years, died half a dozen times, and knew that his end was impermanent.
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General Spyne leaned over the dead hulk of the juggernaut, the Historians resting behind him. They hadn't asked any other questions of him. They hadn't said another word. The moment he gave them two hours to rest, they had made the best cushioning they could from the small packs they carried and laid their heads down on them. Their life on the road had taught them how to go from alert to asleep and back in seconds. 

He examined the creature, running his hand along the ircidium armor, feeling the smoothness of the metal, the impossible flexion in the joints. It had been the height of their abilities to craft a thing that was both living and non-living. That could fight like a man, but without fear or hunger, or any of the desires that plagued the emotional. Anger.

He remembered now, the first time he had seen one brought to life. Tella was a wizard. She had been the one to discover that by sharding and shaping the crystals, they could create resonances and impulses that would allow the creatures to store a limited number of words and instructions. 

He pulled a knife from his hip and began scraping at the neck, one of the weakest joints of the thing, working to get the head separated from the body. He wanted to see it, the core that made the juggernauts into more than just humanoid masses of alloy and magic. It was his connection to his wife. 

It was his reminder of his sacrifice.

For a promise broken. For what, Talon? Why?

He dug the knife edge through the thinner metal, sawing and scraping until he had pierced it. Then he reached in with his fingers, pulling and prying with his great strength, tearing the rest of the seam apart. 

He lifted the head away, falling backwards and resting it in his lap. He turned it so that it was facing up, empty stone eyes endlessly looking at him. He pushed away the tubes and rods, pulling out the bits that drove the creature until he found what he was looking for and gently, carefully removed that as well.

He held it up in front of his eyes. It was glass, the size of his fist and perfectly round, with a metal bar fused to the bottom and a tube trailing from it. Liquid poured from the tube onto his legs, draining slowly from the glass ball. Water. It carried the resonance throughout the length of the creature, sending messages to other crystals which amplified the signal, which in turn told the legs to lift, or the fingers to close. 

It was genius.

A small bit of ebocite rested there, anchored to a thin rod to hold it in place, along with a number of smooth, round stones that had once floated free inside, held in place by the resonances. Even if he hadn't broken it in its removal, his eyes would never have been able to follow the vibrations in the water or the spinning of the stones. The invisible nature of the entire thing was what made it so amazing, and his wife had been the one to discover it.

He didn't know how long he stared at it. Even with the water gone, the contents kept his attention, bringing him back to the time before the war, when his heart had been filled with love. He had never been a man of magic. He had come to Genesia as a husband and a father. He had come as a caretaker and a lover. 

What had he become?

He closed his eyes, fighting against the tears, feeling the pin of anger expanding in his chest. He didn't open his eyes when he leaned back and then hurled the core as far as he could, into the distant trees. 

It was gone. All gone. He wouldn't let the pain and anger be for nothing. The promise was all there was. All that was left.

He opened his eyes. 

Worm was sitting only a few feet away, his unblinking eyes staring at the General. Spyne stared back at him. There was something in those eyes. How long had he been there? What had he seen?

"Worm," Spyne said. "Do you have something to report?"

The painted man lifted his arm and pointed towards the slope, in the direction they were to travel. Spyne followed his arm, up and through the branches of the bare trees that surrounded them. Darkness had taken the valley, and in it he could make out a number of torches and lanterns.

Who could that be?

Spyne got to his feet, the juggernaut's head rolling from his damp lap as he did. He ignored it, retrieving his knife and taking a few steps towards the slope. The torches were only halfway down, a few hours away. 

"Historians," Spyne said. He heard the rustling behind him, his men coming awake and getting to their feet. "Gather your packs. We're heading out."

There was no extraneous sound. No grumbles of complaint, no questioning that he had given them two hours, and only let them rest for one. They picked up their packs and formed up behind him. If they were tired, they didn't let it show.

"Are those torches, General?" Peyn asked. "The Liar?"

"Not the Liar," Spyne replied. "Whoever that is, they're coming down the slope. Let us go and meet them."

"Torches, my Lord?" Ash asked.

"No. We'll stay hidden. Mind your step. If any of you alert them to our presence, you'll be dead before you can make the same mistake again."

They knew he was serious. He knew they wouldn't make that kind of error. They headed out in silence, creeping through the trees and out to the rise. There wasn't much cover on the slope, nowhere to hide except in the pitch of the night. They were fortunate the skies were cloudy, keeping the light of the sky from providing too much illumination. Enough to walk by.

Another hour passed before they were close enough to hear the noises of the approaching party carrying down to them. Frightened whispers and nervous murmurs, along with the clink of armor and the rustle of cloth. Spyne knew what soldiers sounded like. Someone had sent them this way, sent them to Genesia. It had to be Thornn. Only he would send soldiers to do the work of the Nine. No, not do the work. He had sent them to try to intercept Talon, to slow him and give his brothers more time to arrive.

It was a cold, calculated maneuver. There was only one outcome for the three dozen soldiers that were descending ahead of them.

Spyne reached into his pocket and took a small stone in his hand. It gave off a constant, faint light, enough for him to raise it up behind him and signal to his men that they would hold at their position. All motion around him stopped, and everything fell to silence.

They waited patiently, still and soundless while the soldiers approached. In time, the torches made them visible: men clearly frightened by the field of bones they had already climbed past, nervous at the darkness and the smell of burning that lingered from the tower's destruction. Spyne also found the Mediators in the light of the flames. Why had Thornn sent Mediators? To counter the whore, he guessed.

"Mediator," Spyne called out, once they were close enough. The entire retinue ground to a halt, the mumbles and motion replaced with the sound of steel sliding from scabbards. 

"Who is there?" one of them, a female, replied. Spyne imagined she would have liked to send a light to him, to see his face. She wouldn't use her Curse in front of the soldiers unless it were necessary.

"General Spyne," he said, putting the glowing stone up so it lit his face for her. "What are your orders?"

The soldiers calmed at the sight of the General, their swords returning to their hips. All of the tension fell away from them, even as they shifted to stand at tight attention in front of him.

The Mediator came forward, passing through the soldiers. She was holding a rolled up parchment in her hand. "From General Thornn. He bade us travel into the mountains, in search of the Liar. Did you find him, my Lord?"

"No. He has already left this place. He went out this way. You didn't see him?" 

"No, my Lord."

"Are you careless, or just stupid?"

The Mediator's face paled. She was a pretty one, young and slender, with wide hips and a pronounced chest resting beneath her robes. "General?" 

"He went right past you," he replied, his voice calm while the anger churned inside him. "How did he escape your attention?"

"P... Perhaps he circled around us?"

"You didn't assign outriders?"

"Of... of course we did, my Lord. They saw nothing."

Spyne's deep eyes shifted across the row. They were a young assembly. Inexperienced. The type that Thornn wouldn't mind losing. "No. They wouldn't. It is understandable that he slipped past you. The Liar has many tricks at his disposal."

"My apologies, General," the Mediator said.

Spyne looked at her again. His eyes travelled the length of her body, pausing on her breasts and hips once more. He couldn't remember what Tella looked like. Was she as voluptuous? 

"My Lord?" the Mediator said. Her nerves were failing under his gaze, and she was looking for some way, any way, to shift his attention. "If I may... what is this place?"

Spyne closed his eyes for a moment, shaking the shape of her from his thoughts. It wouldn't help. Nothing ever did. Besides, he would be angry if he treated a Mediator in such a way. 

Even one that had to die.

The General turned the stone in his hand again, closing his palm and opening it, sending the secret signal to his Historians. Perhaps Thornn had never expected the soldiers would reach Genesia. Perhaps he had guessed they wouldn't dare venture in. More likely, he wasn't concerned with either outcome. He knew what Spyne would do. What he had to do. It was bad enough he would need to replace his Historians when all of this was over.  

No, not Worm. He'll never speak of what he's seen.

"General?" the Mediator said again. 

Spyne caught her eyes in his. He watched her face change, from general fear to abject terror, as she read his intentions in his dark gaze. She raised her hands to begin summoning her Curse, a yellow ring on her finger starting to glow. 

One swift movement found Spyne's dagger buried in her chest, the magic dying at the same time she fell to the ground. The soldiers around her reacted with the expected fear and panic, struggling to make space to fight, draw their weapons, and prepare themselves. 

The Historians swept into them like an ocean storm, their own ircidium blades coming free of scabbards just in time to make quick, killing strokes. Seven soldiers fell in the surprise of the ambush.

Spyne gained his own weapon and lashed out at the closest two soldiers. His blade shattered their inferior weapons behind the force of his strength, passing through the steel and into the chain, through the chain and into their torsos. Deep gashes left them screaming and bleeding out, joining their comrades on the ground, becoming just another corpse in a sea of ancient corpses. 

Worm dashed from target to target, his knife barely visible as he ducked and swerved, dancing through the soldiers' defenses and finding the weakest parts of their armor. Blood sprayed from deep wounds, landing on the painted man's face. His twisted grin proved he was from Heden itself. Even Spyne didn't find such enjoyment in bloodshed.

It was over in minutes, the entire retinue of soldiers felled by an opponent that they outnumbered six to one. General Spyne approached the Mediator he had felled, kneeling next to her to retrieve his knife and clean his sword blade. He stared at her dead face, and then returned his attention to her body. He could feel his blood pulsing through him, his heart pounding. He stood and sheathed his weapons.

"There may be more up on the ridge," Peyn said. 

"No survivors," Spyne replied. "Worm, go up ahead. If you find any soldiers, kill them."

Worm responded by taking the slope at a run.

"I'm glad he's on our side," Ollie said. 

Spyne didn't hear him. His attention was back on the dead Mediator.

Why can't I remember your face? 
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The first thing he heard were birds chirping.

The first thing he felt was a burning in his neck.

"Fehri," Talon said, the word coming out cracked and weak.

"I'm here, General," the Captain replied. "I've been here all night."

"We're outside the city?"

"Everything has gone according to plan."

Talon opened his eyes. They burned from the dirt that had been poured onto him, the grave he had been buried in and then dug up from. His vision was blurry, but he could see the man sitting on a rock nearby, a water skin in hand. He stood and brought it over.

"Thank you," Talon said, taking the water. He poured it out onto his face, letting it sting his eyes and wash away the grime. Then he took a long drink from it.

"It is a thing of wonder," Fehri said. "You were dead for six hours. Your heart stopped, no breathing. Yet here you are. Certainly, you have been blessed by Amman."

"There is nothing wonderful or blessed about it." Talon pulled himself to his feet and felt his neck.

"The ropes had gone in pretty deep. It's all but healed," Fehri said.

"It still burns."

"I expect that it will be gone within the hour, at the speed you recover."

Talon closed his eyes again, taking a moment to feel the renewed beating of his organic heart. "Where are we?"

"Near the river."

"Good. We'll follow it west to where I left Eryn. I can only hope she's still alive."

"Amman protect her. As you command." Fehri turned and went back to the stone he had been sitting on. "I have some things for you." He reached around the rock and lifted a small pack. "I stashed them away in the cart before we brought your body out."

Talon took the pack from him and opened it. Inside was a new dark blue shirt, undergarments, a pair of black pants,  soft leather boots, and a dark green cloak with a hood large enough to shadow any size head. A hunting knife strapped to a thin belt rounded out the supplies.

"I couldn't sneak a sword out," Fehri said. 

"If we need weapons, we'll have worse problems than a knife instead of a sword." He noticed that the soldier was no longer wearing his blacks. "Where is your uniform?"

"Burned. The area is still thick with soldiers, and you're supposed to be dead. Well, the murderer who killed my guards is supposed to be dead. A Captain seen with the Liar? No. For now, I'm only Fehri."

Talon didn't miss that he referred to the dead guards as 'his'. "I'm sorry about the guards. I didn't realize that Oz could be so unpredictable, or I would have been more careful."

"It is not your fault. Nor is it the creature's. It has no soul to understand right from wrong. The fault lies in its creation."

"Then the fault is still mine. I helped create the juggernauts."

Fehri tilted his head. "There is so much to you I don't understand."

"There is so much to me I don't understand, either." 

The memories were so fragmented, so broken. When he closed his eyes, he could feel the heat of the furnaces, hear the clanging of metal. He'd never had magic. What he did have was a sharp mind and a way with raw materials.

"General?" Fehri asked.

He hadn't realized he was slipping back into those memories. "I'm well. Give me one moment, and then we'll go." He quickly stripped off the dirty linens, pulling the clothes from the pack and slipping them on. As he removed the cloak, he discovered that there was another item tucked within it.

He lifted a small box from the cloth and ran his hand along the top. It was a simple thing, nothing more than lacquered pine with a set of ircidium hinges at its back and a latch on the front.

"I didn't put that in there," Fehri said, sounding confused at the presence of the box.

"Caela must have." He shook his head, not quite believing it. He pressed on the latch, and the box clicked open. He lifted the lid, checking the contents. Two vials of reddish brown liquid and an odd contraption with a thin bit of ircidium at the tip. "I can't believe she did this."

"Did what, General?"

It was the cure. Her cure. Her blood, returned from the refinery, cleaned of the Curse. She had given it to him, to give to Eryn. To save her life. It was a cure the Overlord might need herself before she was able to get more. 

"Gave more than I asked for," he replied.

"The Overlord is kinder than most," Fehri said. "She understood my calling  and made me the youngest Captain in his army." 

Talon closed the box, returning it to the pack with reverence and care, and then unfurled the cloak and slipped it on. He couldn't ignore how the fates had aligned to bring him this far. He glanced at the soldier, wondering if there was something to Amman after all. "Let us make sure her kindness doesn't go to waste, Captain."

"As you say, General."

They started walking west along the Washfall, keeping to the bank and paying close attention for any hints of nearby soldiers. As Fehri had observed, the area around Varrow was still well patrolled, though it seemed as if the hanging of the murderer who looked like Silas Morningstar had imbued a sense of security among them. It was as if killing someone with a similar appearance meant that the real Liar must have been far off.

It was a boon to them, and it allowed them to sneak past the random groups of soldiers, skirting their perimeters and continuing the journey west, pausing only to eat and relieve themselves. Fehri was in excellent physical condition, and he surprised Talon by matching him stride for stride, his breath never rising beyond an even tempo. He also surprised the General with the fact that he had already brought him much further west than Talon had expected, leaving them staring up at the false owl that marked the entrance to the hidden cave as night began to fall.

"A lot of soldiers have passed through here," Fehri remarked, pointing at the horse trodden ground.

It hadn't escaped Talon's attention, and his worry grew with each hoof print that moved in the same direction as they did. "I expect Caela would have heard if Eryn were found. Besides, the cave is well hidden. I would have passed it on my way back to Varrow if Wilem hadn't brought me to it."

"Wilem?"

"He is a Mediator. Was a Mediator. Eryn took his loyalty, along with his heart."

"Another traitor?" Fehri asked with a smile.

"That is a matter of perspective."

They continued walking, away from the river and into the outcropping of rocks and trees, winding their way around and into the small niche that hid the cave beneath a large stone and a mass of roots.

"Someone was here," Fehri said, pointing to the edge of one of the stones. It looked as though someone had wiped their boot on it.

Talon fought to prevent his worry from turning to panic. He pushed the roots aside, leaning down into the small hole. 

"Wilem? Wilem, are you there, my boy?"

Silence.

"Wilem?"

There was no answer. Talon looked back at Fehri. "Wait out here."

"Yes, General," Fehri replied.

Talon shrugged off the cloak. He placed it on the ground with the cure, and then stuck the knife between his teeth and slipped into the hole feet first. He pushed himself hard, sliding in and landing on the earthen floor with his legs bent, the weapon shifted from mouth to hand. His heart pounded as his eyes went straight back to the rear of the cave.

He lowered the knife, breathing out heavily and feeling his body relax. Wilem was on the floor next to Eryn, her head on his chest. He stood and stared at them, watching the slight rise and fall of their chests, grateful that he had made it back in time.

"Fehri," Talon said, leaning back into the hole.

"Yes, General?"

"Bring me the cure."
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"Silas?"

Eryn pushed herself into a sitting position, gasping for breath, her heart shaking beneath her breast. She blinked her eyes over and over, trying to adjust to the mix of darkness and light, to figure out where she was, and what was happening to her.

"I'm here."

She turned her head, finding someone kneeling beside her. She didn't recognize him right away, with a fuzz of hair on his scalp and face. She might not have known him at all if it hadn't been for the sharp cold of his deep-set blue eyes. 

"Silas." She leaned into him, throwing her arms wide and wrapping them around him. He caught her, pulling her in and holding her tight. She kept her eyes open, afraid to close them again, her gaze settling on the man sitting at the table behind them. She knew she had seen him before, but she wasn't quite sure where. He raised his hand to her in greeting. "Where is Wilem?"

"Beside you," Wilem said. 

She had jumped into Talon's arms so fast that she didn't even notice him. She pulled herself away and turned to where he was kneeling, his eyes moist with tears. "There you are." She tried to reach him to hug him as well, but her strength left her, and she began to fall.

"Lean back," Talon said, catching her and easing her down. "You don't have the strength yet."

She let herself rest on her back, turning her head so she could see Talon. "I'm sorry," she said. "I had to. I couldn't let you die."

"I understand, my dear. How much do you remember?"

"Everything. Everything until I came out of the distortion field. After that..."  She shivered and closed her eyes. "Pain. And hunger. Hunger for magic. To feed on it. To kill for it." She put her hand on her wrist, feeling the hardness of her skin. Her happiness at seeing Talon and Wilem fell to distress. "It isn't gone."

"Not yet," Talon said. "We didn't have enough to reverse so much damage."

"The refinery?"

He shook his head. 

"Then where did you get the cure?"

The man at the table stood and approached. "My Lady-" he began.

Eryn stared at him for a moment, still trying to place him. "I know you," she said, interrupting him.

"You've met before," Talon said. "In Varrow."

"Yes. Yes. Now I remember you. You're the soldier outside the apothecary. Fehri."

"You remember my name?" he said, surprised.

"I remember you were kind, and that you follow Amman. It was more than I expected from any soldier. Someone like that is hard to forget." She put her attention back on Talon, noticing his shaved head for the first time. "What happened to your hair?"

His expression was hard. "Gone, along with Silas Morningstar. This Empire needs General Talon Rast more than it knows."

She reached up and ran her hand along the stubble on his scalp. "More than we realized," she said. "The cure... you used all of what Wilem had." She glanced back at Fehri, and then stared into Talon's eyes. "You went back to Varrow City?"

"Yes. Do you remember when I told you that I knew the Overlord?"

"You stole it from the palace?" She smiled. "I should have guessed."

Talon hesitated before answering. "I didn't steal it. She gave it to me."

"What?"

"I brought Oz to her. To help prove his deception. We have an ally in the Overlord."

The gasp escaped before she could stop it. "It has to be a trick."

"It is no trick, my Lady," Fehri said. "You and the General have Amman on your side."

"How could you know she would help you?" she asked.

"I couldn't," Talon said. "There was no other way. I didn't save you from the Shifters to see you become one of them."

"You could have been killed."

He laughed. "I was killed. But I'm here now. We gave you two vials of the cure. It was enough to bring you back. The Curse is still in you, still poisoning you. The Overlord can get you more, and keep you well until I can find the refinery."

"You mean to deliver me to the Overlord?" Eryn said.

Talon nodded. "What better place for you to hide than right under his nose?"

"Sila... Talon, no." She turned to Wilem. "Did you know about this?"

"Eryn-" Wilem started to say.

"No." She looked back at Talon. "No. I'm coming with you. You need my help."

"Yes," Talon said. "I do need your help. Against him. How can you help me with that if I lose you? You're still sick, my dear. If you use your magic, you'll accelerate the Curse, and there is no more time to waste. We're being hunted by all of his Generals. By nearly all of his Empire. Fehri will take you back to Varrow. Caela, Overlord Prezi, will look after you there. As will Oz. They will keep you safe until I return with the location of the Refinery, and enough of the cure to keep you well."

"Once the refinery has been discovered, we will work with the rebellion to take it," Fehri said. "If we can gain control of the Refinery, we will be able to treat the Cursed. What's more, if his Mediators use their Curse, they will begin to fall."

"The first crack in his defenses," Talon said.

Eryn was silent for a moment. So many thoughts were spinning through her head at once, and her fatigue was making them hard to sort.

"What if they don't fall?" she asked. "What if they change?"

"They'll only change if they've been exposed to the ebocite," Talon said. "The crystal is very rare, and I doubt Jeremiah will have allowed them anywhere near it."

Jeremiah. Eryn's mind went back to the tower, to Talon's confrontation with him through the spinning stone. "There are five remaining," he had said. "And one of them is Spyne. They will be hunting you. All of them will be hunting you."

"Who is he?" she asked. "You called him Jeremiah. Who is Spyne? And the five?"

Each question caused Talon to flinch, as though she were hitting him with fists instead of words. She felt guilty for saying them, and at the same time she needed to know.

Talon glanced over at Wilem, his face tight. He licked his lips, took two heavy breaths that seemed to last forever in the sudden tense silence. 

A tear fell from his eye. 

"I don't know who I am," he said at last.

She was confused. "Of course you do. You're General Talon Rast."

He gave her a weak smile. "Yes. I mean, I don't know who I am to you, and the truth of that frightens me more than any thoughts of the dangers that surround us." He took another heavy breath. "I love you."

She felt her heart pounding, her emotions threatening to escape from her control. "I love you, too. Whatever you have to say, nothing will change that."

"I'm a fool to be so afraid, I know. The great General." He laughed softly. "I'm not your grandfather. Aren wasn't my son. He couldn't have been, because I'm over a thousand years old."

Eryn had been expecting something she might not like. Why else would he be so frightened to say it? That he wasn't related to her, that he was as old as the Empire itself... she could feel her eyes widen, her heart pound even harder. She began to feel dizzy, and she closed her eyes. "I don't understand."

Talon told her everything that Rossum had said, and everything that he knew about Genesia and his past. He told her of the Nine, and of Jeremiah and the war against the Shifters. Wilem joined him in places, adding what he had seen and learned when they had gotten separated. He told her about Rossum's ebocite heart, the same ancient heart that was inside Talon and the Nine. 

She was tired, and at times it was hard for her to follow, but she fought to hear their every word. When they finished, Talon looked at her with a mixture of strength and fear. 

"You're afraid I'll judge you?" she asked, her voice feeling weak. 

"I'm not who you thought I was."

She reached up, her arm heavy as lead. Talon took her hand in his. "Talon, you are much more than I thought you were. Blood and titles mean nothing. You have proven yourself beyond such things."

He smiled at her then, a man whose confession has lifted a weight from his shoulders. "Thank you."

"No, Grandfather. Thank you."  

She was going to close her eyes, to try to rest a while, but a single thought forced itself to the front of her mind. It was a thought she couldn't let go of.

"Talon, if Aren wasn't your son, who was he?"

Talon stared back at her. "I don't know." He paused, shaking his head as if it could loosen all of his memories.

"Markus knew you. He called you Aren's father. Aren Rast."

"There are no histories," Talon said. "No records of Talon Rast. If there are, Spyne and his Historians are sent to burn them. To destroy the evidence that all of his Generals have been walking this Empire for centuries. One generation who knows General Rast dies, and the next generation learns the name, and so it goes in an endless cycle."

"He must have been something to you. Why else would you go through such trouble to avenge him? Why else would you have confronted Overlord Iolis? Even Feng thought you had a son."

Talon considered it. Then he shook his head again. "I remember him. I remember raising him and his brother. I remember Alyssa. It's all so clear to me. Yet Rossum said it wasn't possible, that I can't sire children."

"An orphan maybe?" Wilem said. "Perhaps you and your wife adopted him?"

"I don't remember that."

"That doesn't mean it didn't happen that way," Eryn said.

"What about Alyssa?" Talon asked. "Did she know what I was? That I didn't age? Did she truly leave me, or was she taken before she could guess? Did she even exist at all?" The weight that had lifted returned to his shoulders, and Eryn saw his jaw clench from the pressure. "What if none of those memories are real? What if Jeremiah did something to Aren, to make him think he was my son? If he did, then why?"

Eryn felt her heart fall. She had lifted his spirits with her acceptance and wounded him again with her curiosity. "I'm sorry."

Everything in the room was still and heavy. Talon's eyes found hers. His chest heaved from a massive breath, and then he smiled again, a smile that carried so many emotions that it both pleased and scared her at the same time.

"You have nothing to be sorry about, my dear. You are the one thing I am certain of, the one truth I can claim. The rest doesn't matter now. It won't bring Aren back. It won't bring Alyssa back. Even his answers have no importance, and when we find him... I won't wait to hear them before I stick my sword into his heart."

It was the promise they had made. The promise that they shared.  Even so, the words washed over her like ice, and her body began to shiver. Wilem noticed her reaction, and took a blanket near her feet and pulled it up over her shoulders.

"All will be well, Eryn," Talon said, regaining himself. "Rest now. You need your strength to travel."

Eryn closed her eyes. She took a breath in, feeling the exhaustion burn through her.

I pity any man who crosses General Talon Rast at war.
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"I'm going to miss you," Eryn said.

She was sitting at the edge of the river with Wilem, her head resting in his lap. Two days had passed since they had given her the cure, and while some of the sickness remained, she felt as strong as she had since they'd entered the Dark.

"I'll miss you too, of course," Wilem said. He looked down at her with big eyes, his hand absently stroking her hair. "I'd rather return to Varrow with you."

"You can't," she said. "Talon needs you."

She remembered that she had woken up some time earlier, realizing only then that the Mediator would not be returning to Varrow with her and Fehri. She had expended all of her energy to sit up, turning to find him still at her side, sitting up against the wall of the cave, his head lolled over to one side as he slept. Talon was there, too, sitting at the small table, wide awake. He looked over at her but didn't say anything, and she had settled back down and tried to relax. He needed a Mediator at his side, and Wilem was the only option. As much as she hated the thought of both of the men she loved being in danger, she hated the thought of watching either one go off alone even more.

"I know. I feel like we've had so little time together to just be."

"Just be what?" she asked. "There are others like us out there, and they're dying because of him. I could never relax, never enjoy you and me knowing that others were suffering, and we weren't doing anything about it."

"I'm not saying you should. It would just be nice to have some time. That's all."

Eryn rolled off him and sat up. "We have time right now, while Talon and Fehri destroy the cave. What do you want to do with it?"

Wilem's face turned red, and he looked down at the grass. "I... uh..."

She laughed and leaned in, putting her face in his. "Well? Spit it out. I thought you were over being tongue-tied with me?" He had been so awkward when they had first met at Waverly's. His shyness had been both frustrating and endearing.

His eyes met hers. "I want to marry you."

She froze in place, feeling her heart jump. "What?"

"If we had time. If we could. I'd want to marry you."

"That's no way to ask for a lady's hand," Eryn said, overcoming the initial shock. "Even in my village, you had to offer a token."

He smiled. "I don't have anything."

"You have your smile."

"That's not anything."

She put her hand against his cheek. "Maybe not to you. It's of great value to me."

He smiled wider, warming to the game. "Then you can have it."

"I want more."

He laughed at that. "What else can I give you, Eryn? My heart? It's already yours."

"I want you to ask me like any respectable suitor would. And, you'll need to ask Talon for permission."

She replaced his laughing with her own at that. 

Wilem's face paled.

"You want me to ask Talon if I can marry you?"

"It is customary for the suitor to ask his lady's father for their hand. Talon is the closest thing that remains, so yes." She pointed back towards the cave. "You can find him over there."

He looked back at where she was pointing. "Eryn.... I..."

She rolled her eyes. "I hope you wouldn't be so unsure if you were ready to wed me for real."

He got to his feet. "I am ready to wed you for real." 

He turned to walk towards the cave, but she reached out and took his hand, pulling him back to her.

"Not yet," she said. "Not until this is over. Not until you are safe."

"Not until you are safe," he said.

"We can pretend in the meantime," Eryn said. "Consider it a promise. If one day you ask me like a proper suitor, I promise I'll say yes."

His face turned red again, still wearing the smile she treasured. "How do we pretend?"

"Do you take me to be your wife?" she asked, taking his hands in hers.

"Yes. Do you take me as your husband?"

She nodded. "I do. I love you."

"I love you, too."

They stood facing one another, holding each other's hands and looking into one another's eyes.

"Now what?" Wilem asked. 

Eryn's heart was beating so fast she could feel it in her head. "You should seal your promise with a kiss."

"A good idea," he said, stepping towards her. 

She stepped to him as well, and they met in the center, their hands clasped at their sides. Eryn tilted and lifted her head, closing her eyes and waiting. She felt his breath first on her face, and then washing gently across her lips as he leaned down to her. Then she felt the soft warmth of his mouth against hers, and she relaxed into him, kissing him deeply.

Too soon he pulled away, keeping his face close. She opened her eyes and examined him, seeing the love and desire there. 

"Maybe you should seal your promise with another kiss," she said, finding herself short of breath. "To make sure it sticks."

They laughed together, even as their lips joined again. 

 A cough behind them interrupted their moment. They pulled away from one another, and all the color drained from Wilem's face when they saw Talon and Fehri standing there. Eryn refused to feel embarrassed. She loved Wilem, and there was nothing wrong with showing it.

"Pardon our interruption," Fehri said with a smile. 

"We've finished collapsing the cave," Talon said. "It's time to go."

Eryn's heart continued to pound, but for a different reason. She still had Wilem's hands in hers, and she didn't want to let go. She leaned forward and kissed him again, taking him by surprise. "Take care of Talon for me, my love."

"I will," he said with a sad smile.

She let go of him and walked over to Talon, throwing her arms around him. "Please bring him back to me," she whispered into his ear.

"I will do all that I can, my dear. You know the dangers." 

She backed away. "I do. Be safe, Grandfather."

She could see how he melted when she called him that. Blood or not, he was still the same person. 

Talon turned to Fehri. "Captain, I trust you'll see Eryn safely to Varrow."

He bowed his head. "It is the will of Amman. As you command, General."

"Wilem?" Talon said.

The Mediator joined him. They would be going on foot and heading north to Edgewater. Once there, they would hope to intercept the Carriers, the special soldiers who brought the cure from the Refinery and delivered it to the city. It was Wilem's home, and the other reason Talon wanted him at his side.

"Talon?" Eryn said, a sudden thought coming into her mind. She had told him of her experience with the Shifter General, but there had been one thing she'd forgotten. 

"Yes?"

"The Curse. I just remembered. The Shifter called it the prozoa. Does that mean anything to you?"

Talon's eyes narrowed for the barest instant, his expression turning distant, refocusing a moment later.

"No, my dear, but my memories are still like shattered glass. Take care, be safe. We will be back with you in Varrow before you know it."

Eryn kept her attention on him, staring, even as he collected Wilem and started walking away. She watched until they had circled the outcropping of rocks and trees and travelled beyond her sight.

"Captain Fehri?" Eryn said.

"Yes, my Lady?"

"Why do you think the General just lied to me?"
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They had left their horses on the other side of Genesia. It meant a long, too slow walk for Spyne and his Historians from the lip of the valley and down the mountain towards Varrow City. 

Spyne was holding a small scrap of cloth in his hand, a piece of a Mediator's cloak that Worm had brought to him, after finding it wedged beneath a stone. Based on the torn edges, he was certain that whoever had owned the cloak had gotten it caught on the rock somehow, though it seemed an odd place for such a thing, or such a person to be. 

Talon, maybe? Wearing one of their cloaks?

He wasn't sure. Worm seemed certain that three pairs of legs had walked out of Genesia, and that none of them were small enough to be female. Where was the Whore? Was she even a she at all, or had all of the rumors bent and twisted the story to make his accomplice a girl? It certainly made for a more interesting tale, especially late at night in the more tawdry bars and brothels.

"We'll be at the river inside of the hour, General," Peyne said, speeding up in his stride to come alongside him. "Where do we head from there?"

He glanced over at Peyne, his heart burning. He wasn't sure where to go next, and he hated the feeling. "Worm."

The painted man had gone a few hundred feet ahead, but he wandered back at Spyne's beckoning.

"Are we still on the trail?"

Worm eyed Peyne for a moment before nodding slowly. Was he blaming the Captain for questioning him?

"How much farther?" Peyne asked.

Worm spread his hands out. How should I know? 

"Do you know how far behind we are?" Spyne said.

Worm narrowed his eyes. He was still for a few heartbeats, and then he raised two fingers.

"Two days?" Peyne asked. "We must be gaining on them?"

Worm shrugged. He waved his hand horizontally. Could be more. Could be less.

"We could catch up to them if we had some horses," Peyne said.

"We could," Spyne agreed. "If we knew which direction to ride. Move too fast, and we could bypass a change. Worm, carry on."

 Worm bowed to him and ran back out to the front, picking up where he had left off. 

"He must have some destination in mind, my Lord. The Liar doesn't seem like one to wander aimlessly."

"No." Spyne rubbed his beard with a rough hand. 

He wouldn't wander without purpose. Not after visiting Genesia. Not after breaking the promise. He was headed somewhere.

Varrow was the closest city to here, but he had already been through Varrow, or at least passed nearby. He had attacked the Washfall mines and freed the prisoners there. 

Why? What did you hope to gain?

It didn't matter. It was clear he had made his way from Washfall to Genesia, and then from Genesia back out to Washfall. But Varrow was near the center of the Empire. There were a number of roads running through it, including the Empire Road north to Edgewater, east to the Killorn Pass, south to the Marshes... 

He found Worm up ahead. He was more reliant on the tattooed mute than he felt comfortable with, and yet he couldn't argue his tracking skills. He would never have guessed the direction Talon had moved, or the makeup of his companions. A juggernaut and a Cursed. Not just any juggernaut. Judging by the size and weight of the impacts in the ground, it was an older model. 

Possibly a One Zero?

He wasn't sure if that was good fortune or not. 

He didn't know much about how the creatures were made or brought to life. In his memories, he knew that Talon had been responsible for designing the molds that the alloys had been poured into, the shell of ircidium and alloy that protected them from the Shifters. He had helped construct the inner workings, too. The gears and pistons and actuators. Hundreds of tiny pieces held together by maths and magic, all painstakingly made by hand, first alone, and then with the help of hundreds of volunteers. Tella had assisted Jeremiah with the ebocite, the positioning of the crystal shards, and the resonances. Feng had contributed the idea for the tubing that would allow the water to flow through the construction, passing the resonance from one crystal to the next. 

What had he done? 

Sat and watched. Too stupid to be of any use to them.

Stupid, but strong.

The first model, the One Zero, hadn't even been made to fight. They were builders, tools to help construct the reactors, and put into service of war only out of necessity. They could stand up to the lesser Shifter infantry, but were decimated by the larger forces, as they were too slow to maneuver around an enemy twice their size and bred for killing. That model had been retired, the remaining units sent out and used to train the human soldiers to fight a larger, stronger enemy. The designs had improved. Each iteration had become sleeker, stronger, lighter, smarter. Not smart. They didn't think for themselves. They could receive orders. They couldn't act on their own.

The last model, the Three Six, had been a crowning achievement in their progress. Tella had been so excited about it that they had made love all night, sure that their future was secure and that the enemy would be defeated. That all of the horrors of the past years would be undone. 

It was a giant step forward. It was also a failure. 

They couldn't time shift, and without shifting, they couldn't win. Not in the end. 

In the end, there would only be Nine.

Spyne was pulled out of his memories by a tugging on the sleeve of his doublet.

"What is it, Worm?" he asked. He looked around. He didn't recognize the landscape, and now he could hear the soft bubbling of the river on his right. How long had they been walking for?

Worm pointed up at a tree. 

Spyne looked up, trying to follow Worm's finger. It was an oak, tall and wide, with heavy branches laden with leaves. He saw an owl roosting about forty feet up, but nothing worth noting. 

Nothing worth being pulled back to the present for.

His memories were returning with each passing hour. They were luring him, seducing him back to a time that should have been a nightmare. A time of war and death and loss. A time of fear and dread. A time of darkness. Except that was where Tella was still alive. That was where her legacy remained. That was where they could be together. 

They stoked his anger, fueled his rage. He felt his muscles clench and loosen. When he found Talon...

"There's nothing there," he said, as close as he had ever come to striking the painted man. He even began to curl his hand into a fist before thinking better of it. The diminutive man had already forced him to replace three of his Historians. They were tough men, all. 

Worm was tougher.

Worm shook his head and pointed at Spyne's eyes. Then he ran to the tree and began to climb, scaling the branches in seconds. He picked the owl from the tree and tossed it down at the General's feet.

"Fake?" Spyne said, bending down and putting his fingers on it. Close up, it was obviously made of wood. The paint wasn't even very detailed. Then again, it didn't need to be at such a distance. "What does it mean?"

Worm rejoined him on the ground, jumping from a branch fifteen feet up and landing as though it were barely above the earth. He picked up the owl and stared at it. 

"What does it mean?" Spyne asked him again.

Worm held up his hand, and then dropped onto his knees. He crawled along the ground, running his hands along the grass, moving slowly towards the river bank. 

"Peyne," Spyne said.

"Yes, General," the Captain replied, running to his side.

"At ease. Two hours, or until Worm decides to stop slinking like his namesake."

"As you command, General." Peyne returned to Ash, Cain, and the others and gave them the orders.

Spyne continued watching Worm crawl towards the river until he was right on the bank. He must have found something because he sat up and motioned for Spyne to join him. When he did, he pointed down.

"What is it?" Spyne asked. He didn't see anything.

Worm tapped the uneven sediment abutting the flow. Had it been scraped away? It could have been from a bare foot.

"You think someone bathed here?"

He nodded.

"There must be a camp."

He nodded again.

"Can you find it?"

He shrugged. Then he lifted his head. His nostrils flared as if he could smell something.

"What is it?" Spyne asked.

Worm pointed at the red eye clasped to Spyne's cloak. Magic.

He got to his feet and took off at a run, leaving Spyne chasing behind him. "Slow down," he shouted behind the man, but he wasn't listening. He led Spyne away from the river, into a maze of large stones with trees growing above them, roots hanging still in the open air. He brought him across it, ignoring his orders to slow, possessed by whatever he had sensed. 

Could he smell magic? Could he sense it long after it was used? Was that how he re-enacted Talon's fight against the dragon?

Worm came to an abrupt stop in front of a stone whose tree had lost its grip and fallen, landing in front of it and causing the ground around it to be choppy and broken. He stood and stared at it while Spyne waited for him to do... something.

"Worm," he said at last. There was no response. "Worm!"

The man turned and shook his head. He dropped into the fighting stance Talon had taken against the dragon, and then pointed at the ground. Talon was here.

"How long?"

Two fingers again. Maybe more, maybe less.

"Which way did he go?"

Worm put his hand on the ground and closed his eyes. When he opened them, he stood and pointed north.

"Edgewater?" Spyne asked.

Worm shrugged. 

Why else would you go to the north?

 "Any sign of horses?"

He shook his head.

"On foot then." 

Spyne smiled. The nearest town was Doovan, two days of walking at a good pace. The Historians were close enough to Varrow City that they could stop by the palace for fresh horses and supplies, and catch up to him long before he made it to Edgewater.

Or they could circle around, and be waiting to welcome him when he arrived.
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"Captain, where are we going?" Eryn asked, lifting the hem of the skirt Fehri had given her to avoid a bit of mud. She was thankful to be out of the stained and worn clothes that she had been wearing since their trip into the Dark, though she would have greatly preferred a pair of pants, even ones made of burlap, to the hassle of trying to move through the wood in such clothes. They left her feeling exposed, vulnerable.

"Varrow City, of course, my Lady," Fehri said.

Eryn stopped. They had already been walking for quite some time, long enough that the sky was growing dark and night was looming. Travel had been slow, and while they hadn't seen or heard any soldiers, they were in a constant state of wariness. Even so, there was one thing she was certain of. She held her arm out and pointed. "Varrow is that way."

Fehri turned and smiled. "You have a keen sense of direction. Yes, Varrow is that way, but by Amman, I can't bring you in there looking like a rag of a girl. You're to be Overlord Prezi's charge. Her niece. You'll need to dress, and act, the part."

"I don't know anything about being a noble, or a lady."

"Neither do I," Fehri said with a laugh. "I suppose the Overlord will teach you."

His answer wasn't reassuring. Eryn put her hand to her forearm and pulled up the sleeve, revealing the remains of the scaly grey skin that refused to give way. "How do you suppose the Overlord is going to explain this?"

Fehri glanced down at it. "Gloves." He pointed ahead of him. "There's a small town about fifteen miles from here called Ember. It was a village once, but it grew as the trade routes from Portsmouth to Varrow grew. The General's man, Trock, is waiting for us there with everything we'll need for you to make a proper entrance."

Eryn let go of her skirt. "I suppose if I'm going to need new clothes, I don't need to take care of these. I was nervous to meet the Overlord covered in filth."

Fehri smiled. "Somehow, I get the feeling whatever you wear, it isn't going to stay pristine for long."

"What's that supposed to mean?" Eryn put her hands on her hips, glaring at the soldier.

"Amman has bigger plans for you," he replied. "Too big to be contained by cloth and stitches."

She calmed immediately. "I never thought about it like that." She started walking, moving up next to him. "I can carry that for a while. They are my things."

Her pack was slung over Fehri's soldier. In it were Aren's journals, Jeremiah's journal, and the cans of thick liquid they had gathered for Oz. It didn't look that heavy, and she wanted to feel like she was doing something besides following.

Fehri seemed to recognize it. He dropped the pack from his shoulder and handed it to her. "Too big to be contained in a small burlap pack," he said with a smile.

"Are there many soldiers who follow the Words of Amman?" Eryn asked, taking the pack. It was heavier than she had realized, though she didn't say a word or let her effort show. Fehri's eyes suggested he picked up on that as well, even if he didn't say anything.

"There are many people who say they believe in Amman. Out of those people, there are many who say they follow Amman. Out of those people, there are a few who have studied his Words, and who have taken them into their hearts." He shook his head. "Even then, they try to find a different meaning in the Words, how they will work for them, instead of understanding what Amman intends for us."

"What about the priests who collect for the poor? Aren't they following Amman's Words?"

"Again, many are. Some are not. Amman's greatest blessing is also Heden's most powerful weapon. He gave us the will to choose, to think and act for ourselves. There will always be those that use this to their advantage, as much as others use it to create an opportunity for all. How did you come to know Amman, Eryn?"

Eryn's thoughts returned to her mother. She realized how little she had been thinking of her lately, since she and Silas, no, Talon, had found the map to the Dark, and then when she had met Wilem. Even the things she had told him were fabrications. She had promised her mother she would survive, and so far she had. 

She looked up at the sky, barely visible through the overhang of trees. It was getting late, and she had a feeling Fehri would stop them for the night soon. Sooner, now that she was carrying the pack. "My mother. She believed in Amman. She would read his Words to my brother and me some nights, mainly during the winter when we would gather around the fireplace. I don't know if she was a good follower. I don't understand all of what she read. I do know she was a kind and strong woman, and she cared for everyone. Roddin and me best of all. Well, except for Papa. She always loved him the most."

As she was talking, as she was remembering, tears began to fill her eyes. She wiped them away with her sleeve, defiant against her sadness. 

She wanted me to be strong. To survive. To fight.

"You joined his army," Eryn said. "How do you accept both his law, and Amman's Words? There was nothing Mother ever read to me that made killing children acceptable." The words left her mouth before she gave them any thought. She held her breath while she waited for the man to become angry.

"No, there isn't," he said, remaining calm. "Though many priests would point you to His Writings and tell you how they prove the Cursed are creatures of Heden, and such monstrosities are to be met with harsh judgement."

"Then what do you think?"

"I'm here with you."

"You weren't always. When I was in trouble in Varrow, you helped me."

"A beggar and her blind grandfather. Too many soldiers would have reacted as Sexton did. I joined his army to speak the Words of Amman, to bring compassion to the soldiers around me. My success in that way was limited, though it did bring me to the Overlord's attention, and earn me fast promotion through the ranks. Now I understand that Amman had a different path for me, one that I just couldn't see."

"Then what do you think? If you are part of the army, and were called on to help a Mediator capture or kill a Cursed-"

"I would do my duty first, Amman help me. Because I cannot spread His Words from a hangman's noose."

"Did you ever do your duty?"

Fehri stopped walking and looked back at her. His face was the only answer she needed.

"I prayed to Amman for forgiveness, for understanding. Every night I prayed. He answered my prayers by bringing you to me for help, twice now. He has told me His will. I am remorseful for what I had to do, but I am not sorry. Does that make sense to you?"

She was fifteen years old, and she had killed how many people? They were fighting for him, fighting to continue the killing and the imprisonment. She had thought all of them were evil and heartless, but Fehri had shown her that wasn't always true. She did feel badly that she may have killed someone with a family, maybe someone who had joined the army to support their mother. Even so, if she could do it again, she would kill them a second time. She wasn't sorry about that. "Yes. Perfect sense."

They kept walking for another hour. Fehri recited some of the Words of Amman to her. Words of compassion towards living things, of caring for your elders, of strength in suffering. After each sentence or paragraph, he would pause and tell her what it meant to him, and ask her what it meant to her. Each time he would pause, his eyes would dart from her face, to her shoulder, to her legs.

"This is a good place to make camp," he announced. 

Eryn knew right away he had said it because the pack had become too much for her to carry any further. Her legs were tired, her shoulders were sore. She slid the pack off and dropped to the ground with it.

"We can't risk a fire," the soldier said, opening the pack and rooting around in it until he found some cured meat. "Road rations. Salty and chewy. Better than starving." He had a water skin on his hip, and he handed it to her. "Drink."

They shared the meager meal in silence. While Eryn chewed the tough meat, her thoughts wandered to Wilem and Talon, making their way north towards Edgewater.

Amman, I pray that you keep them safe, and return them to me, or me to them. Thank you for my family, Mother and Papa and Roddin. For Talon and Wilem, Robar and Sena, and the Troupe in Elling. Thank you for Captain Fehri.

She looked over at the man. He was a few years older than her. Closer to Roddin's age, which meant he was old enough to be married. He was a handsome man, strong and confident in his beliefs. He would make a fine husband to someone.

"Are you well?" Fehri asked, noticing her looking at him.

"Yes. Thank you for the food."

He smiled. "You're welcome, my Lady. Please, rest now. I'll keep the first watch."

"Promise you'll wake me before morning, so you can sleep some as well," she said.

He was silent.

"Captain Fehri."

"I promise." The words were reluctant, but she believed them.

Eryn laid back on the grass, using the pack as a pillow, and closed her eyes.

Whether here in the Empire or above with Amman, I love you all.
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She woke with Fehri's hand on her mouth.

"Shhh," he whispered. He was leaning over her, his face inches away from hers. His dark eyes were narrowed in concentration. "Stay quiet. Soldiers."

She remained still, and he removed his hand. She could hear it now, the motion in the darkness, the creaking of leather and the soft smacking of scabbards against legs and brush. 

"How many?" she whispered.

"Six. No horses. No torches." 

"Do you think they were following us?"

"I didn't see or hear a thing. Soldiers aren't quiet."

"Someone else? Not a soldier? Maybe they led them to us?" She remembered Master Lewyn, the woodsman of her village, who had turned on her to protect his wife. It seemed like it was a lifetime ago.

He held his finger to his lips again and moved to his feet. Eryn pushed herself up as quietly as she could. 

"I can take care of them," she said, moving close to whisper in his ear.

"No Curse," Fehri said. "On the General's orders."

"Give me a sword."

"I only have the one."

"A knife?"

He glanced over at her and smiled. Then he pointed up. "Can you climb?"

She grabbed the hem of her skirt again. "In this?"

"It is either that or fight, and fighting might draw more attention. I'll give you a boost." He crouched down and cupped his hands together, ready to receive her foot. 

"What about you?"

"I'll be right behind you."

She stepped into his hands. He shifted, tossing her up with enough force to get her within reach of the lowest branch. She grabbed on and pulled, thankful for her time spent at her father's forge, and the strong muscles that had been borne of it. She mounted the branch, ignoring the way her skirt rode up around her hips, found her balance, and continued to climb higher. She watched Fehri grab their pack, stick it at the base of the tree, along with his sword and water skin. Then he began sweeping a layer of leaves and twigs and other debris over it until it was invisible in the darkness. 

The footfalls were growing closer, and moving with enough certainty that she was sure they knew where they were going. Someone must have been following them, and had returned to the soldiers once they had settled for the night.

The tree shook a bit when Fehri grabbed the branch and pulled himself up. He navigated it easily, reaching Eryn and urging her higher.

They climbed further up, until they could barely see the ground past the other branches and leaves.

The soldiers appeared a couple of minutes later. Except... they weren't soldiers. Even in the dim light Eryn could see that their armor was a little too loose, or a little too tight. The clothes underneath were too thick, too long, or otherwise poorly fit. Of the six, only four of them were carrying a sword.

Eryn and Fehri looked at one another, both confused. Even brigands would have been better armed than this lot.

"Silas," came the whisper from below. "Silas, you 'ere?"

"Someone was here," a second voice said. A woman. "They were laying right here."

"How long ago?" another asked.

"Hard to say. The ground doesn't hold the heat well at night."

Eryn reached out and tapped Fehri's shoulder. She motioned down when he looked at her. They weren't soldiers. Maybe they had come to help? He shook his head, and then opened and closed his hand to mime talking. 

If there were any soldiers nearby, their noise was going to attract them.

"Silas? Urla told us you was a General. We come to join your army."

Join his army? What made them think there was an army to join?

They crept slowly through the area, looking for any clues to where they might be. One of them approached the tree.

Eryn tapped on Fehri again and pointed down, past the stranger to where he had buried the pack. The man was standing right next to it. If he had gotten any closer, he would have kicked it already. Fehri shrugged. There was nothing to do about it now.

"Thought mentioning Urla would bring 'im out," the first voice said. 

The person under them turned. "It's probably your smell." It was the woman. She turned back to the tree again, and then knelt. Had she seen the pack? Her hand reached out, touching the ground where Fehri had disturbed the brush.

"Umbert," a new voice said. "I think I see torches."

The woman stood again. "I told you this was a bad idea. These woods are crawling with soldiers."

"Let 'em come," Umbert said. "I didn't come out 'ere to find General Talon Rast if I didn't want to fight."

"We won't stand a chance against them," the third man said. "Not without the General."

"Ah, piss on that."

"Umbert!" 

The woman's quiet admonition seemed to sway him. 

"Fine, Essie, let's get out of 'ere. We'll 'ave to find the General some other way."

Essie started walking away from the tree, but not before her head tilted and she looked up. Eryn felt herself freeze, hoping that the woman wouldn't spot them there. She must not have, because she continued her retreat a moment later.

They stayed in the tree, listening as the would-be recruits abandoned their search. They could hear the movement through the woods, fading as the party got further away. Eryn also noticed the torches now, flickering in and out of existence when their carriers passed between trees or brush. They were still some distance away, though they seemed to be edging closer.

"They're following them," Eryn whispered. She felt something in her mind, a hint that made her ears tingle. "They have a Mediator with them."

Fehri was silent. He had his eyes closed. Listening.

"We need to help them."

He didn't move when he spoke. "No. They made too much noise. It was their mistake. Let us not compound it. We'll use the fighting as a distraction to get ourselves away from here."

Eryn felt herself tense. Those people were commoners, not soldiers. All they wanted was a means to fight back. The chance to be part of this. "Amman says that we should tend to the meek."

"They came out here to fight. To do war. Maybe not today, but one day. There is nothing meek about that."

"They're going to die."

Fehri nodded again. It was clear to Eryn that he wasn't happy to leave them behind, but he knew there was no other choice.

The shouting came a few minutes later, followed by the ring of steel. It echoed through the forest, falling into Eryn's ears and causing her to shiver. 

"Come," Fehri said, climbing down the branches as though he had been born in a tree. He was on the ground before Eryn had made it to the first branch. "Jump. I'll catch you."

Eryn stared down at him. It was ten feet or more. What if he missed?

"I have a sister back in the Marshes who isn't much smaller than you," Fehri said. "I won't drop you."

Eryn took a deep breath, and jumped.

He caught her smoothly, sweeping his right hand up when she reached him to shift her direction, supporting her legs with one arm and her back with the other. She felt the warmth of his hand slide up her leg beneath the skirt and onto her bare thigh as he slowed her to a stop in his arms, their faces only inches apart. 

"There now," he said, lowering her to the ground. "I told you I wouldn't drop you."

Eryn swallowed the lump in her throat and tried to find her legs, while Fehri quickly snatched up his sword and the pack. Then he reached back and took her hand, pulling her swiftly through the woods, taking advantage of the sounds of battle to disguise their escape.
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They reached Ember early the next morning. Eryn was exhausted by the time Fehri paid the tax at the outer gates and brought her into the town as his wife, Nila. She slumped against him while they entered, in part to play along, and in part to allow him to hold her up. She was impressed with his strength and stamina. They had been on the move all night, determined to reach the town once they knew there would be no rest outside of it. He hadn't slowed, hadn't wavered, despite the weight of the pack.

"I've never gotten into a town so easily," Eryn said, once they were onto the main street. They walked towards an inn known simply as 'The Inn at Ember', located somewhere out ahead of them.

"A complaint, my Lady?" Fehri asked. "We can go back and tell the guards who you really are. I'm sure that will be beneficial for both of us." He smiled at his humor, through a face that was clearly as tired as she was.

"Amman does value honesty," she replied, surprised to find herself smiling back at him. 

"Amman asks us to pray on our indiscretions. He does not ask that we have none."

"Do you have other indiscretions you want to confess?" Her playfulness surprised her, especially after the night they'd just had.

Fehri smiled and pulled a small bit of rounded paper from a pocket, showed it to her, and returned it. "Sacha."

"What is it?"

"A plant." He tapped his head. "Calms the nerves. It's against his laws to have it."

"Why?"

He shrugged. "I suppose because it can make us soldiers a little less alert. It's a bad habit I picked up from my brother, Amman, and I haven't been able to shake it."

"Your brother's name is Amman?"

"Yes. If you hadn't guessed, my parents are very strong believers in Amman. They named my brother after him in hopes that He would favor him."

"Does He?"

"I think the ladies favor him too much for there to be any room for Amman. Or maybe it is just His sense of humor, that I spread His Word while my brother spreads his seed." He glowered at the thought, obviously not in favor of his brother's choice of lifestyle.

The town had yet to wake, and it left them almost alone on the cobbled street of brightly colored storefronts that split at the Constable's office in the center. The building sat in the middle of a huge square, and a few merchants were already out with their pushcarts, setting up their stalls for the day's business. The smell of baking bread was thick in the air.

"You've been to other towns," Fehri said, noticing how Eryn looked on everything with a sense of freshness. 

"Always running, always hiding. Always disguised. Never like this." For a few minutes, she could let all of it go, and just be a lady walking down the street. She looped her arm around Fehri's. "I almost feel normal."

"I'm sorry it isn't meant to last."

Eryn considered for a moment. "I'm not. If Amman gave me the power to fight for the Cursed, then I am happy to do it."

Fehri nodded. "I admire your courage, and your outlook. There's the inn."

The Inn at Ember was smaller than Eryn expected. Smaller than Waverly's, though that was hardly a fair comparison since Patmos' inn was the largest she had ever seen. This one was pressed between two other buildings, three stories high, with a hitching rail instead of a dedicated stable. A servant waited at the door, and he ran down to them once he realized they were headed his way.

"Take your bag, my Lord?" he asked Fehri. He was young, eleven or twelve, small for his age, in black breeches and a clean white shirt. "My Lady." He bowed to them both and held out his arms to take the pack.

"No, thank you," Fehri said. "I'll carry it myself. Your master should be expecting us, Felip and Nila Dornier, from Portsmouth."

The boy looked them over, not sure if he should believe Fehri's insinuation that they were merchants or traders of some kind. Eryn could only imagine how they looked. Especially her. Between climbing the tree and walking through the dirt, she must have been a mess.

"A question, young man?" Fehri asked.

"No, my Lord," the boy said, caught. His face reddened, even as he turned and ran back towards the inn.

"I need another bath," Eryn said. She had taken a swim in the river before they left, while Wilem stood on the shore facing away from her and keeping watch. It was sweet how he wouldn't take the opportunity to look at her, even when she knew she had given him chances. A day later, and she was filthy again.

"You will have one," Fehri said. "I hope you don't take offense, I had to book the room for the two of us."

"I'm not offended. Sil... Talon entrusted me to you. I trust you."

"Thank you, my Lady."

Eryn stopped and turned to face him, putting a finger to his chest. "You've seen up my skirt, and had your hand on my thigh. If you call me 'my Lady' again, I'm going to punch you."

Fehri's face turned bright red, to Eryn's amusement. "Yes, my- Eryn. You are a spirited girl."

She kept her finger on him. "Don't call me 'girl' either. I'm not that much younger than you are. How old are you?"

"Nineteen."

Younger than she had thought. "And you're a Captain?"

"My father teaches young men who want to trial for a place in the army. I grew up with swords, and with him bellowing orders. He taught me everything he could, most importantly confidence, while Amman granted me the gift of compassion. I have been fortunate, because Overlord Prezi values these things more than most in his upper echelon."

"Your father was a soldier?"

"No. His father. He didn't want me to join the army. He wanted me to take over the business, to train young hopefuls. Amman had other ideas."

"Amman the God, or Amman your brother?" Eryn asked, smirking.

Fehri laughed loudly at that. "Perhaps a bit of both. Shall we go inside?"

The inside of the inn was warm and bright, with yellow walls and a light wood floor that had been recently polished. There were a half dozen tables squeezed onto the floor of the common room, made of light wood with impressive and expensive glass tops. Silver accents ran along the base of both table and chair, adding to the opulence. Brightly colored painted landscapes lined the walls, and a huge tapestry hung behind the bar in yellows and reds and greens; a field of flowers on a riverside. 

It was intended to lift the spirits of those who came in, weary from travel. Instead, Eryn was reminded of the stark reality of the Empire. Of the severe lack of color that made the room such a contrast in the first place.

"Welcome, welcome." A tall, thin man in black pants and a bright yellow vest came over to them. He had a long, sparse beard that trailed from his chin to his chest, and a crooked smile that made him more frightening than welcoming. He had the look of a northern islander, with golden skin and large eyes. "My name is Shiri. I am the proprietor of this fine establishment. Ahh... newly wed. How exciting. How is Portsmouth these days?"

"Damp," Fehri said, returning the innkeeper's smile.

Shiri laughed too long and loudly at that. "Of course, of course. Well, I see my boy hasn't taken your bag. Boy!" He spun around, looking for his servant. 

"I told the boy I would carry my own bag," Fehri said. "If you don't mind, my wife would like to get cleaned up. It's been a long journey already."

"Of course, of course. Only one bag, though? You certainly like to travel light. Where are you headed again?"

"My aunt is a seamstress in Varrow," Fehri said. "She owns a shop there. Nila is going to apprentice under her, and then we're going to return to Portsmouth and open our own business. My uncle should be along soon with some fresh clothes, he was to meet us here today."

Shiri clapped his hands together.  It was obvious he didn't listen to or care about Fehri's response. "Ah, wonderful. Wonderful!" 

He was too animated, too boisterous. He was fake, and Eryn didn't like it. She also didn't like the way he repeated his words. 

"Is our room prepared?" she asked, anxious to be rid of him.

Maybe too anxious. Shiri glanced over at her, and then back at Fehri, raising his eyebrows. He didn't say anything, but she could guess what he was thinking. They were playing at being wed, so she supposed such guesses weren't too far from the typical truth.

"Right this way, right this way," he said. He led them through the common room to a narrow staircase that had been painted in a rainbow of colors. They climbed all the way up to the third floor, exiting out into a hallway with three doors along its length. Each door was painted a different color. Theirs was red, and it was the only one on the northern side.

"Welcome, welcome," Shiri said again, reaching into his vest pocket and producing a key. "Our best room. I call it 'The Empire Suite'. Please, please, get settled." He reached into his pocket again and handed Eryn a familiar metal disc. "If you need anything at all, press on this once and the boy will come running."

He gave the key to Fehri, and retreated back down the stairs.

"I couldn't be rid of him fast enough," Eryn said. She held up the disc. "And where do you suppose he got this?"

"Black market, I would guess." Fehri stuck the key in the door and put his hand to it to push it open.

"There's a black market for artifacts like these?"

Fehri shrugged. "There's a black market for everything if you know who to ask. Many people aren't afraid of death, the mines, or the Historians when there is profit to be made."

"The Historians. I've heard of them before."

Fehri's expression grew dark. "General Spyne. I only crossed his path once, but just the sight of him made my whole body cold. From what Talon has said about the Generals." He paused and shook. "I hope to never cross his path again."

They were silent while they let the moment pass. Then Fehri tapped on the door.

"I suppose we should see what the Overlord arranged for you," he whispered, his face brightening again. He pushed the door open.

The room was as big as it could be in the small inn. A large bed sat in the corner near a window, with a soft sofa and table in front of it. A wardrobe was against the wall, and the floor was lined with soft, thick furs. Draperies and paintings hung everywhere, in the same bright colors that brightened the rest of the inn, while more finery rested on small tables or on the floor, giving the room a richness that Eryn had never imagined. In the corner opposite the bed was a large dais made of more of the polished wood, the steps lined with furs. Resting in the center of that was a sunken tub, the top of which was flush with the dais. It was already filled with water hot enough to cast steam off its surface, and scented strongly enough that she could smell the lavender from the doorway.

She turned to Fehri. "This is my room?" She didn't have much use for the richness of the furnishings. The bath was a different story.

Fehri seemed as shocked as she was. "I suppose it is."

"Well?" She said, looking at him.

"Well, what?"

"You are my husband, aren't you?"

"I suppose I am." His face began to turn red, because he wasn't sure what she was hinting at.

She looked at the floor just inside the door. "In my village, it was considered bad luck not to carry your bride over the threshold. Was that only a local custom?"

He laughed. "It's a little different depending on where you are, I think." He put his arms out. "There's no harm in it, and the last thing we need is bad luck."

She jumped into his arms, feeling the strength of him as he caught her and lifted her close. He took the two steps through the door, and then lowered her down. 

"Thank you, Captain," she said.

"You're welcome, my La-"

She hit him in the shoulder.

"Eryn."

"Now, go away. I'm going to take a bath. I expect you'll have some clean clothes for me by the time I come out?"

Fehri bowed deeply, still laughing. "As you command, Eryn."

He closed the door behind him.
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Prozoa.

The word continued to echo in his mind, long after he and Wilem had made their way from the hiding place, cutting north through the woods towards Edgewater. The journey would take a week at least, longer if they weren't able to get a horse at Doovan. And getting a horse was no sure bet. Every village and town headed towards the Empire stronghold was sure to be well informed and watchful for the Liar and his whore.

Just the Liar now. And his son?

Talon glanced over to Wilem, walking beside him with calm and purpose. He knew leaving Eryn had been hard on the boy, even if he had said nothing about it. How could it not be? Their affection was clear. Even so, he admired him for letting go and staying strong. Love was hard at any age, and even harder on the young.

Prozoa. 

The word came back to him once more. With it came more memories. Genesia. Jeremiah. They were together. Him, Rossum, Jeremiah, and the others. It was late at night, but it almost always was by the time they got to socialize. They were in the atrium, sitting on benches amidst the flowers and greenery, enjoying the false sunlight that fell from the luminescent plants there. Jeremiah was excited about the results of their first tests of the reactor. They had started it only two days earlier, and so far it had been generating more energy than they had ever expected. 

"What about the samples?" someone had asked. Talon tried to see their face through the deep haze of his mind. It was a woman, of that much he was certain.

"Everything is normal," Jeremiah had said. 

"I wouldn't call it normal. Did you look for yourself?"

"I did. One organism. The system is closed, but that doesn't mean that particles that small won't get in from time to time."

"It wasn't a particle. It was alive."

"A single cell. It could have been in the water we pumped from the lake."

"The filters are supposed to catch them."

"It's possible one slipped through."

"Can we stop talking work and start talking fun." The voice that said that was his own.

"He's right," Jeremiah said. "We can worry about it tomorrow."

Prozoa.

The images and words danced around in his thoughts. They were disjointed, chaotic, difficult to understand. The reactor had stayed on. They had used the energy provided by the ebocite to find more of the crystal, and had launched projects to create even more reactors all around the world. And why not? They could do almost anything with the energy it created. There would be no shortage of food or comforts. There would be no reason for violence or pain. They would have everything any civilized society could imagine.

It was the promise of that power, the lure of that utopia that had caused them to ignore the organism they had found in the water. Even when the number of the creatures continued to increase, they considered it a harmless side effect of the reactor, instead of the warning that it truly was.

By the time the creature had spread outside of the reactor wells, and started to infect them... by the time it began to make the wizards sick... It was too late.

The juxtaposition. The drawing of another world into their own through the reactor and the resonances. The organisms were the first to shift from another time to theirs. They were the roots, the base by which the demons were created. The rest of the Shifters had come after, and having seen their children drink of the ebocite, having tasted the power of the world they were drawn to, they had attacked.

It was the Shifter they had captured that gave the organism its name. 

Prozoa.

Aren thought the prozoa carried the magic, that it was the reason he gained the power. It wasn't. The magic was always there, a part of  him. A gift. It was dormant in the majority of wizards. Useless. What Overlord Iolis had likely done was increase the amount of prozoa in his body in order to either kill him, or perhaps force his Curse to the surface.

Eryn had asked him about the prozoa, and he had lied to her. Not because there was a secret in her sickness. It was because of something she had told him about her time with the Shifter General. It had called her 'daughter' and 'queen'. The words didn't mean much to Eryn. 

He understood them.

Daughter. Queen. If she changed, she would be driven to gather the prozoa, to use it to create the demons, to recover what they had lost. He had always known her magic was strong. Now he knew that it was strong enough to bring their enemy back from extinction. To give birth to a new army of orcs and goblins, dragons and generals.

To finish what they started.

Of all the Cursed he hunted. Of all the Cursed he killed. She was the one among them that truly needed to either be cured, or killed. He knew it, and she would have known it too, if he told her about the prozoa.

So he hadn't told her. He would get her the cure that he was withholding to maintain control. He would keep her from changing. 

He wasn't about to give up on her.
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"Well?" Wilem asked.

Talon peered at the front gates to the town of Doovan, where a pair of soldiers stood guard, collecting taxes from the few people who wanted to enter. Unlike larger towns like Root, Doovan was only a little bit larger than a village, and in truth was only categorized as a town because  it had walls and charged an entry tax. Not that the walls were much to speak of. They were made of trussed lumber that had been shaved to points at the top, lashed together, and driven into the ground. The gate was nothing more than a detachable frame of less durable wood, kept aside except in the event of emergencies. Judging by the amount of moss growing on it, it seemed the town never had reason to close it.

"There are fewer soldiers than I expected. Perhaps they don't believe I would head north."

"Into loyalist country? It seems a safe enough assumption."

"It seems careless," Talon said. He couldn't believe the Generals would take the chance that he wouldn't head to Edgewater.

They had veered off the road a mile down from the town, finding refuge in the tall stalks of wheat growing on a nearby farm. Two days had passed since they had split from Eryn and Fehri, enough time that the pair should have arrived at Varrow City, where Eryn would be safe under the wing of the Overlord. It was mid-day, and the sun was bright above them.

Wilem pushed a bit of chaff from his face. "Either way, we need to get in, and getting in means passing the guards. Do you have any ideas?"

It would have been easier on a cloudy, rainy day when it made sense to have a cloak pulled tight, hood up to stay dry. Their options were limited in full daylight.

"The town is too small to have much of a barracks, and we didn't cross any nearby camps. There can't be more than twenty or thirty soldiers. I thought we would just go in through the gates."

Wilem stared at him, his face paling. "Just walk right in?"

Talon nodded.

"What if they stop you? You don't even have a sword."

"Then I'll take theirs. We need horses. We need supplies. There are smaller villages further off the Empire Road that may be able to furnish those things, but it will be another day out of our way to reach them."

"We just spent the last two days skirting patrols and staying off the road," Wilem said. "I don't understand how stealing horses is going to help us more than it hurts us."

"He has all the time in the world to hunt me down. You know we can't say the same. We're going to be exposed, at least for a while, but if we can make it into Edgewater it will be easy to disappear. Especially since you know the city well. I never spent much time there. At least not that I recall."

Edgewater was the largest city in the Empire, considered the capital by most. Situated against the Small Sea, it was important as a trade route and crossing from the mainland Empire to a number of smaller islands that rested in the sea, islands that produced all kinds of foods, spices, furs, and cloths from plants and animals that were unique to those parts. It was also the main point of departure to the northern lands, where General Talon Rast had once led his armies.

"I don't know it that well," Wilem said. "I was the son of a merchant. I travelled from Coin Street to our house on Gurlin Hill, and then after the Curse, to the Academy near the palace. If there are any warm beds to be found there for a fugitive and a rogue Mediator, I don't know about them."

"Even so, you know it better than I do. There are signs to look for, to find the places that are warm to those who oppose him." Like the lines that had been painted to the cobblestone streets of Elling to warn the rebellion of the incoming soldiers, or the water buckets that were common outside of guild houses. Every group that had something to hide had some means to do so out in the open. "As for the horses, we may run into more trouble than we want to, but I brought you along for your magic as much as anything else. I saw you try to fight the Shifter. I know you're skilled."

The compliment pulled a smile to Wilem's face. "You don't have your ircidium blade to protect you from a Mediator's attack."

"No. You will have to protect me. Eryn's future depends on us."

Maybe even all of our futures.

Talon stepped out from the wheat and onto the side of the road. He climbed a small incline to where stone had been laid to smooth out the journey for carriage and horse, and to push the rainwater from the path and into the fields. He paused while Wilem caught up to him. 

"If they ask us who we are, what should I say?" Wilem asked.

"Grandfather and grandson," Talon said. "Coming up from Varrow City, so that I can present you to the Overlord of Edgewater for placement in his army."

Wilem nodded, and they continued their journey towards Doovan. 

They were only a few hundred feet from the gates when a thick plume of dark smoke began to rise from the rear of the town, the source obscured by the walls and by the ramshackle Constable's office that squatted in the center. 

Then they heard the screams.

"Cursed," Wilem whispered, putting a hand to his head.

"Where?" Talon asked, his expression turning grim.

"Follow the smoke."

Murderer.

Talon felt his heart lurch, and he ran towards the gate, his pretense forgotten. 

"Hold," one of the soldiers said, stepping in front of the gate. "Not safe to go in there right now. Constable's got a Cursed cornered in old Shevan's bakery."

Talon's knife was through the soldier's throat before he even realized what he was doing. 

"What the-" The second soldier started drawing his blade, but a sharp missile of light and heat burned into his chest, and he fell backwards to the dirt.

Talon leaned down, shifting the dead soldier so he could take his blade. It was standard issue, well kept, probably never used. 

"Get me the other's, too," he barked back at Wilem.

The Mediator rushed to the soldier, kneeling and pulling his sword from its scabbard. "Subvolo," he said, tossing the sword up and pushing his hand out. The blade floated, guided by an invisible string, coming to rest in Talon's outstretched hand.

"Now stay behind me and save your strength for the Mediator," Talon said, running through the gates and into the town.

Nothing was paved inside. The roads were narrow and dirty, the buildings mostly the same. Worn paint, rusted hinges, broken shingles and shutters. Doovan was hardly a wealthy town, most of its trade coming in caring for the army. Talon passed two brothels, an inn, a larder, and a smith, each as run down on the outside as the next. The smoke grew thicker in front of him, and the smell of burning flesh and spilled blood reached his nose.

The townspeople were staying away, hiding in the nearby shops or the apartments above them. As he raced down the street, he could see their faces lining the windows, watching with a mix of fear and fascination. 

He followed the smoke and the smell to what he guessed was Shevan's bakery, a three-story wood construction that was now bathed in flame. All of the soldiers stationed in Doovan were there, their backs turned to Talon, their eyes on the show. 

Four bodies lay in front of the bakery. No doubt Shevan and his family. Another boy stood amongst the soldiers, watching silently with tears in his eyes. The Mediator was... gone?

Talon didn't let that slow him. He charged into the crowd of soldiers, only drawing attention once his blades started biting into necks, hitting the flesh where it was least protected by armor. Soldiers spun, their eyes wide with surprise, their hands dropping to their swords. The odds were nearly ten to one, but none of the men Talon attacked was powered by magic.

Murderer.

The word pulsed against his thoughts, each repetition charging the anger that he felt at what was happening, focusing him on getting through the line and into the building. The soldiers recovered, getting their blades up to challenge, crowding in around him. He heard more than one whisper, "the Liar," as he ripped into them, his reflexes automatic from his millennia of training and experience.

A crack of energy behind him almost caused him to lose that focus. It was followed by a second, and he could feel the heat on his back and see the change in the air around him, growing even brighter than the sun that shone down. He knew the Mediator had appeared, and that Wilem was taking him on. He paused his approach to the bakery, turning himself around. He needed to keep the soldiers from going after the boy. It wouldn't help to save one Cursed just to lose another.

He saw Wilem down the street, his head tilted in concentration, his hands out to his sides. The Mediator was on the opposite end, not far from him. An older man in his black robes, a staff in hand, the tip of which was glowing brightly and sending arcs of white energy towards Wilem. The energy was falling away before it reached him, blocked by some invisible barrier. 

A shrinking invisible barrier.

Wilem was strong, but without a crystal to help amplify his magic he wouldn't be able to stand up to the Mediator. Talon gritted his teeth and surged through the remaining soldiers, sinking one blade through a throat while the other parried a thrust. He dropped low, bringing the hilt up and into the nose of another, shifting and backing away from a slash. 

Three of the soldiers broke away, headed towards Wilem. The energy was closing in on him, the barrier down to less than a dozen feet. Talon heard a scream from behind him, from inside the bakery. A young girl, her voice full of fear.

He shouted then, an angry, echoing roar that froze his opponents, and even got enough of the Mediator's attention to give Wilem some of his protection back. He planted his blade into a soldier's chest, using his anger to bury it despite the armor. Then he reached out and grabbed one of the soldiers by the arm, pushing and turning, throwing him against another and sending them both to the ground. He sank the second blade into another soldier, and then took the dagger Fehri had given him and hurled it at the Mediator.

It was a long throw, a hundred feet or more. It wasn't a throwing blade. It didn't matter. He was the Champion of Ares'Nor. He was one of the oldest warriors in the Empire. The blade caught the Mediator hard in the shoulder, sinking to the hilt and forcing the man to drop the staff.

His magic broken, Wilem's energy surged forward, sending a burst of power that knocked the Mediator off his feet, blowing him backwards into the building behind him. Talon could hear the crack of the man's spine mix with the crack of the wood he crashed into.

"Wilem," he shouted, warning the wizard of the incoming soldiers. He heard a whistle behind him as he did, and he ducked and spun, catching the stroke in his hands, stopping the momentum, lifting it back away and shoving the soldier to the ground. He heard screams behind him, and by the time he turned again the three soldiers were all on the ground. Wilem dropped to a knee.

There was no time to check on him. Talon spun back towards the bakery once more. In front of him was a sea of soldiers, either dead on the ground or laying prostrate in surrender. The boy was still standing at the front of them, looking back at Talon, the moisture visible on his cheeks. Talon took another breath and charged ahead, rushing past the boy and into the burning building.

The smoke was thick, the heat was intense. The third floor had already collapsed to the second, and by the creaking and moaning of the supports he knew the rest of the building could go at any time. How would he find her in this? How would he save her?

His eyes landed on an open door, and a set of stairs leading down. Flames licked at the wood, but he forced himself through, the fire burning and blistering his skin as he passed. 

He reached the bottom, a cool basement filled with sacks of grain, a butter churn, and other tools of the trade. The air was a little clearer here but still thick. 

"Where are you?" Talon said. He paused to listen for a reply, but there was none.

Murderer.

He moved across the floor. The only light was coming from the flames, and it danced and moved, giving him glimpses at a time, making it hard to find whatever body went with the young voice he had heard. He coughed a couple of times, choking on the smoke, and crouched lower to get more clean air. 

He found her behind a sealed barrel. Her back was pressed against the wall, her head was drooped down to her chest. A small wooden horse rested in her lap. He knelt down in front of her. "All will be well, my dear," he said, putting his hand under her chin and lifting gently.

Her eyes were big, and blue like his. 

There was no life in them.














Chapter 29




Talon




[image: Image]




Talon emerged from the bakery, cradling the dead girl's body in his arms. He was covered in soot and ash, his clothes in burned tatters, his body dark and bleeding beneath it. He was wounded, but he didn't feel it. All he felt was the anger. 

Wilem was standing with the boy, having pulled him back away from the fire, away from the corpses and carnage. Two soldiers were on their knees behind him, having surrendered from the fight. 

"I'm sorry," Wilem said. He could tell by Talon's expression that the girl hadn't made it.

Talon nodded and looked over to the boy. "Is this your sister?"

The boy looked up at him. "Yes, my Lord."

A tear traced its way through the soot on Talon's face. "Do you have any kin left in town?"

"Uncle Firth. He owns the tender house two blocks down. Is she dead?"

"Yes. I'm sorry. What is your name?"

"Dolan, my Lord."

"Dolan. A strong name. I'm-"

"I know who you are, my Lord," Dolan said. "Silas Morningstar. The Liar." He smiled. "The one who saves the Cursed. I always thought the Whore was a girl."

The one who saves the Cursed... I was too late to save this one.

"There is no Whore," Talon said. "Only my friends. And my true name is Talon Rast. Can you remember that?"

Dolan nodded.

"Good. If any other soldiers come here, make sure you tell them that. General Talon Rast."

 Talon walked past the boy, still holding his sister in his arms. He approached the two soldiers, who had their heads down, their eyes on the ground. 

"He'll kill you for surrendering," Talon said.

One of the men looked up. He was older, with a round face and a flat nose. "Will you, my Lord?"

Talon dropped to his knees in front of the man. "Look at me. Both of you."

The other man looked up. He was younger, with brown hair and dark eyes.

Talon held the girl out to them. "This is what you are fighting for. She's nothing but a child."

"She was Cursed, my Lord," the older soldier said. "Dangerous."

"The only thing dangerous about her was your ignorance towards the Cursed. Do either of you have children?"

"I do, my Lord. A daughter. She's about that age." The way his face changed as he said it, it was as though he'd realized what he had done for the very first time. "That one seems a bit young to be Cursed."

Talon looked down at her. She was eight or nine, with porcelain skin, her mouth missing a few teeth. "She does, doesn't she?" 

She might have been more powerful than Eryn. We'll never know.

"What are you going to do with us, Silas?" the younger soldier said. He was frightened, and still more defiant.

"It's Rast. General Talon Rast. I'm going to tell you something. You can believe it or not, I don't care. I'll decide after that."  He paused for a few moments while they gave him their full attention. "There is a cure to the Curse. He has it, and yet he is afraid to give it to his people. He is afraid that if he does, they will have the power to question his control. This girl in my arms died for nothing. Do you understand? Her family and those soldiers behind me. The Mediator. They all died for nothing." 

He had to fight to control the seething anger, to keep himself from screaming in rage. He watched the two soldiers, paying close attention to their reaction. 

"My Lord," the older one said. "I..." He fell silent. His head dropped again, and he stared at the ground.

The younger one continued to look on him, though he didn't speak. There was no remorse in his eyes. No compassion. No belief or understanding. He had done his duty until he had decided to surrender, and he was proud of himself for that.

"What is your name?" Talon asked the older soldier.

"Breyan, my Lord."

"Breyan. Take the girl." He held her out. The soldier stood up and reached out, taking her and holding her as if she were still alive. He looked down at her with tears in his eyes. "You're going to bring her to her uncle with me. After that, you're free to go, though I suggest finding a new home for your family, wherever they are."

"Yes, my Lord. Thank you, my Lord."

Talon turned to the other one. "As for you-"

He knew what Talon was going to do. He got to his feet, reaching for his sword.

It was Breyan who kicked him in the knee, breaking his leg and sending him back to the ground. He clutched the girl in one arm while he drew his sword and held it out to Talon.

He took it and put it to use.

"Follow me," he said to Breyan, dropping the sword in the dirt.

Wilem had gone to search the Mediator while Talon dealt with the soldiers, and he returned with a red eye clasp in one hand, and the Mediator's staff in the other. Dolan was trailing behind him.  

"He wasn't carrying a blade," Wilem said.

"How are you feeling?" 

Wilem shrugged. "Well enough. He wasn't that powerful. If I'd had the staff before the fight, there wouldn't have been a standoff."

"You knew him," Talon said.

"You read faces as well as you fight, General. He was a teacher at the Academy. I almost had a run in with him a few days ago, near the cave. Eryn was sleeping, but when he used his magic, she woke up. She wanted to attack him." He paused, unsure if he should say the rest. "I think she wanted to eat him."

Not him. His magic. The prozoa.

"He tried to ambush you."

"He felt my power when I used it on the guard. I could hear him taunting the girl. Like I said, he wasn't that powerful. I was considered quite gifted at the Academy, which is why I was assigned to General Clau." His face reddened when he realized he was boasting. "Not powerful like Eryn. I've never seen anything like that. I can't handle a distortion field."

"Dolan, can you take us to your uncle's inn?"

"Yes, my Lord. It's not an inn, it's a tender house. My da always said it's like a whorehouse, but cleaner." His face darkened. His mind hadn't yet accepted that his father was dead.

Talon smiled at that. "The tender house, then."

Dolan led them the two blocks down, even as the townspeople began to filter out of the stores and their homes. They kept their distance from them, their eyes glued to every step Talon took. Once he was out of sight, he expected they would pillage whatever coin and valuables the dead soldiers might have been carrying. 

"This is it," Dolan said, stopping them in front of a run-down red building with faded white shutters. A white door with a small heart painted on it was the only indication it was a place of business. "Uncle Firth," Dolan shouted. "It's me, Dolan."

Talon could hear the sound of feet inside, and then the door opened. A young woman appeared in the frame, her eyes red from crying. "Dolan?" she said. She knelt down, and the boy ran up to her. 

"Meena. The soldiers killed ma and da, and Kylie. They said she had the Curse."  He pointed back at Talon. "Silas... the Li... General Talon Rast killed them. All of them."

"Not all," Breyan said, stepping forward with Kylie in his arms and tears in his eyes. 

A large, round man joined the girl, Meena, at the door. He had a bushy beard and small eyes, and was wearing finery normally reserved for the wealthy. When he saw Kylie, he leaned against the doorway and began to bawl.

"I'm sorry," Breyan said, handing Kylie over to Meena. 

"You're sorry?" Firth said, lifting his head from his hands. "You're sorry? My sister... her children..." The big man took a few steps towards Breyan, drawing back his hand and slamming it into the soldier's face. Breyan was trained, and could have stopped the blow. He didn't even try.

"One is enough," Talon said when Firth drew back to punch him again. The man looked at Talon and stopped. 

"Thank you," he said. "For trying. If you need anything..."

"I do," Talon said. "Enough food for two to eat for a week."

"Meena, you heard the.. General, did you say?"

"General Talon Rast. Like soldier Breyan here, I've made my share of mistakes."

"Meena, be a good lass. Leave Kylie here, and go and make a pack for the General. Head over to Wright's if you need more of anything. Tell him I'll settle after we bury the dead."

Meena gave Dolan another hug and vanished back into the house.

"I've got other girls, too, if you want to relax for a while. You can bed them or not, either way they're real good company, great at rubbing out tense muscles."

Wilem's face turned red at the suggestion. 

"No, thank you," Talon said. "I'm going over to the Constable's office, and then I'll come back for the food."

"As you wish, my Lord." Firth leaned down and put his arm around Dolan. "Come, my boy. You can help Sissa prepare dinner. You're my boy now, you understand?"

"Yes, Uncle."

Firth rubbed the top of his head. "Seven daughters, I have. Thought I would never get a son. Of course, this isn't the way I wanted to do it." His eyes went back to Kylie's body. "They say the Cursed have destroyed entire cities. That true?"

Talon shook his head. "No."

Firth nodded, picked up the dead girl, and carried her inside.

"Breyan, you're free to go," Talon said, turning to the soldier. He had a nice red welt across his face from Firth's fist.

"No, my Lord."

"No?"

"I'd like to ride with you, if I might."

Talon considered for a moment, and then shook his head. The man may have been remorseful right now. That didn't make him trustworthy enough to bring to Edgewater. "I'm sorry."

"I understand. In that case, I'll stay here for the night and help them bury the dead if they'll have me. Fare well, my Lord."

Breyan started walking back towards the bakery. Talon could see that most of the town was gathering there, and doing their best not to stare at him.

"What now?" Wilem asked.

"We'll get some supplies from the Constable's office. Weapons, horses. Then we ride for Edgewater."

"I killed a Cursed, once," Wilem said, casting his eyes down. "Not long before I met Eryn. I never gave it a second thought."

"You're hardly the only one, my boy. Let our trespasses die with the past. There is too much at stake to carry them with us."

Wilem nodded, the words seeming to bring him some measure of comfort. Even though he had spoken them, to Talon they were hollow.

Murderer.


II. DEATH
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The first time Eryn had entered Varrow City, it had been with leaves bundled under her skirts to make her look pregnant, on the back of a mule that Talon was leading, while carrying a huge bag of manure on his shoulder. They had waited for hours to get through the gates, only to be confronted by a merchant, who turned out to be a stronger ally than they could have expected. 

The second time Eryn entered Varrow, she would do so through a special entrance reserved for soldiers and the upper-class of nobles, the favored of the Empire. She was escorted by one of the Captains of the Varrow City guard on her left and a Commander of the palace guard on her right. She rode a white Portnis stallion, and she was clothed in a rich, dark violet gown with a low neckline and high collar. An ircidium necklace holding a large red crystal pendant rested between her breasts. She wore the finest and softest black calf leather boots on her feet, and her hair had been washed, cut, braided, and held back by a small tiara with a clear gem at its head.

She looked like a princess.

She felt like a fool.

She was also more nervous than she had expected. She trusted Talon when he said he trusted the Overlord. Even so, she was riding right into the gaping mouth of the only thing that might be more dangerous than the creature that had taken her in Genesia, and she had no protection at all.

Don't be foolish. You have yourself.

She rubbed at one gloved hand with the other. The gloves matched her boots, the softest leather she had ever felt. They went from her fingertips to just above the elbow, leaving only two inches of exposed skin between them and the short sleeve of the gown. It was a good thing, because the scaly skin of the Shifters was spreading again.

Slowly, as long as she didn't use her magic. That didn't mean she couldn't or wouldn't use it if she had to. If there was no other choice.

They trotted up to a small steel gate. There was an entire squad of guards here, half on the ground inside a small gatehouse, and the other half on the wall above, the tips of their longbows visible over the parapets. Their looks were more of surprise and awe than anything else. Fehri had stuttered and stumbled to find words when Eryn had emerged from her room wearing the gown. It seemed his opinion was a common one.

"Sergeant Olms," Fehri said, bringing the horses to a stop.

"Cap'n Fehri, my Lord." The sergeant bowed to him, despite the fact that he was at least twice his age.

"Commander Trock and I are returning from overseeing the Overlord's interests out of the city. This is the Lady Valerie, the Overlord's niece. She will be staying in the palace with the Overlord for some time, learning to manage the affairs of the province. If she has need of you, you are instructed to provide whatever assistance you can, on order of the Overlord."

Olms looked past Fehri to where she was sitting. His eyes softened, as though he was looking on his own child. "As the Overlord commands, it will be done," he said. He bowed deeper and longer for her than he did for Fehri. "Welcome to Varrow City, my Lady. I'm honored to serve you."

"Thank you, Sergeant," Eryn said, hoping her voice didn't sound as shaky as it felt.

Olms turned back to the gatehouse. "Well, what are you waiting for? Open the gate."

He smiled as the gates moved aside, and Fehri brought them into the city. 

It was the same place she had been only a few weeks past, and yet it looked completely different from astride the stallion. She saw the tiredness in the eyes of the commoners who took to the streets, headed from one place to another. She saw the defeat in the merchants who hawked cheap goods or pushed heavy carts in search of a coin or two. She felt the superiority of the nobles. The two they crossed paths with on their way to the palace bowed and curtsied to them as they passed, but otherwise looked down on the rest of the populace, though they weren't riding a horse.

The one thing she noticed in all of the people they rode past was a look of awe, even in those who weren't able to contain the jealousy they were clearly feeling. Not every awestruck eye was wide. More than enough narrowed in anger or frustration. It only made her feel like more of a fraud.

All of this for me? Who am I, really? Talon's Cursed girl. There is nothing that makes me more special than any other Cursed, except who I know.

She knew that wasn't completely true. She was here because she had fought back. She had survived. The soldiers, the juggernauts of Genesia, the Shifters. She had survived. 

Even so, she wanted nothing more than to break free of Fehri and Trock, and lead her horse at a gallop to Waverly's. She knew she would find a warm hug from both Urla and Patina waiting there.

The palace gates were already open when they reached them. The guards at either side bowed their heads in respect both to her and to their Captain, and the jailers made their way out into the courtyard to see what their Commander had brought back. Soldiers walked in formation in the distance, and a scattering of administrators and nobles paused from wherever they were going, to give her a look before continuing their business.

Fehri slid off his horse, the reigns taken immediately by a slight boy in black cloth, who bowed his head to the Captain and didn't raise it until Fehri put a hand on his shoulder.

"Kivan, this is the Lady Valerie. She's a very important person, and I want you to look after her. Can you do that?"

The boy looked from Fehri to Eryn and nodded, his face turning red. 

"Might I take your horse, Lady Valerie?" he asked. His words came out slow and strained, but he smiled when he was done, pleased that he had gotten them out.

Eryn was happy to dismount, the sidesaddle style more trouble than it was worth. "Of course you may. Kivan, is it?"

"Yes, my Lady." He took the reigns from her, and then moved on to Trock.

"I'll take you into the palace to meet her," Fehri said, coming up next to her, keeping his voice quiet. 

Eryn nodded and approached Trock. "Commander, it was a pleasure to meet you, and to ride with you." The journey from Ember had been made easier by the man's love of telling stories, many of which he was initially reluctant to tell out of fear of soiling her young ears. She had pressed him to continue with them, and they had shared plenty of laughter as a result. At the same time, she knew by his eyes that there were more stories there, stories that he wouldn't tell. Fehri had told her that Trock served under Talon many years ago. She could imagine what those stories might contain.

"The pleasure was mine," Trock said, taking her gloved hand and bringing it to his lips. "If you're ever in the mood for some more of my particular brand of entertainment, you know where to find me."

Eryn laughed and put her hand on his cheek for just a moment. Then she turned back to Fehri and held out her arm. "Captain, I'm all yours."

Fehri crooked his arm. She took it exactly the way Trock had taught her. It had been a quick lesson in the etiquette of the wealthy and privileged, but she was a fine actress, and learned and adjusted to the differences of being without difficulty.

"Is there anything important I should know before we get there?" Eryn asked. 

"The camp," Fehri whispered in reply. 

She couldn't help but see the labor camp set up outside the city walls. People were being held there for petty crimes, or perhaps for no crime at all, waiting to be sent back to the Washfall mines as soon as possible. She had looked past the makeshift fences to where the prisoners gathered together in stained clothes, their faces devoid of hope. She knew then the falseness of their victory at the mines, as temporary as the rebellion's victory in Elling. It had taken all of her will to stay in character, seated and calm. 

Especially when she had seen Patmos. 

Fehri's mention of it now threatened her composure.

"His orders," Fehri said. "She didn't deny them then because she didn't know the truth. She can't deny them now because it will reveal her true motives."

"That's supposed to make it better? She sent the people we freed to the ore mines. When they escaped, she rounded up more innocents to replace them. And now what? They suffer so that she can protect me?"

"She is on your side. The army is not. Most of it, at least. The rebellion would be short lived."

"She could destroy this entire city if she wished it."

"Do you wish it?"

Eryn sighed. "Of course not."

"I understand your anger. I feel it myself. Changing the way isn't easy, and it is rarely immediate. Amman touches me, so that I may touch others, one at a time if need be. It is the same for you, and for the Overlord. Try to remember that."

She bit her lower lip, holding back any further complaint. Was Talon innocent? Was she? Did it matter how recent the change of heart was, or that it changed in the first place? She had forgiven Talon for his past. Could she do the same for the Overlord? "I'll try."

They entered the palace through a pair large doors that led into a small antechamber. It was a waiting area for the main assembly room, where the Overlord would preside over the affairs of the province, receiving reports from her numerous administrators. At any given time there could be anywhere from two to fifty such nobles waiting for their turn to deliver information, along with various interests from the towns inside of the province looking to make requests of the Overlord and the Empire. 

As they entered the antechamber, Eryn could hear the voices from behind the heavy door that separated them from the assembly room. Two men were shouting at each other about troop levels and the recent rise in the number of children being Cursed.

"Name and position. Are you here to report, or request?" 

An old woman was sitting behind a desk, a thick ledger lying open in front of her, a quill to her right. The ledger was filled with lines of names, only half of which were crossed off. She picked up the quill, ready to take down their information. She had to be one of the oldest people Eryn had ever seen, with wrinkles covering every bit of exposed skin, a thin patch of white hair on her head, and hands that shook every time she tried to move them.

"Reema, it's me. Captain Fehri." 

Reema squinted her eyes, and then smiled. "Ah, Captain. My apologies. I didn't recognize you with a beautiful girl on your arm."

"This is the Lady Valerie. Overlord Prezi should have mentioned her to you?"

Reema pushed herself slowly to a stand, taking hold of a cane that was resting against the desk. She balanced herself on it, taking two more slow steps towards them. Eryn met her halfway.

"A pleasure, my Lady." Reema took her hand and held it with both of hers. They were small and frail. "Caela has been excited for your arrival. I'll let her know you're here." She reached up to Eryn's ear, and when her hand came away, she had a disc in it. Eryn couldn't help but smile at the trick. "There now. She told me, four taps for the Lady. Or was it three?"

Eryn could see the disc shiver slightly in the woman's hand.

"I'll take you around to Caela's private offices. She'll greet you there."
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She led them into a small, quiet room, around from the assembly hall and towards the center of the palace. It was a dark place, windowless, with only the one door. It was decorated in tapestries and paintings, and ornate candle holders balanced on stacks of books or scattered along the floor. There was a desk buried there somewhere, a soft, well-padded seat behind it. Another similar chair sat in the corner. There was a pile of books next to them, and it was obvious the chairs had been recently cleared in anticipation of her arrival. 

"The Overlord will be right in," Reema said, closing the door behind her when she left.

"Who is she?" Eryn asked. The matronly old woman seemed so out of place in the palace.

"The Overlord's sister," Fehri said, removing her pack from his shoulder and placing it on one of the few bare spaces on the floor. "It isn't common knowledge, so don't tell anyone. You know the Overlords don't age like normal people do?"

"Because of the Curse."

Fehri nodded. "I didn't know that before meeting Talon."

"He lets the Overlord keep her sister in the palace?"

"I don't think he knows."

It was incredible to Eryn to hear that an Overlord was doing anything behind his back, even something as small as staying close to family. Reema had to know she was Cursed, then. She'd managed to keep the secret all of these years.

"Do you think we'll have long to-"

Eryn didn't even have time to finish her question. The door swung open, and Overlord Prezi entered.

She wasn't sure what to expect. She had no idea what to say. The woman in front of her was beautiful, resplendent in a dark green dress whose style matched the one Eryn herself was wearing, though her adult figure certainly filled it out better. She was also confident, standing with a posture and set to her face that made Eryn have to catch herself before she curtsied to the woman. They weren't allies. Not officially. Not yet.

The Overlord motioned with her finger, and Fehri bowed to them both and left the room, closing the door behind him. Eryn felt her heart lurch at being left alone with the woman. She was certain the Overlord could overpower her with her magic before she could even react.

I hope Talon was right. 

They stood facing one another, leaving the silence hanging thick in the air. Each appraised the other, as though an unspoken challenge had been agreed to. 

"Talon didn't tell me what a rare beauty he had discovered," the Overlord said at last. "He spoke very highly of you. He's willing to go to Heden and back to keep you safe."

Eryn allowed herself to take a breath, her tense posture deflating as she did. "And what of you, Caela? What are you willing to do for him? For us?" She didn't use her title or call her 'my Lady'. Just because she was helping them now... her anger over the labor camp smoldered.

"I gave you my cure."

"And I thank you for it, though I might not have needed it if you hadn't helped General Clau catch up to us."

Wilem had told her about his meeting with the Overlord, and about the betrayal that had nearly killed them both. 

"Two fugitives working to destroy the Empire? Would you have done any different in my place, if you didn't know any better?"

"Why? Why do you follow him? Why do you listen to him?"  She had promised herself she would keep her emotions in control. She had told Fehri she would try. It wasn't good enough. "My mother, my father, my brother. All dead. Elling..."

She expected the Overlord would respond with anger. She was surprised by her calm. 

"Order," the Overlord replied. "All societies must have order. Without it, there are too many people vying for control, too many hands reaching for a finite power. Do you know what that leads to? War. Death. Destruction. Famine. At levels that cannot be guessed or controlled, for years and years with no promise of an end. Order is what he offers the people. That is what he offered me, when I learned I was Cursed. Be part of the order, and for every Cursed you kill, for every man and woman you imprison, you will protect the lives of thousands more."

"You believed that?"

"We thought we were doing this for them. He lied to me, and to all of us. He stole our history, our heritage, not to protect them, but to protect himself. We followed blindly, in part because we trusted, and in part because to not trust was to die. A thousand years is more than enough time to turn lies into truth, and truth into lies." She paused, taking a deep breath before speaking again. "Long enough that I would never have believed what Talon had to say, if it had been anyone but Talon. If he hadn't brought the creature." The Overlord stepped closer to Eryn, dipping slightly, so they were at eye level. "I'm sorry about your family, Eryn. I'm sorry for being blind. I cannot undo what I've done, and I don't have the power to turn openly against him. Not yet. I am doing what I can, and that includes hiding you here and preparing you for what is to come."

Eryn stared into her eyes. There was no deceit there, no malevolence. She forced herself to calm. "Thank you. What do you mean, preparing me?"

"Talon believes in the strength of your Curse. He told me of the demons; he called them Shifters. That they wanted you for your power. With my education at the Academy and my experience, I can help you gain mastery over the power, to help you control it and temper it before it destroys you."

"You already gave me your cure. I can't use the magic without accelerating the disease." She put her hand to the sleeve of her glove and pulled it down, showing the Overlord the gray skin.

"May I?" The Overlord asked, positioning her fingers over it.

"You want to touch it?"

"If what Talon says is true, without the cure, this will happen to me as well."

"Only if you've been in contact with ebocite, the black crystal."

"I have," the Overlord said. "Many years ago. I found a shard of it on the beach, near my home in Tilling."

Eryn drew back in surprise. "You're from Elling province?"

"Yes. Tilling is on the shore, where the Baden feeds out into the Great Sea. My parents were wealthy merchants - they built trade ships that sailed all along the coast of the Empire, and to the northern islands. I was brought to the Academy when I was eleven. Young for a Mediator in training." 

"I was twelve when I discovered I had the Curse," Eryn said. "You must be stronger than me."

"It is possible, but not definite. Age is only one measurement of power." She motioned at the gray flesh again. "I can judge the strength of your Curse if you let me. May I?"

Eryn nodded, watching as the Overlord ran her fingertip along the rough skin. She lingered there for only a moment, and then raised the same hand to Eryn's cheek. 

"This won't hurt at all," the Overlord said, cupping it in her hand and bringing their eyes level. Eryn could feel the Overlord's magic growing, at the same time she examined her eyes. They were beautiful, deep eyes. Comforting eyes. She began to feel hot.

Before she knew what was happening, she felt the tingle between her ears and the flow of her magic rushing up through her. She tried to move, to escape the Overlord and fight against the surge. 

There was no time. 

The Overlord's eyes widened, and then she was thrown backwards away from Eryn, the force of the magic flinging her across the room like a rag. She crashed through a stack of books and into the wall, letting out only a soft whimper as her body slammed into it and slumped against the ground.

The power subsided at once, vanishing from Eryn so quickly she nearly fell over herself. Her heart was racing, a feeling of panic rushing through her. 

Did I just kill the Overlord?

She could feel the hot tears of blood running down her cheeks, a stream so fierce it left a trail down her neck and between her breasts. What had just happened? She hadn't summoned the magic. She didn't want to hurt her.

The door opened.

Fehri stepped in. His eyes went first to the Overlord, motionless against the wall, and then to Eryn, coming towards him, her face and neck red with blood. 

"Eryn?"

She stumbled, still feeling weak. Her entire body was pounding, throbbing. He took two quick steps forward and caught her. 

"It was an accident," she whispered. The Overlord must have done the same thing to other Cursed. She clearly hadn't felt threatened. 

"Tell me what happened," Fehri said. His strong arms kept her on her feet.

"I don't know. I don't know. She was trying to feel my Curse. I told her she could."

Fehri held her in one arm, using the other to grab the door and pull it closed behind him. Then he walked Eryn to the desk and helped her rest against it. He went to the Overlord's side and kneeled down, putting his hand to her neck. 

"She's alive," he said. "Her breathing is shallow but steady."

Eryn felt a sense of relief wash over her, along with a chill that left her shaking.

"Wait here. Keep an eye on her. I'm going to get Trock, and have Reema cancel the rest of the assembly for the day. I'll be right back."

Fehri opened the door again, squeezed himself out, and shoved it closed behind him. Eryn could hear his boots against the floor as he hurried off at a fast walk. 

She sat on the desk for a few minutes while she waited for the shaking to stop. She kept her eyes on the Overlord the entire time, watching her face and chest for any hint that she had stopped breathing. Once she felt strong enough, she hopped down off the desk and went to kneel at the woman's side.

"I'm sorry," she said, taking the Overlord's hand in hers. Her anger over the mines, the labor camps, everything, was forgotten. The Overlord was the same as she was in many ways, the same as Wilem. Born in Elling province, like her. Taken from her home as a child, raised to be an instrument for the Empire. She did what she knew, and when she had learned different, she had done different. 

It is all any of us can ask for, or hope to achieve.
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"Open the gate," Spyne roared at the squad of guards standing watch outside of it. He was tired, hungry, dirty. All he wanted was to get to the palace, have a bath and a meal, and get back out on the road. 

North. To Edgewater. 

That's where Worm said Talon was headed. The painted man had informed him that he had already reached Doovan and that there was some kind of battle there, a battle involving use of the Curse.

At least, that's what he thought the Historian was trying to say, with his hand gestures and pantomime. How he knew anything about it was beyond Spyne's understanding.

The soldiers didn't open the gate. Instead, they put their hands to swords, the ones on the walls picking up their bows and taking aim.

"On whose authority?" Sergeant Olms asked. He could see the man was wearing soldier blacks, but anyone could have the blacks made to pretend to be a solider. The bear of a man in front of him was filthy and haggard, and not even riding a horse. The one with the tattoos... they looked like bandits to him. Or rebels.

"General Spyne, by Heden," Spyne said, not slowing his approach towards them. He reached into his pocket, trying to find the signet ring that would identify him to the few ignorant bastards who didn't already know who he was. It had sunk to the bottom, and his patience was thin enough already. "Open the gate."

Sergeant Olms started to draw his sword, until one of the archers called down to him.

"Sergeant, open the gate. That's him, General Spyne. I seen him before. Know that face anywhere."

Spyne glanced up at him for the comment, and he lowered the bow and bowed his head.

"Open the gates," Olms said, suddenly panicked. "Hurry, now."

The gates swung in, the soldiers working hard to appease the General.

"My apologies, General. We can't be too careful, since the incident with the false Liar."

Spyne had been planning to go right through the gates and make a line to the palace. Now he drew to a stop. Sergeant Olms shook visibly when the General turned his attention to him.

"False Liar?" he asked.

Olms bowed his head, looking at Spyne's feet. "Yes, my Lord. A man was hanged a few nights back, looked just like the Liar. Tall, blue eyes. He and a hulk of a man killed three soldiers right out in the open, before the city guard surrounded them. We thought it was the Liar until the Overlord set us straight. The big one was killed trying to escape, the other one hanged."

General Spyne pursed his lips in interest. He remembered Talon as he was. He never kept his hair long, because it tended to get sweaty and uncomfortable in the heat of the metallurgic furnaces. "Did you see the hanging, Sergeant?"

"No, General. I was on duty."

"I seen it, my Lord," the same archer called down again. "If the Overlord hadn't said it wasn't so, I would've taken him for the Liar right away." He paused and met Spyne's gaze for only a bare instant. "I heard his companion was carrying the biggest sword anyone's ever seen. Nearly cut Pelham and Dunn right in half with one stroke."

The General was even more intrigued by this bit of news. The description could certainly match that of the missing juggernaut, but it had to be a mistake. The Overlord had served him loyally for almost sixty years. She wasn't about to fake the death of their greatest threat. 

Was she?

Everything he knew had been turned upside down in recent days. His memories flooded back to him, with all the pain and anger they carried with them. Who was to say she remained as loyal today as she had been in days past? Who was to say she wasn't? There was only one way to find out.

Spyne didn't say anything else to the soldiers. He motioned for the Historians to follow him, and they made their way through the gates and into the city. 

The commoners kept a wide berth around Spyne and his men, even if they didn't know exactly who they were. They looked dangerous, and it was enough. Merchants calling out their wares silenced as they passed, beggars backed into alleys, and even the patrolling soldiers gave them extra room.

Worm grabbed a small pastry from a cart as they walked, making a face that dared the young girl selling them to question his thievery. Spyne didn't stop him, or reprimand him. He never cared about such petty things, and he cared even less about it now.

The biggest sword anyone has ever seen? A tall man with blue eyes? A hanging? Murder in the streets of Varrow?

Spyne had never been a smart man. In Genesia he had been responsible for keeping the plants healthy, a gardener. It was Tella who was the important one. 

At least, until they had needed someone compatible.

Still, he wasn't completely stupid. How could the Overlord think she could get away with something like that? Perhaps because no one but a General would question her words, and he was one of only nine. 

Six.

He knew when they lost a brother. He could feel it when their light went out, as though each was an ember from the same fire. He knew Talon was still alive. For now.

Let her tell me what happened. Let her lie to me, if she dares.

They were at the palace gates when Worm came up to him and smacked him on the shoulder to get his attention. He was the only one who could get away with such an action and survive it.

"What is it?" Spyne asked. He didn't slow, and the guards bowed to him, recognizing him right away.

Worm pointed to the palace, making the closed-to-open palm motion, like pantomiming an explosion, that he used to communicate 'Curse'.

The Overlord was using her power? Why?

Spyne put a hand to the hilt of his sword, and ran towards the main entrance to the palace. The Historians followed behind him, and he heard the sound of their swords leaving their scabbards as they did.

He charged up the steps and into the small antechamber before the assembly room. The old hag, Reema, was sitting behind her desk as though everything were fine.

"G... General Spyne," she said, recognizing him even with her poor vision. She did her best to get to her knee in front of him, her face frightened at the sight of his Historian's blades. "Is there a problem?"

"Where is the Overlord?" Spyne said.

"She's in her private office, welcoming her niece to the city," Reema said.

"Niece?" Spyne looked over at Worm. The man wore no expression, and didn't react to his gaze.

"Yes. Lady Valerie, from Portsmouth."

"I should like to meet this Lady Valerie," Spyne said, his words oozing from him. According to Worm, someone was using their Curse somewhere inside these walls. Whatever was happening, he didn't need to fill tight hallways with obstructions. "Historians, stand down."

His men returned their blades to their hips and waited behind him.

Reema pulled herself to her feet. "I'll go and tell her that you're here, my Lord."

"I'll go and see to her myself," Spyne replied. "Worm, with me. Peyn, no one comes in or out. Understood?"

"Yes, General," Peyn said.

Spyne hurried off towards the side door at a brisk walk, with Worm trailing behind him. Reema backed far away as they passed, terrified of the tattooed man.

They had only taken a few steps when a man rounded the corner, nearly slamming into the General.

"Your pardon, my Lord," the man said. He was a soldier. A Captain, by the marks on his uniform. His brow was sweaty, and he seemed like he was in a hurry. 

Spyne clamped his hand down on the man's shoulder before he could get by. "Captain. What's going on?"

The soldier looked at him. He saw the recognition catch in his eyes. He also saw... fear? Worry? A hint, just for a moment. "General Spyne. We weren't expecting you."

"Is everything well?" Spyne asked again.

The soldier took a few seconds to answer. "No, my Lord. It isn't. I was escorting the Lady Valerie to meet with the Overlord. When she came in to greet her niece, she suffered some kind of exhaustion, or something, and passed out. I was going to get help to bring her to her apartment."

It sounded like the truth. Why had he paused in answering?

"My man and I will help you, Captain."

The soldier glanced back at Worm, his face paling slightly at the sight of him. "I can get the guard to assist me, my Lord."

"We don't want the others to see any weakness in the Overlord, do we?" Spyne asked, squeezing the Captain's shoulder tight. He was impressed that the man didn't cry out at the pressure. "We will help you."

"As you command, General," the Captain said, still not showing any signs of pain. Spyne respected that.

"Lead the way."

They followed the soldier down the corridor towards the back of the palace, to a heavy wooden door. When they reached it, Spyne looked back at Worm. The man made the same 'magic' motion again. He appeared eager to see what had caused it.

"I don't want to frighten the Lady Valerie," Fehri said, lifting his hand to knock on the door.

"Don't," Spyne said, his arm launching out and grabbing the Captain by the wrist. He didn't test him again; he simply pulled it away and released it.

The Captain bowed his head. "As you command, my Lord."

Spyne reached out and took the door by its handle. 

He gathered his strength and wrenched it open.
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Talon and Wilem rode hard for the next two days, covering a lot of ground on the backs of the Portnis stallions they'd taken from Doovan. The roads north were quiet, and the few patrols they encountered had been easy to skirt around. Firth had loaded their saddlebags with food and water for the journey, and they had travelled with a level of comfort that had been rare enough in the past days.

They stopped at one of the many small farms that dotted the landscape here, leading the horses into a small barn where they found feed and shelter. They were approaching the Kregin Gorges, which split the province of Edgewater from Varrow, and which would be the most dangerous part of their crossing.

There were two ways into Edgewater from where they were currently sitting on bales of hay, eating bread and allowing the horses to rest. The overland route, the Bridge, was in truth a series of bridges connecting narrow plateaus between the Gorges, the biggest and longest of which was some three hundred feet across and nearly a mile over the water. It was a fast, straight line across the Bridge and into Kregin Town - a large settlement that fed prisoners to the nearby Kregin mines. It was also the main reception point for water bound trade along the Gorge River, with goods being passed on large boats that moved through the network of tributaries and fingers that spread throughout the area.

It was also the perfect place for a blockade or an ambush.

The other option was to head further west to Fulton, another small town that rested in one of the wider gorges, a waypoint for the barges transporting goods back and forth. Once there, they could sell the horses and purchase a berth on one of the ships. They could ride it down the river to Kregin Town, avoiding the obvious checkpoint and disappearing in one of the many boats that arrived there each day.

All of which were sure to be searched.

It was the reason they were even questioning which route to take at all. While the water passage seemed safer on the surface, there was no way to know who or what would meet them when they reached Kregin Town. At least if they took the Bridge they would be able to count the numbers before they had to encounter them, and hopefully come up with some plan to either attack or sneak around. The overland passage would also make it easier for them to get into and through the town without drawing attention. They couldn't say the same for being discovered hiding on a boat.

"I still prefer to take a barge," Wilem said, popping the final bite of cured meat into his mouth. He chewed quickly, and it was clear to Talon that he was eager to be back on the move. "Mediator Canlin's staff will be helpful, but I can still only use so much magic without the cure. Enough to punch through an army? I might die trying."

 "We won't need to punch through an army. We have more control of our confrontations on the Bridge," Talon said. "If we choose our targets correctly, if we are patient, I can get us over and through."

"How patient?" Wilem asked. "How much time will we need to spend hiding and plotting? Or, what if we arrive at the Bridge and his forces there are more than any man could hope to defeat, even one of the Nine?"

It was the same argument they had been having for the last hour. At first, Talon had been annoyed with Wilem for questioning him, for testing his logic. As the words had been exchanged, and the minutes had passed, he found himself being swayed by the wizard's perspective. He found that he was becoming reckless in his eagerness to reach Edgewater. A recklessness the boy was helping him to reign in.

Murderer.

It was the young Cursed girl from Doovan that was driving him. He saw her dead in his arms every time he closed his eyes. Sometimes she had Eryn's face.

"They will be searching the boats," Talon said.

"There is a chance we can bribe the captain to keep quiet. Or find a sympathizer to smuggle us in. You can't say the same for the Bridge."

"No, I can't. It will take two more days to reach Fulton, and then another four to reach Kregin Town. If we can get fresh horses there, it will be two more after that to make Edgewater. That's eight days, Wilem. If we take the Bridge, we can be there in four."

"If we survive the Bridge. If the Bridge is passable. I want to reach the Refinery as much as you do, probably more. If I need to use too much of the Curse, I will need the cure as well. I've been exposed to the ebocite just as Eryn was. Four or eight doesn't matter if we never arrive at all."

Talon bit on his lip and stared at Wilem for a moment. Then he smiled. "I knew there was a reason I dragged you along with me, my boy. We'll take a barge through the Gorges, and leave the rest to Amman."

"Thank you, Talon," Wilem said as they got to their feet and gathered the horses.

"For what?" he asked.

"You're General Talon Rast. You have a thousand years of experience in tactics and strategy. Even son, you let a boy's opinion matter."

He closed his eyes, seeing the girl there once more. He could not avenge her. He could not avenge any of them. Not if he was dead.

"I understand that I'm not always right, and I don't know everything. Thank you for not assuming that I do."
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There were two paths that led down into the gorge where the town of Fulton rested. One was wide and winding, a smooth grade that allowed for horse and carriage to make the descent without issue, though it was a journey that took a number of hours to make. The other was a set of stairs, carved directly from the stone and wide enough for three men to pass abreast. 

Since they wanted to sell the horses at the bottom, Talon and Wilem were forced to take the slower route, winding up stuck behind a second wagon laden with barrels of ale. As Fulton was predominately a rest stop for the barges traveling lazily up and down the waterways that passed through the gorges, the bulk of its business came from alcohol, women, song, and game. It was a lucrative place to be an entertainer of any sort.

It was also an easy place to vanish from his attention.

Not because there were no guards here, but because the soldiers that collected the entry taxes at the bottom of the descent were comfortable with their assignments, and always had plenty to do once their shifts were over. A tall man with a razor-shaved head, blue eyes, and carrying a sword traveling with a boy holding a wrapped ircidium staff was suspicious anywhere. The difference was that while the soldiers knew that perhaps they should confront the pair, the cost far outweighed the benefit. With so many soldiers in his army, even he had no way to ensure they were all in agreement on priorities. At least, that was Talon's hope.

It was early evening by the time they reached the guard post. Having spent the bulk of the afternoon trailing the ale wagon, Talon had made fast friends with the driver, a potbellied man of good humor named Gerland. He owned a farm not ten miles from Fulton where he raised bees and processed the honey into mead. Once a week he and his son brought the mead to the town and both sold to the local inns, and shipped it over to Kregin. His busy and fairly isolated life meant he had never heard of the Liar, and he had no idea who Talon really was or might have been. Instead, he received the standard tale - that Talon was bringing his son to Edgewater to join the army. 

"Name and business in Fulton?" the guard asked. He was tall, with a round stomach that seemed as though it were ready to burst from beneath his chain shirt. Talon made no effort to conceal his face or his eyes, instead looking right at the soldier, daring him to question his identity.

"Rollo of Portsmouth," Talon said. "Bringing my boy up to Edgewater to trial for the army. He wanted to travel the Gorges."

The soldier eyed Wilem. "You want to be a soldier?"

"Yes, my Lord," Wilem said.

"Look a bit skinny to me."

Talon laughed at the remark. He leaned in close to the guard. "I also wanted to introduce him to the... experience... Of becoming a man, if you understand my meaning."

The guard laughed. "That I do. Try the Willow, down near the docks. Finest girls along the Gorges."

"I'll do that. Shall I mention your name?"

"Tiles," the guard said. Talon knew he would get a commission for sending a patron their way. "Two men and two horse is one deca."

Talon produced the coin that Gerland had given him, an advance on the horses. He had gotten much less than their worth from the man, and he was certain the merchant would simply sell them himself once they were inside the town. It was worth it to keep questions to a minimum.

"The Willow, yes?" Talon asked.

Tiles nodded. "That's the place."

Talon urged his mount into a slow trot.

Fulton had no walls, but it didn't need them. It was positioned at the base of one of the larger gorges, and surrounded on three sides by a hundred feet or more of solid rock. On the other side was the Gorge River, two hundred feet wide and a dozen feet deep. The town itself sat on a bed of reddish brown sediment that seemed to cling to everything around it, and was arranged more like a camp than a permanent settlement. Everything was erected in a haphazard, unorganized fashion, the thought of roads abandoned. An inn sat at the far end of the town near the water, while a second building had been erected adjacent to it. A stable had been added at some point behind both. Other merchants had erected wood or canvas pavilions within the space, and even the constable's office was little more than a large tent with a stockade and a noose outside of it.

Talon swept his eyes across it, taking it all in. He expected his memories of the place to return, for his mind to take him to another time in the history of the town. There was nothing. Had he never been here before?

 "I didn't expect them to be so large," Wilem said, pointing past the town, to where the raised deck of a barge could be seen. The ships were big and slow, flat-bottomed to draw smaller drafts, and propelled by large teams of oarsmen that filled the lower deck. The one he was pointing at was larger than most, taking up the entire length of one of the docks and painted in garish colors.

"They aren't usually," Talon said. The barge must have belonged to someone of great wealth.

"That's the private barge of Curio Fastre," Gerland said, bringing his wagon to a stop behind them. The large man pulled himself down and approached them on foot. He patted their horses on the muzzle when he reached them. "He owns most of the barges that move through the Gorges. If you're looking for transport to Kregin, he's the one you should see. I need to make a delivery on that boat in a few hours. I can introduce you if you want."

"You would do that for us?" Talon asked.

"Why not? You want to get your boy to Edgewater, and he's sure to have a barge going there, even if it isn't that one." Gerland's smile was wide. Dark spaces filled in for missing teeth that the brewer had said were due to too much sampling of his product. "Besides, I'm robbing you on the horses, it's the least I can do. Don't think Curio isn't going to bleed you dry on cost for the passage. I wouldn't be surprised if you wind up rowing."

He turned back towards his wagon. "Hugh, get my coin purse," he said, calling back to his son. 

Hugh was Wilem's age; a larger and more strapping boy than the Mediator could ever hope to be. His eyes had betrayed his jealousy when he had heard Wilem was going to try out for the army, and it was obvious he wasn't thrilled with his future as the brewer of mead.

"Here you go, Pa," he said, handing the large, heavy purse to his father. Gerland opened it and picked out a handful of coins. He handed them over to Talon. 

"Four hundred, as agreed," Gerland said. "I could get four-fifty to sell them as meat, and these are clearly from good stock. You sure about this?"

Talon nodded, dropping the coins into his pocket. He'd distracted the guard at the gate enough that he hadn't noticed the mounts were almost too good. He didn't want to push his luck. "I'm sure."

"Have it your way. That shack over there is called the 'Gullet in the Gorge'. You can leave them there, and if you wait for me, I'll bring you to Curio once I'm done with my other deliveries." Gerland was pointing at the inn near the river. "The Willow is the place right next to it, if you want to get your boy a treat." He laughed. "Heard you talking to the guard."

"You heard that?"

Gerland smiled and put his hand to his ear. "Always had good hearing. It's a blessing and a curse, believe me. Come on, Hugh, let's get these other deliveries done so we'll have time to stop by the Willow ourselves before we head back to your ma."

Hugh's face turned red, but he nodded his agreement. Gerland returned to his wagon, lifting his bulk up onto it and urging the horses ahead. Talon watched him for a few heartbeats, and then urged his horse forward, leading it towards the inn.

"It will be nice to get some fresh meat, though I wish Eryn were here to share it with," Wilem said, riding alongside him. "I miss her." 

"I miss her, too, but she's in good hands. The Overlord will keep her safe."

"You're certain you can trust her?"

"Do you think I would have sent Eryn to Varrow if I didn't?"

Wilem's eyes dropped to the ground in front of the horse. "Of course not. I'm sorry. I spend so much time worrying about her." 

He was silent for a moment, and then he raised his head and looked across at Talon. 

"You were joking about bringing me to the Willow, weren't you?"
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The Gullet in the Gorge was quiet. 

The Willow was not.

Talon and Wilem sat in the common room of the inn. Two cleaned plates rested on the table in front of them and mugs of Gerland's mead sat beside the plates. There were only a half dozen other diners in the room, mostly sailors, identified by their heavily muscled bodies and sleeveless white shirts. Oarsmen. They ate in silence, downing their plates in minutes, downing their mead even faster, eager to move from this establishment to the other. 

They could hear the laughter and music from the Willow. The deep throated roaring of men and the high-pitched giggling of the girls, along with the strumming of a mandolin and a pair of raucous voices singing rowdy songs. Every so often, a pair would arrive back at the Gullet and make their way up a wide staircase to the rooms above.

It didn't seem to Talon that the brothel needed the guard convincing others to visit.

"Is it always like this?" Talon asked. Their serving girl was ten years old, thin and pretty.

"Pretty much, my Lord," she said. "We'll get busy for an hour or two when a barge first makes shore, but the sailors are always quick to eat and be on to the Willow. I don't know where they find their strength, after rowing all day. My sis Wila works over there, and she says a lot of them don't. She says she usually has to do all the work, and most of them fall right to sleep. She says it's the easiest money she ever made."  She laughed while she picked up their empty plates. "Me, I'm happy to work the tables. The money isn't as good, but it's quiet, and Wila's come away with bruises on more than one occasion. Men? No thank you. Another ale?"

Talon looked down at his cup. It was the first drink he had allowed himself since his memories began to return. Before, he had been afraid of falling back into his drunken state, of losing himself once more. He knew now it was the magic that had created his addiction, not his own weakness, and he found that while the taste of the mead was enjoyable, his desire for it was lacking.

"No, thank you."

"I'll have another," Wilem said. 

The girl made to take his mug for a refill. Talon put his hand gently on her wrist. "He's had enough," he said.

"Tal-" 

Talon's eyes raked over him, and he reconsidered. 

"I changed my mind," Wilem said. "I'll just finish what I have."

The girl took her hand away and vanished with the plates.

The door to the inn opened. Talon was sitting to face it, to be able to react should someone point them out to the other soldiers in town and start making accusations. He watched calmly when Gerland walked in, a barrel of mead on his shoulder, Hugh trailing behind him with another barrel. He didn't slow or acknowledge them on his way to the back, almost crashing into the girl on his way by.

"Watch yourself, Ilsie," he said, bouncing aside to avoid the girl. She ducked back out of the way with a laugh.

"My apologies, Master Gerland." She watched them go by, shifting her legs and jutting out her hip as Hugh passed. "Hi, Hugh." She smiled at him, doing her best to copy what she had seen at the brothel. He gave her a slight nod, his expression showing that her efforts were for nothing.

Men, indeed.

Talon smiled to himself and downed the last of his mead. She was a bit young for the brewer's son, at least right now, but that didn't stop her from following him back into the kitchen.

He could hear the thump of the barrels in the back, and then Gerland's voice mixing with an older woman. They haggled on the price of the barrels while Hugh came out and pulled up a chair next to them.

"It's always the same thing," he said. "She says a hundred for a barrel before we leave, and then fifty when we come back. They always settle on eighty, but they have to argue about it first."

It reminded Talon of Alyssa. She was just as spirited, always wanting to have the last word. 

I loved you too much not to let you.

"Hugh, what can you tell me about Curio Fastre?" Talon asked.

The boy shrugged. "His private barge goes up and down the Gorges, never making shore for more than a day at a time. He comes to Fulton every couple of weeks to restock. He always pays a hundred, never argues on price. Oh, and I heard he collects things."

"Collects things?" Talon asked. "What kinds of things?"

"Anything that's rare and valuable. I don't know what kind of things that would be. There isn't anything rare or valuable in Fulton."

"Books? Coins? Things that other people have dug up?" The idea was piquing his curiosity, even if he doubted it would come to anything. Jeremiah would have had the man killed already if he knew he had anything from before.

If he knew.

"I don't know," Hugh said. His face began to turn red. "I... I also know he has a daughter. I've heard the sailors say she's the most beautiful girl in all of the Empire."

"What does she look like?" Wilem asked.

"I only saw her once, from a distance. Her hair is long and black and shines like silver in the moonlight. Her skin is the color of the finest mead. She has purple eyes, and her body makes men weep. At least, that is what the sailors say."

"She doesn't sound as pretty as Er-"

Talon coughed, loud enough that Wilem stopped talking. He would have to be more careful in the future about letting the boy drink. It gave him too loose of a tongue.

Gerland had finished arguing with the innkeeper, and he came over and stood next to their table. "Eighty, as usual," he said to Hugh with a smirk. 

"I don't know why you don't just agree to eighty for next time."

"And have her nag me down to sixty? That's not good business." He turned to Talon. "I'm heading off to Curio's barge. Do you still want to meet him?"

Talon nodded. "Hugh was telling me he collects things. Do you have any idea what?"

"I heard that, too. I don't know. Most times, I drop off the mead and go. Every once in a while we'll talk for a few minutes. He never mentioned a collection of anything. Guess you'll have to ask him yourself."

"I guess I will."
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There was a burly sailor guarding the wide plank up from the dock to the deck of Curio's barge. He was dark-skinned, with a bald head and deep eyes, shirtless and sweating in the cool of the night. He smiled when Gerland stopped his wagon at the end of the gangway and hopped down. 

Talon and Wilem had gathered their things and walked behind them, Talon holding a small sack with their remaining food over his shoulder and Wilem carrying the staff he had taken from Mediator Canlin. 

The dark man lost his smile when he saw them. 

"What is this?" he asked Gerland. He had a heavy accent that Talon didn't recognize.

"Friends of mine," Gerland replied. "A merchant and his son. They want to buy passage on one of your master's barges, down to Kregin Town."

He ran his eyes over them. "Curio doesn't sell passage for people."

Talon stepped forward, coming to stand next to the brewer. "I believe if I can speak with him, he may change his mind." He didn't know if that was true or not, but he wouldn't be able to find out if the guard wouldn't let him aboard.

The man clapped his hands together, and another sailor appeared on the deck. He had the same skin tone but was younger, small and wiry. 

"Abeleth, go to Master Curio. Ask him if he wants to talk to a stranger. To sell passage."

"Yes, Dal," Abeleth said. He scurried away.

"If Curio says it's okay, then it's okay."  He crossed his arms and stood in front of the ship. They would wait for his reply.

Abeleth returned a minute later, a girl walking beside him. She was sixteen or seventeen, with a narrow face, large, purple eyes, small nose, and full lips, framed by a head of silken hair that dropped behind her hourglass figure. She wore a tight leather vest that kept her modest while leaving her midriff exposed, along with light cloth pants that bunched near the waist, and flowed in the breeze that moved along the river. She wore golden slippers on her feet and almost appeared to float towards them.

Most beautiful woman in the Empire. It may be true.

"Delia," the man said. "Where is your father?"

She stopped at the edge of the deck and looked down at them. Her eyes passed quickly over Gerland, Hugh, and Wilem. They lingered on Talon.

"Send them up," she said, turning on her heel and walking away. Her voice was as pretty as her appearance.

"That was odd," Gerland said with a laugh, as Dal stepped aside. He retreated back to the wagon to heft one of the few remaining barrels from it. Hugh took a second, and they carried them up onto the deck.

Talon and Wilem followed behind. Only once they were on the deck of the barge did they truly appreciate the size of it. Two hundred feet long, at least, with tall quarterdecks both fore and aft. The decks had large stained glass windows that had been fitted to hinges so that they could open and close, and lights from within framed them in a manner that Talon found fascinating. The main deck itself was a dark, polished wood, spotless and scented, and bathed in cool light by  hanging oil lamps. Stairwells ran along near the rails at twenty foot intervals, quick access to the oar decks.

"She's a beauty, isn't she," Abeleth said.

"She is," Wilem agreed. 

Talon glanced over at him, noticing his eyes were looking off in the direction the girl, Delia, had gone. Was he referring to the ship or Curio's daughter?

They trailed behind Gerland until they reached the aft quarterdeck. Another sailor was waiting for Gerland there, and he directed him down a wider set of stairs towards the ship's hold. 

"I'll take you to my father," Delia said. She was standing in the shadows, hidden so well that Talon hadn't known she was there. Wilem jumped at the sound of her voice, which drew a mischievous smile from her. "He's eager to meet you, Silas."

Talon kept himself calm, though he instantly became more alert. "You know who I am?"

"I knew the moment I saw you. Who else would be seeking passage to Kregin Town from Fulton, instead of taking the Bridge?" She glanced over at Wilem. "I didn't realize your companion was a boy."

 Wilem's face turned red when she looked at him. It turned a deeper crimson at the suggestion that he was the one they called the Whore.

"I have more than one companion," Talon said. "If you would, my true name is Talon. General Talon Rast."

She bowed her head to him. "You are well met, General Rast. Have no fear, my father has no interest in the affairs of the Empire, save one."

"Then why is he eager to meet me?" Talon asked. He wasn't ready to relax just yet.

"He is a collector of curiosities and valuables. That includes stories, and yours is both curious and valuable." She waved her hand towards a polished wooden door. "Please, follow me."

She led them through the door and up a staircase, her hips swaying rhythmically ahead of them, the flow of her pants lending to the effect. Talon was unimpressed by the display, but when he looked back at Wilem, he saw the Mediator's eyes had settled on her shapely backside.

At least until he noticed Talon was looking. He smiled sheepishly and lowered his eyes.

"What types of valuables does your father collect?" Talon asked.

"All kinds of things. Dal, for example."

"Dal?" Wilem said.

She turned her head to look back at him, and he had to hurry to lift his eyes again. "He and Abeleth are from an island west of Portsmouth. An island of savages. My father brought a ship there and purchased him in exchange of a large, black crystal. He taught him to speak and read and write."

Ebocite?

Talon had never heard of an island west of Portsmouth. Did Jeremiah know it was there? "Why did they want the crystal?" he asked.

"I don't know. You would have to ask my father."

She brought them to the top floor of the deck, and through a pair of ornate doors with large stained glass windows in them. Curio was waiting for them, leaning back in an upholstered chair, smoking a long stick of sacha. A couch sat near the window, with a short table between them. 

An older man, he had olive skin, thick salt and pepper hair, a heavy mustache, blue eyes, and an angled jaw. He was dressed in a bright yellow shirt and orange breeches that matched the style of his daughter's, and when he stood to greet them, he was poised and confident. 

"The infamous Silas Morningstar," Curio said, holding out his hand. "I am Curio Fastre. It is an honor to have you aboard the Delia."

It was impossible not to notice that he had named the boat after his daughter or his daughter after the boat. 

Talon took the man's hand and shook. 

Curio turned to Wilem. "And you are?"

"Wilem," he said.

"Just Wilem?" Curio asked with a laugh, his eyes on the wrapped staff. "Somehow, I doubt that."

"I was a Mediator," Wilem said. "I'm Cursed."

Curio pursed his lips. "Interesting." He turned back to Talon. "You're paying me, and I haven't even sold you anything yet."

"But you will?" Talon asked.

"I can offer you safe transport to Kregin Town on the Delia, and protection from the soldiers when you get there."

"How can you protect us from the soldiers?"

He smiled. "I have my ways."

"Name your price."

"I want to know everything."

"What do you mean, everything?"

Curio smiled and regained his seat. "Everything you know. The monster that is terrorizing its way to the east, for example."

"Why do you think I know anything about that?"

"A coincidence that such a beast appears shortly after the entire Empire goes on high alert to capture you? I think not." He motioned to the couch. "Please, make yourselves comfortable."

Talon didn't take him up on the offer. "How do you know what the Empire is up to?"

Curio's smile got a little bigger. "Do you know what I learned, many years ago when I designed my first barge?"

Talon waited for him to answer. 

"First, I learned that anything that exists can be improved upon, if only one looks at it in a new way. Second, I learned that with enough coin, I can do anything I want. Anything."

"Can you cheat death?" Talon asked. 

Curio flinched.  "Not that. No." He was quiet for a minute, and then his smile returned. "I understand, you don't want your secrets reaching the Empire. Believe me, I have no intention of sharing them with anyone. I want them for me, to add to my collection."

"I want to see your collection," Talon said.

"That isn't possible," Curio said.

"Why not? If you want what I know, then I want more than just a berth on your barge. I want to see your collection."

"Why?"

"I'm seeking answers. You might have them."

Curio dropped back into his chair. His eyes stayed on Talon while he considered. 

"Information," Talon said. "If I learn more, then I can tell you more. My words become more valuable. What are you hiding that you don't want me to see? I certainly won't be the one to tell the Historians about it."

"I don't have the answers you seek," Curio said. 

"How do you know?"

"I don't collect books." 

"You want everything I know, but you don't collect books?"

"Not anymore. Not after General Spyne killed my Delia."

Talon froze. He hadn't guessed that Curio ever had a confrontation with Spyne. "Your wife?"

He nodded. The pain was obvious on his face. "My daughter is all I have left of her."

Talon looked back at her. She was still standing near the doorway with Wilem. Her face was angry. Vengeful.   Another victim of the promise.

Murderer.

"Show me the collection," Talon said, his anger growing. "Show it to me now." He shouted the words, a command from a General.

Curio drew back in fear and surprise. "Why?"

"My memories are like pieces of a broken vase. Anything I experience, anything I see can bring them back to me, help me put them back together. Whatever you have. If it is from the time before the Empire... I need to see it." He paused, and then made his decision. "I will see it, or I'm going to kill your daughter."

"What?" Curio's face paled, and he pushed himself to his feet, as if he could protect her. Talon took three steps across the room and grabbed Delia by the wrist before she could think to move. He spun her in his arms, wrapping his forearm across her throat.

"Talon-" Wilem started to say.

"Silence, Wilem." He held Delia in front of him, dangling her at Curio. "I have lost more than any man should ever have to lose. My wife. My sons. Everyone I knew. I'm not going to lose more because of you. I'm not going to let anyone else lose more either. If I have to take one life to save a thousand others, I will do it. Show me the collection."

Curio's eyes danced from Talon to Delia. Even with his daughter's life at stake, he was hesitant. What was he hiding?

"Talon, you don't need to do this."

"You'd let me kill your daughter?"

"Would you do it?" Curio asked.

Talon pressed his arm tighter against Delia's neck. Would he? Could he? It would be so easy to grab her jaw and twist; to break her neck. 

Murderer.

No. Not this time.

"Show it to me, and I'll kill General Spyne."

Curio's eyes brightened, and he took a step back, laughing. "You should have used that one in the first place. I would give you all of my fortune to see that monster dead. Let her go. I'll show it to you."

Talon held her for a moment more, leaning down to put his lips to her ear. "I wouldn't have hurt you," he said. "A bluff to convince your father. My apologies." He removed his arm. 

She spun around and smacked him hard across the jaw. She was stronger than she looked, and she knew how to throw a hand.

"Delia," Curio said, as though nothing out of the ordinary had just happened. "Stay here with the Mediator. Talon, follow me."
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Eryn had only been sitting with the Overlord for a minute when her eyes fluttered open.

"Overlord Prezi," Eryn said. "I'm sorry."

The woman turned her head so she could see Eryn. "It wasn't your fault," she said in a dry whisper. "The sickness... it seems to be defending you."

"Defending me? All you did was touch me."

"I tried to use my Curse on you. It was enough. Help me up."

Eryn held out her hand to help the Overlord to her feet. 

The door swung open behind her, with enough force that it felt as if the air was sucked from the room. 

Eryn saw the Overlord's face tighten and pale, a look of anger and fear in her eyes. She whirled around, ready to... do what? The man standing in the doorway was large and broad, with a thick beard and a wide, flat nose. He wore the blacks of a soldier, though there were no decorations on them to suggest his rank. He was an imposing figure, obviously strong and confident. He stared back at her with a look of curiosity, his eyes starting at her face and traveling to her cheek, down her neck, and into the low neckline of her dress.

The blood. I'm still covered in blood.

"Who are you?" he asked. His voice was deep and parched, as though it were being dragged over stones. 

His hand moved to the hilt of a large broadsword. Eryn could see the edge of the blade before it vanished into the leather. Ircidium.

"General Spyne. It's Eryn Albion," the Overlord said. "She was going to kill me."

General Spyne?

Eryn's head whipped back to the Overlord. She looked guilty and sad. Her eyes were watching the General. 

Get to the dungeon. Get to Oz.

She heard the Overlord's voice in her head. She wasn't turning on her, but she needed to keep her cover. It was the only way she would be able to help Talon.

Eryn turned back to the General. His sword was already halfway from its scabbard. If he got it free, all of her power would be useless against him. 

She felt her heart begin to beat faster, and she forced herself to calm, for the magic to rise into her. The General took a step towards her, his large blade almost free.

There was a grunt, and he vanished from the doorway, thrown aside by Fehri. She heard the clatter of his sword falling from his grip and hitting the ground. She didn't waste any time, dashing towards the only exit, stooping to grab her pack as she did. 

A new person stepped in front of her. He was small and thin, his body covered in lines and markings that gave him a frightening appearance. He had a knife in each hand, and he set himself to use them.

Eryn didn't slow. She used her momentum to swing the pack up, catching him off guard and slamming it into his jaw. The force threw him away from her, sending him sprawling to the side. Eryn turned her head. The General had gotten on top of Fehri, and was trying to press a boot knife into the Captain's throat. Fehri had his forearm locked against Spyne's, keeping the blade away, but she could tell by his face that it was a battle he wasn't strong enough to win.

Eryn felt the magic pour into her, her entire body tingling with anticipation. She took a deep, calm breath.

"Incitat."

Time stopped.

She knew she couldn't hold the distortion field for long. She took a step towards Fehri, finding the General's sword on the ground at his side. She would pick it up and put it in the man's back, the same as she had done to the Overlord of Elling.

General Spyne moved.

He glanced back at her, his eyes dark with anger. Fehri remained frozen beneath him.

"No," Eryn cried, watching in horror as the General pushed the Captain's arm out of the way, and finished burying the knife.

He left Fehri impaled on it, the wound not able to bleed in the distorted timeline. He rolled smoothly to his feet, grabbing his blade as he did.

"I'm one of the Nine," he growled. "I was made to fight the Shifters. I'll not be put down by a whore of a girl."

Talon had never said anything to her about being able to join the distortion field on his own. She had made a grave mistake.

One that had just costed the Captain, her friend, his life.

She dropped the field. It would speed up Fehri's death, but there was nothing she could do about that now. To hold it was to kill herself with him.

Spyne grinned at her, showing off his pointed teeth. Fehri writhed on the ground behind him, pulling the knife out and pressing his hands tight to the wound. She could see the blood running over his fingers, his life going with it. Eryn fought to keep herself from panicking. She had to get away somehow.

A pair of arms wrapped tightly around her from behind, arms that were too strong for how narrow they appeared. She felt the tattooed man's hot breath on her neck, as he clenched her against his body. She struggled uselessly, the pack in her hand falling to the floor. She was strong, but not this strong.

Seeing Eryn captured, General Spyne turned back to Fehri, driving his sword into the man's chest without word or hesitation. Fehri's fight for life was over. He had given his loyalty to Amman, and now he would join Him.

General Spyne approached her slowly, his eyes locked not on her face, but on her heaving chest. He stared at her like a hungry animal. His tongue slipped between his lips, wetting them. 

He took another step.

He was only a few feet away when he seemed to snap out of it, his head jerking up and his eyes refocusing on her face. He came to a stop, lifting up the point of his sword, aiming it at her gut. "Talon's whore of a Cursed. Where is he?"

"I don't know," Eryn said. It wasn't a total lie. She knew he was going to Edgewater. She had no idea where he was right now.

Spyne smiled again. "I expect even if you did, you'd die instead of telling me. What is it about him that makes him so appealing to you?"

"He has a heart."

Spyne laughed. "No. He doesn't."

"If you're going to kill me, then kill me."

Spyne considered for a moment. "What's in the bag?"

"The truth."

"What you think is the truth," he said. "The truth is what we make it, not relics of a past that nearly destroyed us. The books, the artifacts... lies. All of it. Garbage. We burn garbage. We destroy it. Like we destroy traitors."  He took another step forward, drawing back the sword.

"General, wait." 

Overlord Prezi appeared in the doorway. She looked pale and weak, but she was standing on her own. 

Spyne paused, turning his head to regard her. "Why should I?"

"His orders are to find and capture Talon. He didn't say anything about the girl."

"She just tried to kill you, fool."

"That doesn't matter. The orders are to capture Talon."  She came forward and took Eryn by the arm. "Wherever he is, what better way to draw him out?"

Spyne stared at her, his eyes burning. "Trying to save her life?" he asked.

"Trying to stop the Liar," Caela said.

"You had Talon. You let him go."

"What?" The Overlord was a convincing actress. Her eyes narrowed in anger and her jaw tightened. "Where did you get that foolish idea?"

Without warning, Spyne shifted his weight and leaned towards her, his free hand rising up and slapping the Overlord hard in the face. She turned her head but refused to fall again. A red welt started rising from her cheek.

"Show some respect to your betters, bitch." 

Caela's face softened. She bowed her head. "My apologies, General."

"You hung a man, a tall man with blue eyes, and a much larger man with a massive sword. I've been tailing Talon, and I know for certain he's traveling with someone that meets that description. Do you think that's a coincidence?"

"My Lord, please," Caela said, keeping her eyes down. "You know how rumors are twisted as they spread through the populace. The man I hung was not Talon Rast. I served with him. I would know him anywhere. The larger man was carrying a handmade weapon. The men may have said it was a sword, but in truth it was a crude device."

Only the sound of Spyne's breathing broke the silence as he considered her words. "How did this one get the drop on you?"

"My niece, the Lady Valerie. She was to come up from Portsmouth to learn of provincial affairs. I sent that man, Captain Fehri, to retrieve her." She looked over at the body of the Captain, not letting any of her emotions show. "He must have been in league with Talon. I can only assume Valerie is dead. He brought her to me instead, and once we were alone, she took my by surprise with her Curse. She meant to kill me, I think, but she doesn't have enough control over it."

"And now you want me to spare her?"

"I want you to use her, my Lord. If we make it known that we have Eryn Albion, Talon is sure to come back to Varrow to help her."

"No, Caela. He won't. Not the Talon I knew. He's on his way to Edgewater in search of him. If he sent this girl to kill you, he would have known there was a chance she wouldn't succeed." He paused, rubbing his beard with his meaty fingers. "Why would he send her to kill you? What value is there in the death of one Overlord?"

"Perhaps he hoped to incite rebellion in Varrow," Caela said. "A distraction."

"A distraction, what?" Spyne looked over at her again.

"A distraction, my Lord," she replied.

Spyne gained a small, pleased smile. Eryn was disgusted by the way he seemed to treat people as little more than poorly tended tools.

"You are fortunate, Overlord, " Spyne said, "because I believe you. Heden help you if I discover you've tried to trick me." He looked at Eryn again, his eyes down on her cleavage, and then rising back to her face. "As for you - I know Talon is traveling with another Cursed. Perhaps his use for you is at an end? I don't need you as bait; my Historians are more than capable of hunting him down.

"Which means my use for you is also at an end."
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Eryn's heart raced. She started struggling again, trying to break free of the painted man's grip. It was no use. She was going to die, here and now.

At least I'll never change. Never become a monster, like Malik. Talon, Wilem, I love you. I will watch over you. Fehri, I'm sorry.

She took one last breath and closed her eyes, waiting to feel the cold pain of Spyne's ircidium blade sinking between her ribs.

Instead, she felt the gathering of magic in her senses, coming from the Overlord. What was she doing?

She understood when it happened. Her Curse was defending her. It rose inside her like a tidal wave smashing against the shore, throwing out a massive burst of energy. Caela was thrown back into the wall a second time. General Spyne's eyes widened, and then he too was pushed away, sent tumbling down the corridor and slamming into the stone with enough force to crack it. His sword fell away, unable to absorb the blast.

She felt the grip on her vanish, the man behind her also thrown loose. The magic subsided, and she felt dizzy. She fought against it. There was no time. She bent down and retrieved the pack again, taking only a moment to glance at the Overlord one more time, and hope that the second time had the same result as the first.

She took a few stumbling steps, her head spinning, her eyes unable to focus. She knew where the dungeon was, she just had to reach it.

She heard something behind her. She turned her head and was able to make out the shape of the tattooed man behind her. He had been thrown back by her magic, but he had already recovered, and was giving chase. 

Who is he?

She pushed herself to move faster, but the heavy gown she was wearing made such movement difficult. She paused for just long enough to drop the pack, rip the dark cloth from her shoulders and squirm her way out of it. It fell in a heap at her ankles and left her in nothing but her underwear, a tiara, gloves, and boots. 

Better to be naked than dead.

She lifted the pack again and started running, faster now. She looked back, seeing the man was only a dozen feet behind her. The chase seemed to be returning her energy faster than resting on the desk had, and free of the gown she gained speed as she reached the end of the corridor and turned left towards the antechamber. 

She was halfway to the door when she looked back again. The painted man had stopped running. He watched her with a look of... Admiration? Lust? Confusion? It was hard for her to tell. 

She kept running, reaching the door to the antechamber. She saw Reema pressed against the wall, her entire body shaking. 

Then she saw the soldiers.

There were four of them arranged in the room, two facing in either direction. They noticed her at the same time she saw them, and she pulled to a stop while they fought to recover from the sight of her in near undress and covered in blood.

The General might have been able to join the distortion field. These men surely weren't. She would only have a few seconds, but it was all she needed to get past them and out the door.

The magic came to her so easily. Almost too easily. It was as though the Curse knew she was in trouble, and was aiding her escape. She whispered the word and created the field before the soldiers could even move, slipping out of their timeline and running past them while they remained frozen. Once she was outside, she waited until she was halfway to the dungeon entrance before dropping the field.

She began to feel dizzy as soon as the field was gone. From the magic? Or was it because she had lost so much blood? 

"I don't have time to be dizzy," she cursed, putting her hand down to keep herself from falling over, straightening and bolting for the bastion that covered the stairs down into the dungeons. The nobles and commoners who were in the palace courtyard screamed at the sight of her, and the other soldiers there joined the chase. How was she going to get out of this, even if she made it to the dungeon? It would take a miracle from Amman.

The miracle came in the form of a juggernaut.

She saw the door to the bastion fly open, pushed so hard that it bent and twisted on its guide, hanging off at an unnatural angle. Oz ducked through it, moving out into the courtyard. It pulled its huge sword from its back, shifting a small package over its other shoulder in one smooth motion. The people's screams grew louder at the sight of it rampaging across the courtyard towards her.

A soldier tried to intercept it, and was met with a kick that sent him rolling through the air, landing ten feet away and staying on the ground. An alarm bell started ringing, a call to arms to the hundreds of soldiers in the palace barracks. 

Perhaps not a miracle at all. A joke from Heden.

Eryn looked back and saw that the Historians were out of the palace. Two were running after her while the other two unslung their bows and worked to string them. The painted man was standing behind them, still watching her with the same strange expression.

She met Oz near the center of the courtyard. The juggernaut used its elbow to push her beneath it, bending over her and catching the first volley of arrows from the soldiers. A pair on horseback broke through the gates and charged them. Oz let the sword of the first slide off its armor and speared the second from the saddle, steam pouring from its mouth. The second horseman whirled. He saw what had happened to his partner, and paused to reconsider his attack.

"We need to get out of the city," Eryn said. She took the chance to rest on one knee, staying beneath the juggernaut. 

"It is pleased to leave the city," Oz said, catching more arrows off its ircidium hide.

"Start moving towards the exit. I wish I had a horse."

"It would shoot it," Oz said.

The two Historians arrived. They were big men, closer to Oz's size than most men could claim. They attacked in a paired ferocity that left the one-armed juggernaut twisted and shifting, using his sword to keep one at bay, and taking the strikes of the other. Each hit from the blades put a chip or a dent into the armor, getting through the top plate of ircidium and down into the steel, slowly destroying his immunity to magic. 

 More than that. They were keeping them pinned in the courtyard, giving the soldiers time to arrive. The juggernaut was fierce, but a thousand men could surely bring it down.

Eryn called on the magic, feeling it fill her. There was no difficulty in it, no effort. A thought was all it took to bring it to her control.

"Ignatus," she said, waving her hand in front of her. Two missiles of light streamed from her fingers, making the short trip from her to the chests of the Historians, and through.

The two men fell back, dead.

Eryn scooted forward, picking up one of the swords, and then scrambled back under cover just in time to avoid another volley of arrows.

"Oz, start moving," she said again.

The juggernaut began taking quick steps backwards. The soldiers were becoming more organized, gathering into a line to charge the creature all at once. Eryn aimed her hands at them and called on her magic.

"Incaendium," she shouted. A wall of flame rose in front of the soldiers, reaching a dozen feet into the air. She heard them shout in fear, and could see them backing away through the flames.

She tried to step back again and stumbled. Oz leaned down and offered its elbow, and she gripped it to get back to her feet. She turned towards the gate. It was beginning to close.

"They mean to trap us," Eryn said. "We need to move faster."

"It cannot move faster," Oz said.

"Yes, you can."

"It cannot."

Eryn realized the juggernaut was referring to her. She was too slow, too tired.

An arrow whistled past her, planting itself in the dirt right next to her feet. She looked up, seeing a row of archers had gained the wall. They might not have been able to harm Oz, but if they could get their aim right, they would kill her. 

"Ignatus," she said again, sending the bolts towards three of the archers. The men dove behind the parapets. Two managed to escape the attack, but one was struck in the neck and fell off the wall. 

More arrows rained in. 

Eryn dropped the pack at her feet. She bent over it and tugged it open, reaching in, digging through the cans of liquid, past the books.

Wilem's wand is in here somewhere.

She found it resting at the bottom. She gripped it and pulled it from the pack, the green stone at the end sparkling in the light of her flames. She let them die out and held the wand up instead, pushing her magic through the ircidium and into the crystal.

"Crescat," she said.

The ground began to shake. 

The magic kept coming, the tingling in her ears so sharp she could almost hear it. The feeling was electric, exciting. It left her entire body warm as it poured into the crystal.

The shaking intensified. The soldiers stopped. The commoners and nobles either tried to hide or simply lay down on the ground, hoping to escape the apocalypse. A vine burst through the surface, and then another, and another. They rose from the lawn, growing to twenty feet or more in a matter of seconds. They lashed out at anyone who was near with thorny tips, wrapping them up, lifting them to the sky, and squeezing them to death. 

The soldiers joined the people in their panic. 

Oz and Eryn were almost forgotten.

"Eryn!" 

She turned in the direction of the cry and saw Trock and the jailers dressed in their full armor, hanging to the sides of a barred prison wagon that Trock was trying to guide through the vines. They lashed out at him, too, threatening to kill the old Commander before he could rescue her. 

She stopped the magic, and the vines began to shrink away. Trock brought the wagon to them, and one of the men held out his arm to swing her up onto the side. 

"Oz, come on," Eryn said as the wagon started towards the gate. It was still half-open, the soldiers working it killed by the vines. 

"It is coming on," Oz said, walking backwards behind the wagon, keeping an eye on the soldiers. They wanted nothing to do with any of them.

Eryn looked back one last time as they went through the gate, beyond the courtyard to the palace. She found the painted man there, surprised to feel his eyes lock onto hers the moment she located him. He stood stiff as a board, hands at his sides, his face not blank, but still carrying an expression she couldn't identify. 

General Spyne appeared next to him a moment later, sword in hand, his face twisted in rage. He followed the man's gaze out to Eryn. For a moment she thought that Spyne was going to kill him, but he appeared to think better of it, storming down the steps and into the courtyard instead.

The horses whined as Trock guided the wagon around a corner, leaving the palace, Fehri, the Overlord, and any chance to rest and recover behind.
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"We need to get out of the city," Trock said. He held the wagon's reins tight in shaking hands, snapping them and urging the two horses to move faster. 

Even now they could hear the sound of more soldiers, hoofbeats and shouting. The roads outside the palace were crowded this time of day, and people screamed and shoved one another to get away from the speeding wagon, away from the soldiers that were converging on it. Eryn heard windows being shattered, people cursing one another, orders to stop, the whistle of arrows. Oz ran next to the cart, staying alongside where she hung from the bars, using its height to shield her from incoming missiles.

One of the jailers was hit in the chest, and he toppled to the street.

"The gates will be closed, Commander," Bryant said. "There is no way out."

"It can get out," Oz said. "It is this way." It pointed in the direction of Davin's old property.

Trock shouted at the horses, pulling them hard aside, following the juggernaut's aim. The heavy wagon lurched at the sudden shift, coming up onto two wheels and threatening to tumble completely. Oz slipped its sword over its back and reached up, grabbing the bottom of one of the bars and holding tight, using its weight to keep it from flipping. They made the turn and sped down the street, two blocks into the Heart, and then north.

The streets were quiet in the Heart. Deserted. The people had heard the noises, the screaming and commotion, and made themselves scarce. They were rebel sympathizers, already under scrutiny, and they wanted no part of the fighting.

Or did they?

Eryn saw a man with a heart tattoo on his wrist lean out of a doorway with his bow pulled back.  She saw another positioned in a second story window. For a moment, she expected more arrows to come for them, but instead they fired behind, and when she looked back she saw one soldier fall from his mount, and then another. 

Like Elling, her presence had killed her friends, and inadvertently started a war.

Like Elling, these people would be slaughtered, too.

Her heart sank. She didn't want to be responsible for more people dying. She could already see it in her mind, the entire Heart in flames, Urla and Patina homeless, without their husband and father. It made her sick to her stomach. 

A second squad of soldiers made their way around the riderless horses of the first. Eryn knew the men of the Heart would kill them. She didn't want them being blamed for it. 

"Ignatus," she said again. The magic came so easily, so willingly. The Overlord had offered to teach her control, but she didn't feel like she needed teaching. She had it, at least right now.

It's trying to protect you.

That's what Caela had said. Was that why it responded so eagerly to her desire? 

A dozen bolts launched from her outstretched hand, winding and sizzling backwards, slamming into both horse and rider. The sound of the screams was more than she could bear, and she closed her eyes and tried to will it away.

"It is almost there," Oz said. She opened her eyes, and saw the juggernaut running out ahead of the wagon, its sword back in its hand. A troop of soldiers was trying to get into position ahead of them, swordsmen in front of archers. They managed to loose a volley before the creature made it to them, the arrows bypassing the metal man and sinking into the wagon. Bryant fell from the side with an arrow in his throat, and a second arrow pinged off the metal bar above her hand.

Then Oz met them, smashing into the line like the stone from a catapult. Men fell beneath his massive blade and heavy feet, and by the time the wagon caught up there was no one left to attack them. 

Oz pointed to the left, to what Eryn knew was the burned out remains of Davin's home. "It is this way."

Trock brought the wagon to a stop. The three remaining jailers jumped down with Eryn. The Commander stayed at the front.

"Someone needs to lead them away," he said.

"Trock, no," Eryn said. "We've lost enough already."

"You'll lose more if I don't lead them away."

One of the jailers went forward and hopped up next to him. "Go, Commander. I'll take care of this."

"Colam, no," Trock said. 

Colam responded by kicking him in the side, the force of the blow pushing him from the wagon. It was already moving by the time he landed on the ground and rolled to his feet. 

"Amman take him," Trock said, watching the wagon for a few seconds.

"It is this way," Oz said. They followed the juggernaut at a run. Eryn stumbled after a few steps, dropping her pack, only to have Trock pick it up. They moved together, reaching the wall of the barn and pausing while another squad of soldiers on horseback thundered past.

Once they were gone, Oz led them to the tunnel in the ground, lifting the heavy cover aside with ease. Eryn went down first, gasping when she found Talon's sword resting against the wall there. She picked it up and carried it with her, making room for the others to descend.

Oz was the last one down, and he put the cover back in place. 

"Ignus," Eryn whispered. A small ball of light formed in her hand, expanding and rising into the darkness of the tunnel. The jailers watched with frightened fascination as it floated past their heads. 

"And he calls it a Curse," Trock spat.

"We need to keep moving," Eryn said. "It may take some time for the soldiers to find this, but they will find it, and once they know we've escaped, they'll be crawling all over the woods."

"Colam was a good man," Wallace said. He had tears in his eyes.

"So was Bryant," Trock said. "So was Sous."

"So was Fehri." Eryn's voice cracked when she said it.

"Fehri, too?" Trock asked. "To Heden with all of them."

"Everywhere I go, people die. Everyone I know. Everyone I befriend. I feel like I really am Cursed."

She felt Trock's arm drape over her shoulder, and he pulled her into him. She resisted for a moment, and then let herself be enveloped in the older man's arms. He squeezed her tight and kissed her head, unconcerned with her near nakedness, or the blood that wound up on him. 

"This is war, Eryn. It may be that our side only has a dozen men or fewer, but that doesn't matter. It's war, and that means casualties. It means loss. I wish it weren't so, but even Amman can't change that cold truth. Stay strong, keep fighting. You may lose, and you may die, but at least you can die proud."

"I'd drink to that if I had one," Wallace said.

"It would be pleased to have a drink," Oz said.

Eryn pulled away from the Commander, kissing his cheek as she did. "It's hard to keep losing."

"I served under General Rast," Trock said. "This is the first time I've lost a fight." He smiled and let out a hoarse laugh. "You don't know my other boys. This ugly one is Wallace." He put his hand one the man's shoulder. Wallace was of average height and lean, his nose large and crooked, his hair dark and long. "The other one is Gesper. We all served under the General." 

"A long time ago," Gesper said. He was short and wide, muscular and square. He smiled, revealing a mouth where only a few teeth remained.

"I'm thankful for all of you," Eryn said. "Now let's get away from this city. The next time I come back, it will be to set it free."
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General Spyne watched the wagon slip out through the half-open gates of the palace, into the square in front, and then to the left and out of his sight. The entire palace was in chaos. Hundreds of soldiers lay dead on the ground, killed by the juggernaut, pierced by magic, or crushed by the massive vines. Even more were milling about, trying to look busy, making it appear as if they wanted to give chase to the Whore and her traitorous companions, when it was obvious they wanted no part of it.

Spyne glanced over at Worm, standing bone stiff on his left. Why in Heden had he been standing there, when he should have been going after the girl? Of all his Historians, Worm was the most nimble, and probably stood the best chance against the power of the metal man. 

Even more, why hadn't the blast that had knocked him full across the corridor and stolen his consciousness had the same effect on him? 

He kept staring at the painted man, his curiosity growing while that specific anger diminished. There was more to him than he understood, and he would be sure to find out what it was before he reconsidered killing him.

If he even could.

"They've escaped, General," Peyn said, lowering his bow. He had done his best to hit the girl, but the juggernaut had deflected the straightest shots. "Ollie and Cain are dead."

Ash joined Peyn, turning to the General and bowing. They kept their heads down, hoping they would keep them. 

"Captain, round up the soldiers down there and get them in pursuit. Worm, kill anyone that hesitates." 

Hearing his name seemed to bring Worm out of his trance. He loosened up and nodded, holding his daggers near his chest. He trailed behind Captain Peyn as he raced down the steps and out into the courtyard, barking orders to the soldiers. Worm only had to put his knives into three of the men before they all jumped into action, quickly forming up around the Captain. 

"What do you want me to do, General?" Ash asked.

Spyne looked at him. He had lost half of his Historians in a week. "Get the palace guard reorganized. I want it secured immediately."

"Yes, General." Ash stood and headed for the nearest soldiers, to find what remained of the guard.

Spyne surveyed the scene one last time, seeing that Peyn was restoring order, and then spun on his heel and headed back inside. The Overlord had been lying to him after all, hiding the juggernaut in her dungeon and conspiring with the jailers. How could she turn on him like that? How could she believe Talon's lies? He smirked at the thoughts that raced through his mind, the ways that he would punish her for her treason. Physical, mental, sexual. Whatever means he could find to make her regret her decision to help his brother. She had cost him two Historians. That alone was an unforgivable crime.

He stormed into the antechamber, where Reema was still cowering near the wall, her face wet with tears. The old woman should have died in the excitement. He glared at her as he passed, and she lowered her head and continued to sob.

The echoing of his boot steps down the corridor broke the uneasy silence. It rebounded and sunk into his mind, serving to remind him that despite the Whore's escape, he was still in control. She might get a short lead on them, but Worm would be able to hunt her down. If he even wanted that. She may have been able to kill a number of soldiers with her Curse, but Talon was still the true danger. The head of the snake. She was nothing without him. None of them were.

He stepped over the lifeless body of the Captain who had attacked him, kicking him in the side on the way by. Then he approached the Overlord, her body slumped against the wall, her head resting on her chest.

"Caela," he said, kneeling down next to her. He spoke softly, tenderly, the anger hiding beneath a false calm.

She didn't respond.

"Caela."

Nothing.

He put his hand to her neck, feeling for a pulse. 

Bitch is already dead.

He rose to his feet, a low growl gurgling up from his chest. The calm exploded with the force of his anger and frustration. He screamed and howled, drawing his sword and bringing it down on the dead Captain, cutting into the corpse as though it were a log. He turned and whipped the blade into the wall, pulling chunks from the stone.

Minutes passed. His voice grew hoarse, his arms weak. The anger burned out slowly. Finally, he dropped the sword and returned to the Overlord, kneeling in front of her again. He had tears in his eyes, splattered blood on his face and in his beard. 

"Why?" he asked her. They had never been friends. Never been close. He had drunk too much during one visit and tried to get her into his bed. She had rebuked him, used her Curse to stop him, and he had hated her since. She was a strong Overlord though. She kept Varrow quiet and calm. He respected her leadership, even if he didn't respect her. He wasn't asking why she had lied, why she had committed treason. He was asking why she was dead. How dare she die before he had a chance to make her pay.

He lifted her head, leaned down and put his lips on hers. They were still warm. He kissed her once, holding her up by the hair, and then dropped her body back to the floor. He got to his feet and stormed back towards the front of the palace.

"Reema, you ancient bitch," he said, reaching the antechamber and confronting the old woman. "Who was the Overlord's interim administrator?"

Reema shook in front of him. She bowed her head. "Does that mean-"

"The Overlord is dead," Spyne said. "The Whore killed her before I could see to it myself. Who is the Adjunct?"

 Reema wailed at the news, finally crumpling to the floor. Spyne wasn't sure if she was dead or not, and he didn't care. She hadn't answered his question.

"General Spyne."

A woman's voice, sharp and confident. He turned his head to see her walking up the steps and into the room. She was young, her features as pointed as her voice, every part of her reeking of intensity. She was wearing a black halter, cut so low across her chest that her breasts seemed about to fall out of it, and black leather pants snug across her lower half. She wore tall, flat leather boots and a short sword on her hip. Her dark hair fell in rings across her shoulders, framing her hawkish face.

"Who are you?" Spyne asked, his eyes wandering her. Her clothes were unlike anything he had ever seen anyone wear, custom tailored and more than a little provocative. He lingered on her bosom, the expanse of soft, pale flesh irresistible.

"My name is Sazi," she said. "I heard you ask the secretary for the Overlord's Adjunct. I am she. I heard there was trouble, so I came armed."

Spyne wondered if the girl had any idea how to use the weapon, or if her appearance was all for show. "The Overlord is dead. Killed by the Whore."

She didn't gasp, or cry, or even blink. "I will speak to the assembly," she said. "Order will be restored within the hour." There was no hint of emotion there. She was presented with a problem, and she was focused on solving it.

Spyne smiled. He liked this girl. "See that it is. Make sure the nobles and bureaucrats know that you have my backing in whatever you need done."

"Anything I need done, General?" she asked, stepping forward, getting close enough that he could smell her perfume. It was musky and reminded him of sex. That was no accident either. This one knew how to get what she wanted.

"Anything," Spyne replied. 

She bowed to him and entered the assembly room, where many of the nobles had remained to keep out of harms way. Spyne could hear her voice echo from behind the door, asserting herself and taking control. 

I'll deal with you again later.

The thought might have pleased him, had he been able to find pleasure in anything. In any case, he had something else he needed to do first.

Spyne made the long climb into the tower, his thoughts moving between the Overlord's assistant, Sazi, and a past long turned to dust. 

Were you every so... primal... my love? Why can't I remember your face? 

It wasn't that the girl drove him to lust, but her body, her clothes, her smell. Her words suggested at it, and a suggestion was the closest he had come in more years than he could count. He knew when he had been with his wife he had felt. The closeness, the intimacy. He had felt when he killed her, too. Sadness with no remorse. 

The promise.

He reached the top, dropping to a knee in front of the farspeak stone. It was stationary when he arrived, or so he thought. The spinning was so hard to see. He didn't know how he always knew when he was at one of the stones, but a moment later he could feel his presence. 

"Where is Talon?" he asked.

"Headed north, to Edgewater, my Lord," Spyne said.

"You are certain?"

"Yes."

"Then why are you in Varrow?"

Spyne was expecting the question. "I came to the city for fresh horses. I encountered some difficulty."

"Difficulty?"

"The Whore. Eryn Albion. She was here. The Overlord was seeking to give her shelter."

A slight pause was the only hint that he was surprised.

"Are they dead?"

There was no emotion in the question. It was an expectation.

"Overlord Prezi is dead. Killed by Albion. She used her Curse on me, knocked me out. She escaped."

"She knocked you out?"  Now he clearly was surprised. "How did she get past your men?"

"They can't shift, my Lord, and this Albion girl seems to have mastered the fields. She also had a juggernaut assisting her."

"Which model?"

"A One Zero, my Lord."

The pause on the other side stretched long enough that Spyne almost questioned it.

"Find Eryn Albion, General," he said at last. "Destroy the juggernaut."

Spyne was unaccustomed to any emotion that wasn't anger. Even so, he nearly choked on his surprise.

"The juggernaut, my Lord? It is nothing more than metal and magic. What about Talon?"

"You are certain Talon is headed towards Edgewater?"

"Yes, my Lord."

"Then your orders are to destroy the juggernaut. I will make other arrangements for Talon."

Spyne felt his anger rising, his face turning red. It was Talon he wanted to face. Talon he wanted to kill. "My Lord," he began.

"The juggernaut," he said, voice still flat and calm. "And Eryn Albion if you can manage it. Those are your orders. Remember the promise."

The promise. Spyne closed his eyes, wrestling with his anger, fighting against it. He had to keep the promise. It was more important than his desires, his anger, his hatred. 

The promise was everything.

 "As you command, my Lord. May I ask you a question?"

"What is it, General?"

"Genesia. The memories..." He paused, not sure what to say. "My wife..."

"Ashes and dust," came the reply. "Remember the promise."

Spyne bowed, swallowing the rest of his words. They didn't matter. They wouldn't bring back her smile or her laugh. They wouldn't fill his emptiness or return his feeling. They were like everything else around him.

Ashes and dust.
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Curio led Talon back down the steps, out onto the deck and across to the bow. 

"A warning," he said as they walked. "Some people may find some of the objects in my collection disturbing. All I ask is that you save your judgement of me, and put your energy into your own truths."

Talon wasn't sure what the merchant meant, but his reluctance to show it to him, coupled with the words, was hardly reassuring. "I have my needs and desires. You have yours."

They entered the forward bridge. Talon expected that they would go back up, but instead Curio led him to a second wide staircase that matched the one Gerland had vanished down. The oar deck with its rows of benches and stowed oars was visible through a small round window in the stairwell, but the steps themselves continued to descend beneath it.

"I made the mistake of keeping the books upstairs on my first ship," Curio said. "The hold was too damp for the paper. Spyne set the entire bridge on fire. I was fortunate that we were able to put it out before it spread to the hull."

"Why did he kill your wife?" Talon asked.

Curio looked at him coldly. "She was a beautiful woman. They took her, him and his Historians, each in turn, before they killed her. That man had no emotion, even in that."

They came to a stop at a large ircidium door. It was the most ircidium Talon could remember seeing outside of a palace or Genesia; a long, smooth block mounted on reinforced hinges. "Where did you get this?" he asked.

"I purchased swords from rebels. It took ten years to have enough of that alloy to make the door. It's strong enough to protect the collection, light enough to rest in the bow of the ship." He produced a key from his pocket, placing it in the lock and turning. Then he tapped the door with his finger to push it open. "Remember. Do not judge."

He didn't hear the last words Curio said. His attention immediately went to the top of a long, wide hold, where thick growths of plants clung to the walls and ceiling, emitting a soft phosphorescent light that illuminated the entire room. 

"Where did you get it?" Talon asked. The ceiling was ten feet above him, too high for him to reach, though he stretched his hand out towards the plants anyway. They had been everywhere in Genesia, lining all of the tunnels, the atrium. Anywhere they needed light.

"A man in the northern islands discovered it growing in a cave. I bought only the smallest vines, planted them near the walls as he suggested. It grew so fast."

It did, Talon remembered. Spyne was the one who pruned it back, kept it fed and orderly. Spyne, the gardener.

What happened to you? What happened to all of us?

He overcame his initial surprise at the vegetation and lowered his eyes to scan the rest of the room. He saw it immediately, the reason Curio had asked him not to judge.

Sitting in an ircidium cage near the front of the room was a girl. She couldn't have been more than fourteen, with long brown hair and sad eyes. She looked well enough, groomed and bathed and clothed, and the cage was clean and decorated, with a small bed, a chair, and some dolls laying on the floor. 

There was a line of blood running from her eyes. 

She was pregnant.

"What is the meaning this?" Talon asked, looking at her, his anger rising despite Curio's requests. She looked back at him, though she didn't say anything or act surprised to see him. 

"She is Cursed," Curio said. "I purchased her from her parents. I..." 

He paused. This was what he hadn't wanted Talon to see. This is what he had been afraid of.

He was right to be afraid.

"Release her," Talon said, his voice ice.

"I... I can't. It isn't safe. For her, or for those around her."

As if in response, the girl let out a choked groan, and her hands spread to her sides. Energy crackled from her fingertips, lashing out, captured and absorbed by the ircidium bars. Fresh blood welled from her eyes, and she slumped onto the bed.

"She wasn't always locked up, but she can't control it," Curio said. "Not since she has been with child."

"Yours?" Talon asked.

The man looked away but nodded. 

"Why?"

"Curiosities," was all he said in his defense.

Talon felt the urge to break Curio's neck, but he fought against it. They still needed passage, and despite his revulsion at the girl's situation, it was clear that he was right about her lack of control. He couldn't save her if he never made it to Edgewater. If he never found the Refinery.

He walked over to the cage and put his hands to the bars. The girl looked over at him, her expression curious. 

"Are you well?" he asked.

She nodded meekly. 

"I will get you out of here, when it's safe for you."

She gave him a weak smile.

He turned away from her. His eyes landed on a pedestal near the center of the room. A dark orb rested on top of it. It was an artifact that was familiar to him. A farspeak stone.

"You talk to him?" Talon asked, approaching it. 

"No," Curio said. "I bought this from a man who found it in a pile of rubble, up on the slope of Empire Mountain. He sold me many books along with it. Spyne got the books, but he didn't get that. I don't understand it. All I know is that every so often it will lift from the pedestal, and I can hear voices through it. That is how I knew about you and your exploits. I heard someone speak to General Spyne, ordering him to find you. You're telling me the other voice is the Emperor?"

"Yes." 

He started towards it. If he had the time, he could wait and hear all that he commanded his Generals and Overlords to do. If he had time, perhaps he could use that information to determine where he might be.

A low howl and a rustling stole his attention. It turned his entire body cold. 

Talon stopped walking and listened. 

The howl came again.

He turned slowly to his right. There was another cage here, again made of ircidium. He had been so focused on the stone that he hadn't noticed it. 

Inside of it was a Shifter. An orc.

"Where did you get this?" Talon said, turning on Curio, grabbing him by the collar of his vest and lifting him off the ground. 

Curio looked over at the creature. It was hunched in the center of the cage, flashing in and out of existence, its toothy mouth bent in an angry sneer.

"Up.. Up the river, and then through the southern Gorges, about two weeks in. I've been trying to map all of them a little bit at a time. Spotted it near the shore. It took me three weeks to capture it."

"How many did you see?" Talon kept the merchant off the ground, pulling the vest collar together and choking the man.

"I... I don't know... three? Four? One? They all look the same."

 What was in that gorge?

"How long ago?"

"I-"

"How long?"

"Just before we came to Fulton. I haven't figured out what it eats yet."

Talon growled and threw Curio away from him. He stumbled and fell to the floor.

"You want to know what it eats?" Talon said. "You haven't gotten close enough to it." He stuck his hand between the bars. The Shifter could surely smell the prozoa, surely feel the power of the ebocite in his chest. It lunged at his hand, and he pulled it back just in time. Then he drew his sword.

"What are you doing?" Curio asked in a voice choppy with fear.

"What you should have. This is no curiosity." He swung the sword, using it to break the lock from the cage. He pulled the door open.

"Are you mad?" Curio said.

The orc vanished.

Talon turned, reaching out and catching the orc's claw as it came back into view. He stabbed it in the chest and shoved it to the ground.

A muffled howl pierced the hull of the barge.

An angry howl that echoed all around them.
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"What is that?" Curio asked. The howling was rising in pitch, volume, and numbers.

"You fool," Talon said. "You led them to the town."

Talon lifted his blade and ran towards the Cursed girl's cage. He didn't slow as he smacked the lock off and headed for the stairs. "Get out of here," he shouted back to her.

His mind was racing as fast as his body, with all that he had just seen. From the Cursed girl to the farspeak stone, to the captive Shifter. Especially the stone. How could Curio hear him through it, without him knowing the merchant was there? The stones connected one to another, guided by the user's magic. Or so he had always believed.  

What if there were some that could capture everything? Every conversation between Overlords. Every plot and plan. Did Jeremiah have such a stone?

Talon reached the top of the steps and rushed out onto the dock, almost at the same time Wilem and Delia appeared on the other end of the boat. Wilem had uncovered the staff, and he held it ready for use. 

"What's happening?" he asked.

"Shifters," Talon said. 

The first screams started rising from the town.

What about the Shifters? Where had they come from? The last group had been hiding in Genesia, feeding on the reactor. Those demons had a general to lead them. This group obviously didn't, or they wouldn't be howling like that. Without the general, the lesser creatures like the orcs and goblins didn't have the intelligence to make decisions. If they had been lost somewhere, trapped somewhere, feeding on a store of ebocite or the prozoa that was sure to be living in the river, they would never have left, never have moved without the command.

Until Curio had taken one alive.

Their minds were simple. When one moved, they all moved. 

They had followed the merchant's barge to Fulton, and the last order they had probably received had been to kill any humans they found.

"We have to stop them, or they'll kill every person in Fulton," Talon said. He expected Wilem to react with a mixture of fear and resolve. Instead, there was only resolve.

He started crossing the length of the deck. He'd only taken two steps when the first of the orcs appeared on the rail of the barge, flashing into their time for only an instant before vanishing again. 

"Be ready, they can appear anywhere," he shouted.

An orc blinked in behind him. He felt the heat of it the moment it materialized, and he jabbed his sword back, catching it in the stomach before it could plant its claws into him. It howled and fell away. Another appeared to replace it, and Talon caught its hand and punched it in the face with the hilt of his sword. It screeched and vanished.

He turned back just in time to see one of the orcs appear in front of Wilem.

"Litsus," Wilem said. A blot of light launched from the end of his staff, lashing out at the creature and burning it to char. 

Talon caught movement in the corner of his eye and turned to see Curio finally coming up out of the hold. He was sweaty and pale, his eyes wild with fear. 

"Delia," he shouted, looking for his daughter. He saw her with Wilem and started running their way.

An orc appeared right behind him, reaching around and grabbing him by the waist.

"What?" he managed to say, before the Shifter twisted his neck and dropped his lifeless body to the deck.

More screams started sounding from the town itself, one of them right at the base of the barge. Abeleth came running up a moment later, an orc right behind him. It pounced at the boy, and then fell back in a flash of light and explosion of magic. 

The sailor stopped at Talon's side. 

"Where's Curio?" he asked.

"Dead."

"What do we do?"

"Fight." 

Talon found his knife and handed it to him. He took a slow, purposeful breath. All of the other thoughts that had whirled through his mind slowed to a stop, and then coalesced into a cold, dense point of focus. His eyes began to blur, and everything around him seemed to slow as well.

I'm more than the First of Nine. I'm the champion of Ares' Nor.

Something in his mind unlocked.

Thrummm...

With a thought, Talon fell from their time and into the Shifter's. He could see the invisible orcs here, a dozen coming up the gangway or climbing over the sides. He could see more beyond the dock, their bodies dark blurs moving through the town, appearing and disappearing as they found victims to attack. 

Some of the orcs noticed he was in their timeline. Six of them changed direction, coming at him directly, their bodies low and their claws out. They pounced at Talon as a whole, trying to bring him down.

He felt the power of the ebocite heart. He felt his body pulsing, tingling. He decapitated the first orc to reach him, kicked another hard in the face, spun and dropped his blade to catch and throw a third. He picked it up again, disemboweling another in one smooth motion. The last managed to land on him, hitting him and knocking him backwards.

Thrummm....

He fell out of the timeline, bringing the orc with him. He wrestled on the ground with it, its jaws only inches from his face, hot spittle spraying his cheeks. 

It howled in pain and fell limp in his arms. He rolled it off him and looked up. Abeleth leaned over him, the knife bloody in his hands.

"I got one," he said with a smile. 

His eyes went wide, and a claw appeared through his back. A heartbeat later a bolt of lightning lashed into the creature, and it screamed and smoked while it fell to the ground, bringing Abeleth's body with it.

Talon got back to his feet and lifted his sword. Delia was standing with Wilem, the Mediator holding the staff up high, launching bolts of magic at any of the creatures he saw. Bodies of dead orcs littered the deck.

"Come on," Talon said. He picked his knife from Abeleth's hand and ran for the gangway. "We have to save as many as we can."

An orc appeared next to Wilem, its arm already raised to strike. Wilem saw it too late, and he cried out as he tried to back away. The claws slashed towards him, aiming to tear him apart. 

Delia stepped in front of him, grabbing the creature's forearm, twisting it and bringing it down on her knee. Talon heard the crack of its arm breaking, and then watched the girl slip under it, pivot, and flip it over onto its back. Wilem used the opportunity to slam the staff into it and use his magic, killing it in an instant.

"Wilem," Talon said, getting his attention. The Mediator grabbed Delia's arm and pulled her towards Talon. "This way." 

He led them down from the barge and onto the dock. Dal's body was resting on the planks, bleeding out into the water below. Gerland's wagon was still there, the horses unharmed. He could only hope the brewer was safe. They ran along the dock to the shore, reaching it uncontested.

"Help me," a voice cut through the night. 

Hugh was running towards them. His shoulder was bloody, his arm limp at his side. An orc appeared next to him, and he stumbled and fell away from it, rolling to his feet and putting his arms up to protect himself.

Thrummm...

Talon felt the power of the ebocite heart pulling him into the time distortion caused by the Shifters. He could see the orcs all around him, ignoring him in their efforts to catch and kill the townspeople. He charged at the one following Hugh.

Thrummm...

He appeared right next to Hugh, freezing the shocked orc in place, and using the surprise to remove its head. He held out his arm and helped Hugh back to his feet. "Where is your father?" he asked.

Hugh stared at him, as shocked at what he had seen as the orc had been. "Dead, I think," he said. "We were on the dock, getting another pair of barrels when they attacked. We both ran. I heard him cry out, and then a splash. I think they pulled him into the water."

"Your arm?" 

His shirt was soaked in blood.

"I can't feel it."

He had lost a lot of blood. Was still losing a lot of blood. There was no time to bandage him. He'd seen enough war to know the outcome. 

"Get under the wagon, and stay there. Lay flat, don't move, and they won't see you. I'll be back to tend your arm once the battle is over."

"Battle?" Hugh said. His face was growing paler by the second. "What are they?"

"Demons," Talon said. It was as much as the boy needed to know. "Go."

Hugh clutched his arm and staggered past, headed for the wagon. The screams were beginning to lessen, one voice fallen from the masses at a time.

"Talon, we should go," Wilem said. "Get out of here. This isn't our doing."

Talon turned on him, his eyes the only attack he needed. "This is my doing," he cursed. "His doing. A thousand years in the making. I'm not leaving this town until every one of them is dead."

Wilem nodded silently, dropping the argument. Delia was still at his side, her eyes darting back and forth in search of the creatures. If she knew her father was dead, she wasn't showing it.

Talon ran from the edge of the docks, making a straight line for the Willow. Dozens of sailors and women had been in the building, making it an obvious place for the bulk of the Shifters to attack. Even now, he could hear cries of help from that direction, and he could see that both the inn and the brothel were on fire. 

Bodies lay on the ground around him, women and men in various states of dress. All were bloody and broken, run through by sharp claws or torn by sharp teeth. A few of the people were still alive, sobbing softly, making weak cries for help. An orc appeared over one of them to finish the job. Talon raised his sword, waiting in mercy for it to make its kill before slicing it open and continuing his advance.

Orcs blinked into view around him, first alone, and then in growing numbers, trying to bring him down. He stood in front of the buildings, framed by the fires spilling from both, grabbing and cutting, ducking and stabbing. Bolts of lightning launched from Wilem's staff, catching the unsuspecting creatures and knocking them to the ground.

There are so many.

Without him and Wilem, the town would have been laid to waste in minutes. I was a scene that Talon knew had played itself out over and over again all of those years ago, when the Shifters had first appeared and before they had learned to fight them. 

Even with their intervention, the battle went badly. 

Talon led Wilem and Delia through the town, searching for survivors and cutting down any of the creatures that tried to stop them. Delia proved to be invaluable to Wilem, her impressive and unique hand combat skills able to neutralize any of the Shifters that tried to reach him, keeping them down long enough for the Mediator to finish the work. 

They rounded the corner of a makeshift smithy,  a tall lean-to with a forge hastily constructed near the back. The smith was slumped over his anvil, his back torn open. An orc appeared in Talon's face. Talon jerked his head forward, slamming it against the creature's, knocking it back. Then he brought the sword up and through the bottom of its neck, skewering it. He growled as he lifted the Shifter from the ground and tossed it aside. 

As he did, he noticed a horse in the distance, near the back of the town. A soldier sat on it, looking back at him. It was the guard, Tiles. His hair was a mess, and he looked terrified. He whirled the horse, turning to ride for the gates.

Talon watched him for a few seconds, making his decision. If he escaped, word would reach him of what happened here. Was that a good thing or a bad thing? He wasn't sure. How would Jeremiah react to knowing there were even more of the Shifters loose in the Empire? He wasn't sure of that either. It helped him make his choice.

Let him learn what has happened here. Let us see if he has any soul left at all.

He watched Tiles flee the town, and then continued the hunt.














Chapter 43




Talon




[image: Image]




It took them three hours to hunt down the final Shifter. 

Three hours of wandering the remains of Fulton, navigating around flames and corpses, and killing not only the orcs, but also whoever they found whose wounds were too grievous to heal. 

Which amounted to the entire town.

It was grisly, nasty work. It was dirty, sweaty and bloody, and by the end of it, Talon felt physically strong, and emotionally dead. His shoulders slumped at his sides, his bald head dripped sweat into his eyes, and he tried to remember if there had ever been a day as singularly violent as this one had been.

I don't think so. Not even Ares'Nor was like this. Not once the General was dead.

"That's the last of them?" Wilem asked, glancing down at the dead orc. He leaned into the staff so hard that it was obvious the ircidium pole was the only thing keeping him up. His hair was sweaty and matted to his face, and his sleeve was bloody from an orc that had gotten its claws into him before Delia kicked it away. If it hadn't been for the girl, he would have been dead ten times over.

Thrummm....

Talon tried to put himself into the alternate time. He couldn't.

"Yes," he said. He dropped the sword onto the orc's body and took a heaving breath. Then he looked over at Delia. She was as sweaty and dirty as he was. "Are you well?"

She nodded. "Thanks to you, General." Her face dipped, a wave of sadness washing over it. "My father is dead." She said it as fact.

"I'm sorry," Talon said. He wasn't sure if he meant it. If it hadn't been for the merchant, the Shifters would never have been there in the first place.

Wilem reached out and put his arm over her shoulder.  "I'm sorry, as well," he said. She pushed herself into the crook of his arm, her body shaking as she sobbed. He ran his hand over her head, trying to console her. 

"Are you well?" Talon asked the Mediator.

Wilem nodded, a guilty look on his face. "Tired, and a little dizzy. I'll recover. Do you think he'll send soldiers here?"

"No. He knows how the Shifters work. He'll assume the town is lost and order that the barges pass on the far side of the river. Unless he finds out that I was seen here, fighting them. Either way, it will take a few days for word to reach Varrow or Edgewater. We'll be gone by then."

 "Gone?" Wilem asked. "How? The barges aren't going to move without oarsmen, and if we want to take the land route, we'll be right back to where we started."

Talon rubbed his chin with his hand, feeling the stubble there. "We'll still take the river," he said. "First, let us do one more sweep of the town in search of survivors. Whatever condition they may be in, I don't want them to suffer."

"Delia," Wilem said. He took her by the shoulders and gently pulled her away from him. "Can you walk?"

She rubbed at her eyes with her forearm, only managing to smear more dirt across her face. "I can walk. I can fight if need be." The sadness was still there, but it was matched with strength.

The three of them walked back through the town. The fire had consumed most of it, including the Willow and the Gullet, leaving the bulk of Fulton a smoldering husk. They could see charred flesh in the piles of wood and ash and debris, both human and Shifter alike. The only sound in the air was the crackling and popping of flames that had yet to recede.

"How many people lived here?" Wilem said quietly as they walked. It wasn't a question as much as an expression of disbelief at the carnage.

"A thousand, maybe more," Talon guessed. That wasn't counting the sailors from the three barges resting at the docks. 

Too many. Too much death.

Murderer.

They didn't find any survivors.

Their grisly business done, Talon led them back to the docks. While the barges couldn't sail without a complement of oarsmen, they had survived the flames, and they were sure to have stores of food and sundries on board. That was important, but even more important to Talon was the farspeak stone Curio had in his hold. 

Hugh was still under Gerland's wagon when they returned to it. He was laying flat on the ground as Talon instructed, his hands at his sides, his eyes closed from the exhaustion the loss of blood had brought. As Talon had suspected, they were eyes that would never open again.

"A shame," Wilem said.

"All of it is," Talon replied. 

They passed Dal's corpse and climbed the gangway onto the barge. Delia found her father there, rushing over to his broken body and kneeling in front of it, pushing his eyes closed and whispering goodbyes.

"Wait here with her," Talon said.

"Where are you going?"

"Curio has a farspeak stone in his collection. He told me it activates whenever any of the other stones do. I'm going to retrieve it, so we can bring it with us. I won't be long."

"I can help you."

Talon shook his head. "No. Stay with her. She needs someone right now."

Wilem's face changed. He looked guilty again. "Talon, I... I don't want you to get the wrong idea."

"About what?"

"Delia. I mean, she's very, very pretty. I don't think anyone could say that isn't so. If I am friendly with her, I am only trying to help her. I love Eryn."

Poor boy is trying so hard to convince himself. At his age, he'd have to be one of the dead not to take notice of a girl like her. Surviving it will either prove or break his love.

"It is neither my business or my concern," Talon said. "The fate of this Empire is bigger than the whims of your heart, whichever direction it may turn."

Wilem bowed his head and went to stand with Delia while Talon made his way forward.

He smelled it before he saw it, the scent of fire and scorched earth. He reached the door of the hold and paused. The iridescent light had been dimmed, large patches of the vegetation turned to ash all along the length of the deck. Water three inches deep bathed the floor, spilling in from an unseen hole that had formed in the hull. Wooden crates that had once held parts of Curio's collection were strewn around the space. Some of them lay broken on the floor, their contents spilling out. Others burned, filling the hold with a light haze of smoke. 

The farspeak stone was gone.

No, not gone. Talon found the empty pedestal, and then located the stone on the ground in front of it. He stepped down into the cold river water, feeling it soak right through his leather boots to his feet. He ignored it, splashing through it until he reached the artifact. He bent down and gripped it from the top, picking it up.

His heart sank, and he let out a soft groan as he watched only the top half of the stone rise. It had broken in two, a ragged cut that left the lower portion of the stone poking up from the water like a miniature island. He clutched his portion in his arms for a moment, staring down at it as if he could will it back together. The value of the information he might have gained from the stone's possession was immeasurable. Its loss was painful.

He sighed and dropped the stone, letting it splash into the water at his feet. He scanned the hold, only now searching for the source of the destruction. He found her on the floor behind her cage, her body twisted unnaturally, her face frozen in a cry of anguish. Her fingertips were burned nearly to nothing, her clothes melted away by the power of her Curse.

A Curse she hadn't been able to control.

Talon lowered his head. Two more lives lost. What had Curio been thinking? What had he been hoping to achieve? If the man weren't already dead, he might have been tempted to kill him for his cruel stupidity.

 "Perhaps there is something here we can use," he said to himself, turning away from the body and back to the damaged crates. He bent over the wreckage, pulling at broken planks and wads of hay. The first thing he found was a figurine of a girl in a wide, short skirt, the skirt flowing out from her hips, her posture suggesting she was dancing. It was made of white stone, the cut flawless. 

He tossed it aside.

He rummaged through another box. Here he found a sphere of glass with white dust resting inside. As he picked it up, the dust was disturbed, and it twirled and floated inside the sphere, sparkling in the light of the dying flames.

He dropped that one, too.

Talon drew back when he dug out the contents of a third crate, and found himself holding a hand. Not a human hand. It was made of ircidium, polished and reflective, with smooth joints that curled the piece into a neutral position. He recovered from the shock and ran his fingers along it, tracing the shape of the metal, and letting himself remember.

The juggernauts. He had made them. Designed and forged them. That was his talent, his job, he knew that now. He had made things for the wizards of Genesia. Whatever they had needed for their work, he had found a way to create it. He was no wizard, had no magic of his own. A keen mind, a steady hand. Patience. He laughed at that, turning the hand over, examining the insides. Patience.

A Three Six? 

He could picture it now, the size and shape of the model. 

No, the Three Six had sharper edges, rougher grooves.

He looked at the back of the hand. The inner mechanism had been removed at some point, making it harder to identify. 

It's more advanced than the Three Six. But the three six was the last model. Wasn't it?

He considered keeping the hand, but what was the point? It would never fit Oz, and it was useless without the movement. He placed it back in the water, which he noticed had risen another half a foot. He knew the river wasn't that deep, but was it shallow enough to keep the barge from sinking?

He decided to search two more of the crates, picking a pair that hadn't been damaged by the girl's magic. He grabbed at the sealed edges and pried one open, spilling out the hay and capturing his prize.

A six inch shard of ebocite. He threw it from him, and it smacked off the far wall of the hold. Talon looked back at the Cursed girl in the corner. It was better that she was dead. Better for her and her unborn child. 

Was I wrong about the Shifters? Had they been chasing the ebocite, and not their brethren?

It didn't matter now.

He approached the last box and stood in front of it. He stared at it for a moment and then backed away. 

It didn't matter now.
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"It is thirsty," Oz said.

"How can it be thirsty? It isn't even human," Gesper said, keeping his voice low so that Oz wouldn't hear him.

"What do you need, Oz?" Eryn asked.

"It is thirsty," the juggernaut said again.

They had exited the tunnel out of Varrow and headed deeper into the Washfall woods, moving as quickly and quietly as they could. Wallace had paused at one point to remove the shirt from beneath his hauberk, giving it to Eryn so she could cover herself up. The shirt was stained and smelled of sweat, but it was long enough to travel from her shoulders to her knees and restore some measure of her decency.

Not that I care a wit for decency right now.

Fehri and the Overlord had died to get her out of the city, leaving her desperate to ensure she wouldn't be captured again. She had kept them headed north, in the general direction she knew Talon had gone. After spending the next three hours in a desperate march through the forest, she began to wonder if she was doing the right thing. If General Spyne knew where Talon was heading, then he would know where she was heading. Could she stand up to one of the Nine and survive a second time?

Oz pointed at the pack that Trock was carrying. "It must stop. It is thirsty."

Eryn remembered the dark liquid. "Of course," she said. "Let's stop here."

"I don't think that is wise," Trock said.

"It must stop," Oz repeated.

"We don't have a choice," Eryn said. "Ten extra minutes of walking won't do much if General Spyne shows up on horseback."

"It is Ninth of Nine," Oz said. "Ninth of Nine. It remembers."

"What do you remember?" Eryn asked.

"Ninth of Nine. It is dead. It is all dead. It is ordered. It is done."

"Genesia?"

"Yes. Ninth of Nine. It kills it."

General Spyne had killed the people of Genesia. Eryn wasn't surprised by that. The General had frightened her the moment she had seen him. There was such intensity in his eyes, such malice.

"Okay," Trock said. "We stop here. Ten minutes."

The soldiers slumped against nearby rocks and trees. Their faces were sweaty, their posture hinting at their exhaustion.They were grateful for the chance to rest, if only for a few minutes.

"Wallace," Eryn said, "there are metal cans in the pack. Please give one to Oz."

The soldier dropped the pack from his shoulder and opened it up. He found one of the cans and tossed it towards the juggernaut. Oz caught it, a breath of steam escaping through the grating at its mouth.

"It is pleased." 

It held the can for a moment, and then put it on the ground. It still had the small satchel over its shoulder, and it lifted it and held it out to Eryn. "It is thirsty. It is a gift."

"A gift?" Eryn said, taking the satchel. She untied the top and opened it. Inside was another lacquered box and a note. She took the note and unfolded it with one hand.




Eryn,

I have been an Overlord for too long to think that your safety in the palace was assured, and so I have left all of the cure that remains in Varrow with Oz for safekeeping. If I am dead, tell Talon that I love him, and I will be waiting to see him again.

- Caela 




Eryn pulled the box from the satchel. It was larger than the one Kelkin had carried, older and more simple. She felt a tear run from her eye as she opened the lid and looked down at the six vials of the cure and the injector.  It was enough to make her whole again, and still have some left over. 

Not yet. It leaves me unconscious, and we can't stop for long.

"Thank you, Oz," Eryn said. She stepped up to the juggernaut and wrapped her arms around it as best she could. It was odd to hug a thing of magic and metal, but she didn't care.

"It is pleased," Oz said. It surprised her by putting its hand to her back and pressing gently.

Eryn bent down and picked up the can, and then handed it to the juggernaut. It took the can, shifted a finger, and stabbed the top of it. It brought the can to its grating and began pouring it in.  

They all watched in silence as it drank the contents of the can. They could hear something on the inside of the creature working, hissing and grinding in the top of its chest.

"It is thirsty," Oz said, throwing the first can aside. Wallace tossed it another, and it repeated the process.

"Where are we going to go?" Gesper asked. "This way leads past the mines. His soldiers are going to be right thick there."

"We need to catch up to Talon," Eryn said. "He was heading for Edgewater."

"You want us to go to Edgewater?" Wallace asked. He turned to Trock. "My apologies, my Lord, but that's suicide."

"What choice to do we have?" Trock asked. "We weren't supposed to be found out so soon."

"We weren't supposed to be found out at all," Gesper said. "To Heden with General Spyne."

"Did you get a look at that tattooed man?" Wallace asked. "Gave me the shivers just looking at him."

"He wasn't with Spyne the last time he came to Varrow," Trock said. "I wonder what pit they pulled him out of?"

Eryn remembered the painted man. He had resisted her magic somehow and had almost caught her. She wondered who was more dangerous, him or Spyne?

"It is this way," Oz said. It had finished the second can, and while it didn't look any different, when it lifted its arm to point, the motion seemed smoother and made less noise.

"East?" Eryn said. "What is to the east?"

"A way around?" Wallace said.

Trock shook his head. "Portnis, and then the Killorns. You could head to Portnis and then get a barge up the Gorges, but that'll take weeks, and I think they'll have an awful mess of questions when they see Oz here."

"It is this way," Oz repeated.

"We can't take the Bridge," Gesper said. "There's sure to be too many soldiers crawling around. We might need to take the Gorges."

"Even if we do, we're better off heading to Fulton and going downstream. It will be faster by days."

"It is this way," Oz said for the third time. A heavy puff of steam suggested it was growing impatient.

"What is that way?" Eryn asked.

"It is First of Nine. It is this way. It is pleased." 

Oz started walking east. 

"Oz, where are you going?" 

"It is this way." Oz paused and pointed south. "It is that way. It is coming."

"Spyne?"

"Ninth of Nine. It is coming."

"The metal man seems to know where he wants to go," Wallace said.

Eryn walked over to Oz, getting herself in front of it. "Oz, Talon is that way." She pointed north. 

"First of Nine. It is this way." Oz pointed east.

"Maybe Talon didn't make it to Edgewater?" Trock said. "What if he got cut off and had to change his course?"

If he didn't make it to Edgewater, he would be no closer to finding the Refinery. Or, maybe he had discovered the Refinery, and it was to the east. "How do you know where Talon is?"

"It remembers."

"You remember where the Refinery is?"

"No. It remembers."

The words didn't make any sense to her. She wished the juggernaut could speak like a person. It was a wonder the thing could speak at all.

"It is this way," Oz said again.

"What should we do, my Lady?" Trock asked.

Eryn didn't know what to do. She knew Edgewater was to the north, and Talon likely was too. Or could Trock be right, and he had been pushed east by the soldiers? Maybe he was heading to Portnis, to board a barge up the Gorges? Or was it something else? Something only the juggernaut seemed to know, but couldn't say clearly?

It was a construction of magic and metal, and yet when she had hugged it, it had hugged her back. There was something inside that ircidium plated shell. Some other kind of magic? Or something more?

"It is this way."

"My Lady?"

They were all looking at her. Expecting her to make the decision. They didn't seem to notice or care that she was a fifteen-year-old girl. They had decided that she was in charge.

She looked each of them in the eye, searching them to see what they thought she should do. Trock, Wallace and Gesper were all saying the same thing. Tell us where to go, and we will follow.

They were good soldiers. Loyal to their General. There was fear in them, but it was a healthy fear. 

At least I'm not the only one who is afraid.

"Oz, lead the way."
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They followed the juggernaut east, through the woods for as long as possible, and then out into the open grassland and farms of eastern Varrow. They moved as fast as they could on foot, keeping a steady pace that left Eryn's legs numb from the effort, her heart pounding and her breath hard to come by. It was a speed that would be impossible to maintain for more than a day at most, and had not come without cost. The jailers had already stripped off their hauberks and helms, diverting north to leave them abandoned in the woods before returning. 

Eryn could only imagine how they would appear to the first villager they stumbled upon. Her hair was still braided, and the fancy tiara still rested on her head, but from the neck down she was slicked in sweat. The blood she had cried stained the inside of the long shirt Wallace had given her, which hung from her like a potato sack. Her hands and feet remained covered by rich leather. She looked like an odd cross between a princess and a peon.

Then there were the soldiers. Wallace was bare-chested, his lean muscle mixed with older sagging skin, sword scars on his forearm and shoulder. Gesper was huffing and puffing, his rounder body struggling to keep up, his shirt clinging tightly to him. Trock moved as if nothing could affect him. He was sweating, he was dirty. His shirt had a long hole on the left side. Even so he was stoic, he breathed normally, and he didn't seem as though he would ever tire. If Eryn hadn't noticed the slight wince of his eyes every time he took a step, she would have thought he too was one of the Nine.

Finally, there was Oz. The one-armed man of metal and magic moved smoothly across the terrain, the liquid in the cans having seemed to renew it somewhat. Eryn could still see it pool and drip from one of the joints in the rusted, dented, and chipped ircidium armor, a bleeding wound that would never heal. Even so, the creature continued onward, repeating "it is this way" from time to time, as though driven by something beyond its control.

"Reminds me of the time I made off with Anela Treyn," Trock said. "That was some, what, thirty-five, forty years ago? Such a long time. It was just after I returned from a campaign in the north."

They marched through tall stalks of corn, pushing them aside as they moved. Eryn had forced Oz to divert into them in order to help disguise their progress. The cornfields went on for what seemed like forever, so large that the owner's farmhouse wasn't even visible from where they were.

It must be owned by a noble, to be so large.

They had grown both corn and wheat in her village, on single acre plots that surrounded the communal square. She'd never seen anything like this.

"Ah, she was a beauty," Trock continued. "Hair as gold as the kernels on these here stalks, skin like milk. Her thighs were a gift from Amman." He glanced back at Eryn, ready to apologize.

"Go on," Eryn said. "Quietly."

Trock's stories were keeping them entertained and helping them to keep going despite their exhaustion. It seemed that no matter what terrain they crossed, the old soldier had a tale to match it.

"Her father was like an eagle, the way he kept his beady eyes on her. He thought she was pure, and wanted to keep her that way." He chuckled. "She had other ideas, and a great interest in muscular soldiers."

"Muscular?" Gesper said.

"It was forty years ago," Trock replied. He was still in fine shape for a man of his age. "She comes running into the tavern where me and some of Talon's boys are drinking. We were coming back south to see our families before mustering again in the spring. She bursts into the tavern, her eyes wild. She looks around at each of us, and we look back at her. I says to her, 'are you well, my Lady?'. Of course, that's not what I was thinking. I was thinking," he glanced back at Eryn again, "you have the most amazing jugs I ever seen. And she wasn't carrying a water pitcher." He laughed again. His men laughed with him.

"It is this way," Oz said.

"So, I get up, and she comes over to me and grabs my hand, and the next thing I know she's leading me out of the town and into cornfields just like this. She forced herself on me right there in the middle of the field."

"You're full of it," Wallace said.

"No, I'm not. It's a true story."

"It is not," Gesper agreed. "No woman is going to force herself on an ugly mug like you."

"I wasn't ugly back then."

"No respectable woman would force themselves on anyone," Eryn said.

"I never said she was respectable."

Their voices were growing louder in their banter. Eryn put a finger to her lips. "Shhh." 

They all fell silent at once. 

They stayed that way for a few minutes. Then Trock said, "Best girl I've ever lain with. Only time I ever done it outside, too."

"Now I know you're lying," Wallace said. "You told us about Urla Grep not three hours ago, when we-"

One moment, they were surrounded by high stalks of corn. 

The next, they were surrounded by crossbows.

The men fell in around them, appearing through the vegetation as if they were spirits, close enough that if they fired they wouldn't have been able to miss on purpose. They were wearing dark cloaks, their faces hidden beneath layered cloth.

Brigands? They aren't wearing army blacks.

"Oz, hold," Eryn shouted. The juggernaut was already reaching for its sword. As strong as it was, it wouldn't have been able to cut them down before they all received a bolt to the eye. It stopped moving.

"Who are you?" a man asked from Eryn's left. He was tall, nearly Wallace's height. All she could see of him were his brown eyes.

Eryn was still carrying Wilem's wand. She clenched it tighter in her grip, ready to call on her magic. The man seemed to notice the motion, and he looked down at it. His eyes darted back up to her.

"You're no Mediator," he said. He examined her more closely, and again Eryn was aware of how she must appear. "From the looks of you, you've had a run of a bad fortune of late."

He eyed the soldiers, and then found Oz. He registered a moment of fear, but he didn't speak. Eryn gripped the wand a little tighter. Whatever he was planning to do, she would be ready to defend them.

He turned back to her, and then slowly made a motion with his hand. The crossbows dropped. 

"Eryn Albion, I presume." He looked over at the soldiers again. "Which of you is General Talon Rast?"

"None of them. Talon isn't here," Eryn said. She still wasn't sure what the man's intentions were, but the lowered crossbows were a good sign. "You know who I am. Who are you?"

"My name is Finch," the man said, reaching up and pulling the cloth from his face. He was a younger man, with a large nose and a strong jaw that carried a few days of stubble. "Welcome to the rebellion."
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Finch and his companions led Eryn and hers from the cornfields, two miles to the crest of a short hill. Their camp was nestled on the other side, hidden on three sides by the hilltops, and on the fourth by a row of trees that had been painstakingly dug up and transported to the spot.

"Wouldn't it have been easier to build up another berm?" Trock asked, looking down at the setup. There were perhaps a hundred people in the small camp, including women and children. They sat around cook fires kept intentionally low, sewed and laundered clothing, or put the edges of swords to stone to keep them sharp. A man in the back watched over a small pen containing half a dozen horses while a dog chased a thrown stick.

"It would have," Finch agreed. "The Empire Road passes only a mile or so from the southern side, and when we spotted the site, we decided a berm would have stood out too much at that angle. It was tricky  enough to get the trees out of the wood and cart them over here without being seen, though General Rast's escapades have done wonders for our ability to organize. Most of his army has been so busy hunting him down, they've forgotten about the camps like ours." He looked at Eryn when he said the last part.

"Surely the patrols have come this way?" Eryn said.

"We've seen the patrols go through, but only one has come over the hill. We dealt with them." He pointed to the north of the camp, where it was clear the earth had been recently dug. "He has too many soldiers to keep track of them all, especially now."

Finch led them down the hill. The movement attracted the eyes of the camp, and all other activities stopped as everyone turned to watch them. Eryn could feel their gazes pass over her, most of them settling on the juggernaut, who now followed behind.

A woman at one of the fires stood and walked over to Finch, wrapping her arms around him in a tight embrace. "You're back. I was getting worried." She looked at Eryn again, then the soldiers, then Oz, and then back to Eryn. She dropped to her knees in front of her. "My Lady. It is an honor."

Eryn could feel the heat of her face and the jump of her heart. Why was this woman kneeling in front of her? She had done nothing to deserve such treatment.

The other villagers approached them. Men, women, children. As they arrived, they followed the lead of the first, dropping to their knees in subjugation before her. 

"My Lady," they said.

"I... I don't understand this," Eryn said.

"You're a hero," Finch said, following them to his knees. "You and the General."

"No. I'm not a hero. All I want is justice. Please, on your feet, all of you. I am no better than any of you are. My name is Eryn. Eryn Albion. That is all I ever want to be."

"It's too late for that," a new voice said. 

It was one she had heard before. She turned, seeking the speaker. He got to his feet near the center of the gathering. She knew him. She and Talon had freed him from the Washfall mines.

"You are the Hero of Elling, and now the Champion of the Cursed," Loshe said. He smiled. "Word has already spread of your escape from Varrow, and how you killed over a hundred soldiers singlehandedly."

"That isn't true." 

Even if it had been, Fehri had died, and the Overlord as well. Or worse, if Spyne figured out that she was helping them. It hadn't been worth it.

"Aye, it is true," Trock said. "I was there. I think it was more than that."

Eryn glared over at the Commander. "Trock!"

"You," Loshe said. "I know you. And you. I was in the palace dungeon for three days before I was brought to the mines. You're the jailer who watched over me. A soldier."

"An ally," Eryn said loudly, before the rest of the group had any chance to anger. "They helped me escape."

"Well then," Finch said, getting to his feet,"you have our gratitude." He motioned for the rest of the people to rise. "Eryn, this is my wife, Elena. Elena, our guest appears to have need of a bath and some fresh clothes. All of them do."

"I can't promise you a proper bath, but we have buckets and rags. I'll go and see what we can spare," Elena said. She curtsied to Eryn and moved into the gathering, pausing to talk to others in the crowd.

"All of you, please, return to what you were doing," Finch said. "I will bring Eryn around to meet you once she's had a chance to clean up a bit."

The people followed Finch's request, returning to their prior activities.  

"Who are you?" A boy asked. Eryn saw he was standing in front of Oz, looking up at the metal man.

"It is Oz," Oz said.

"What happened to your arm?"

"It is lost. It is damaged. It must be repaired."

The boy stared up at the juggernaut.

"What is that thing?" Loshe asked, joining Finch and the others. 

"It's called a juggernaut," Finch said. "Or so Eryn tells me. A thing of metal and the Curse, which she says was once called 'magic'. A relic of our past. One of the many things he doesn't want us to know about."

"How come you don't have a nose?" the boy asked Oz. His mother came along and picked him up, taking him away before Oz was able to answer. 

"The others from the mines," Eryn said to Loshe. "What happened to them?"

"Toren is here in the camp, scouting the other side of the fields. A dozen more of the faces you see are people from the mines. The rest... Some tried to go home, others were captured and killed in the woods, a few more went on to the larger camps in Portnis."

"Larger camps? There is safety in numbers. Why are you here?"

"The mine," Finch said. "He means to reopen it."

She remembered Patmos' haggard face. "I know, I saw the prison camp. I wanted to help, but-"

"You barely escaped from Varrow alive. No one would expect you to attack the prison camp, too," Loshe said.

"I don't know. The way you are all talking about me... I'm not anything special. I'm really not."

"You are to them," Trock said. "The rebellion needs heroes that are larger than life. That's why your exploits get exaggerated. That's why I just helped make it larger."

"I don't need your help," Eryn said. 

"No, but they do." 

If that is the path Amman has set for me, who am I to question?

"Elena should return with some good news shortly," Finch said. "I must ask, Eryn, where were you headed?"

"It is this way," Oz said, as though the question had been addressed to him.

"East," Eryn said. "Talon went north towards Edgewater, but may be in trouble and heading that direction. We're trying to catch up to him, to help him."

She didn't mention they were almost blindly following the juggernaut. She had put her faith in the metal man, in hopes that his ancient design gave him some kind of perception that she lacked.

"We could use horses if you can spare them," Wallace said, looking at the pen near the back.

"You'll need more than that," Loshe said. He turned to Finch. "They'll need a guide if they're going to get past the patrols unseen."

Finch was hesitant. "I barely have enough horses and men here as it is."

"Men you wouldn't have at all, if the Heroes of Elling hadn't rescued us from the mine," Loshe said.

Finch gathered his breath and held it, letting it leak out slowly while he considered. At last he said, "Yes. You're right. Frieda has ranged the furthest. Loshe, go and find her. Tell her the two of you will be accompanying Eryn."

"Me?" Loshe said, surprised. "I wasn't suggesting-"

"You're our best archer, and I hate to lose you, but I have a feeling she will need you more."

Loshe started to argue before thinking better of it. He bowed to Finch, touched Eryn on the shoulder, and then went off to find Frieda. Elena returned as he left, two other women trailing close behind her. 

"Sarai and Lilith were were warming some water over a cook fire for their husbands," she said, waving her hand at each as she said their names. "It is a poor replacement for a nice soak, but it's the best we can do."

"It is more than enough," Eryn said. The bath in Ember had been wonderful, but she didn't need that kind of pampering. The people in the camp had little enough, and they were offering it to her.

"It's an honor to meet you," Sarai said, doing her best to curtsy to Eryn. She was seventeen at most, with long brown hair that fell to her waist in a braid. "I have some riding clothes that I think will fit you, too." Her face was red, and her eyes darted everywhere but at Eryn.

"I, too, am honored," Lilith said. She was an older, matronly type, with a large bosom and thick hips. She bowed to them all. "My husband Roen will be returning soon, but I'm sure he'll understand the need to care for the Hero of Elling's retinue." She looked at Trock. "If your men want to follow me?"

Trock, Wallace, and Gesper all bowed to her. They looked relieved to have a chance to clean themselves up and rest.

"Thank you both," Eryn said. "Though the honor is mine." She reached out and took Sarai's hand, causing the girl to stiffen in surprise. She looked back towards the juggernaut. "Oz, go up to the top of the hill and stand guard."

"It is pleased to stand guard," Oz said. It didn't march back up the hill but instead started walking backwards, navigating the terrain without sight of it.

"Please, lead the way," Eryn said. She did her best to sound confident and in control. The idea of being special, the idea of being so honored and revered didn't suit her. She was doing was she was supposed to do, what she had to do. 

No more, no less.
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They were in the camp for three hours, just long enough for each of them to bathe and eat a hastily prepared but fresh meal, and for Finch to lead Eryn through the camp and introduce her to each and every one of the rebels. To a person, they were honored and awed to meet her, bowing or curtsying, taking her gloved hands and in some cases kissing them. A few even gave her tight hugs. She was reunited with the people from the Washfall mines as well, who thanked her again for their freedom, while vowing that they would see the newly rounded up prisoners freed as well. For her part, Eryn made sure to tell them how the Overlord had helped her to escape, and how she should be honored by them in her death. 

They had sent them off with saddlebags filled with food, with what weapons they could spare, and with bright, hopeful eyes and words. It was the last that was the most energizing to Eryn. They believed in her, believed in what she was doing, and wanted her to succeed. Knowing that they were a little less alone was the greatest gift of all.

"We have to cut further north, to the Rubin Bridge," Frieda said. Eryn had been expecting her to be a tomboy, a slight girl with short hair, wearing boy's clothes, like her. Instead, it turned out that she was the daughter of a former noble. whose parents had been ordered to the mines by Overlord Prezi after it had been discovered that they were stealing tax money from the Empire. In fact, her family had once owned the massive fields of corn where the rebels now hid. There was a large stone mansion over the crest of the second hill where she had once lived, a mansion that had been claimed by the Overlord for the Empire in restitution, and now sat abandoned. 

They had both died in the mines during Talon and Eryn's rescue.  

To hear Frieda tell it, the Overlord had tried to get her, and her brother sent to her uncle in Rubio, a smaller province to the south of Varrow. Her brother had gone, while she had taken to the streets, found her way to Waverly's, and from Waverly's to the rebellion. 

She was large for a girl, with thick arms and wide hips, a large chest and legs like a man's. She had long flaxen hair that she wound into a bun on her head, and a big face that might have been pretty if it had been less obvious. She wore a dark brown frilly dress, a heavy thing not typical for someone who wanted to stay silent and hidden, though she was somehow able to move as if it was a shirt and pants.She also insisted on riding sidesaddle, like a lady, somehow immune to the discomfort of the position. She had a knife tucked into each of her boots, and according to Loshe she knew exactly how to use them.

"It is this way," Oz said, pointing east.

Frieda wasn't impressed by the juggernaut. "We need to cut north. There are about two hundred soldiers camped five miles east of here, and they've been sending outriders as they've approached."

"It is this way," Oz said again.

"Oz, we go where Frieda says we go," Eryn said. 

Oz was silent. He lowered his arm and followed them as they spurred their horses and moved north at a light gallop. The metal man ran behind them, its legs whirring and creaking.

The Rubin Bridge was barely more than rows of wooden planks. It that had been dropped across a six foot expanse of rushing water that flowed down from the Gorge River, and then bolstered to support the weight of horse and carriage. It rested in the middle of a field of wild poppies that grew on either side, an unmarked and mostly unknown crossing that the rebels had been using for months. Rubin was the name of the man who had constructed it, using techniques that he told most he had invented himself.  Those he trusted knew they had in truth come from an ancient book he had found, a book he had memorized parts of and then burned in fear of a visit from the Historians.

"Will it support Oz's weight?" Eryn asked. She wasn't sure how heavy the juggernaut was, though she believed it had to be more than a horse.

"It is safe," Oz said, looking at the bridge. "It is wood..." It trailed off, as though confused by the use of the material. "It is good. It remembers."

They crossed the bridge one at a time. When Oz stepped onto it, they could hear it creak. 

"Are you sure it is good?" Trock asked, mimicking the juggernaut's speech.

"It is within specification." It took another step and was answered with two more sharp cracks.

"I think you should hurry," Frieda said. "If your weight destroys the bridge, the rebels will have to go another twenty miles north to cross safely."

Oz stared down at the bridge and then shifted its legs wide so that they rested on the outer edges of the expanse. Two more creaks sounded, but then it shuffled across without further incident. 

"It is within specification," it repeated.

"Now where?" Trock asked, bringing his mount up to Frieda. 

"It is this way," Oz said, pointing directly east.

"That way," Frieda replied, pointing in the same direction. She lifted her head slightly. "Oh no."

"What is it?" Eryn asked, at the same time she saw the answer for herself. Beyond the poppy field was a small, grassy hill. A cloud of dirt was rising behind it. Framed by the cloud was a single rider, who had just finished cresting the hill to get a better look at the surrounding countryside. 

He was only there for a moment, before spinning and racing back down the other side.

"He saw us," Trock said. 

"An outrider," Frieda said. "They must have started moving north not long before we did."

"They must know Talon is headed towards Edgewater," Eryn said. 

Could Spyne have caught up to us already?

She looked at Frieda. "Did you see a man in their camp who was covered in tattoos?" She wasn't eager to cross the General again.

"No. No Mediators either. I saw one Colonel."

"A regular company," Trock said. "Still outnumber us thirty to one."

"Not good odds for them," Wallace joked, glancing at Eryn.

Eryn looked out at the hilltop. The cloud of dirt was beginning to dissipate, signaling that the company had stopped their advance. She reached down and put her hand on the necklace the Overlord had given her. A red crystal on an ircidium chain. She had enough of the cure that she could afford to be less cautious. Talon needed her, and she knew he would do the same to come to her aid.

"Form a line," she said. "String your bows. Frieda, move to the rear."

"Eryn?" Trock said, his voice nervous.

"They'll be expecting for us to run." Her words were firm. "I'm finished running. String your bows. Now." He was pushing her to be the hero they wanted her to be. She would push him to follow.

"You heard her," Trock said, pulling his bow from his shoulder. Finch had outfitted each of them with a bow and a dozen arrows, the most he could spare. They all prepped their weapons, notching an arrow and holding them at their sides.

They stood at the edge of the Rubin Bridge. Eryn watched the hill. The cloud of dust had vanished for a few moments, and then began to rise again. They could hear the pounding of hooves.

"How many riders?" Eryn asked. Frieda had moved to the back of their line.

"Twenty or so," she said.

"Do your best to hit them. Don't worry if you miss." She lifted the pendant from her neck, holding it in her hand by the chain. She took a long breath, feeling the tingle of the Curse begin to run in her ears and down her back. "Charge!"

The jailers and Loshe spurred their horses forward, while Oz drew its sword and fell into step alongside them. They were a hundred feet from the bridge when the riders appeared, soldiers in full metal armor, riding heavy chargers with protection of their own.

"Fire," Trock said, loosing an arrow. The buzz of bowstrings surrounded them, and Eryn watched the shots bounce harmlessly off the metal. Even so, the riders didn't expect them to be attacking, and they pulled up their assault in surprise and confusion.  

Eryn pushed the magic into the pendant. "Augue," she whispered. The crystal glowed at the end of the chain, and then a dozen fireballs blew away from it in a harsh whisper, thrown through the air by an invisible hand. The riders saw them coming, and they did their best to turn and run, wheeling their mounts around and heading back up the hill. 

The infantry had caught up behind them, and they met at the crest of the mound, foot soldiers charging forward, cavalry trying to get away. The whole attack became tangled, even as the fireballs dissipated to nothing before reaching their targets. 

"Hold," Eryn shouted, ordering her charging group to a halt. They fired one more salvo of arrows and pulled up their mounts, coming to a stop still a half mile away. Eryn's eyes grew brighter as she felt the magic flowing through her and into the pendant. "Incandeum!"

There was a woomph of air, and the entire hilltop vanished in a massive rise of flame. Soldiers began to scream, as the protection of the heavy armor that prevented the arrows from reaching their flesh suddenly became their undoing.

Eryn's eyes crackled with energy, at the same time her heart fell. So many dead. Were they like Fehri or Trock? Or were they cruel and cold like him?

The fire consumed the grass and poppies; dark smoke rose into the sky, and the smell of burned flesh became paramount. Eryn closed her eyes, the magic falling away, the pendant losing its glow. The flames vanished as quickly as they appeared. When she opened her eyes, she could see the destruction she had caused. 

"Oz, make sure there are no survivors," she said softly. No one deserved to remain alive in such a condition. 

"It is pleased to follow it," Oz said. It ran ahead of them, sword in hand.

Eryn gathered the sleeve of her shirt and used it to wipe the blood from her eyes. She looked back at Frieda and saw the girl was crying.

I certainly don't feel like a hero.
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"Where is the stone?" Wilem asked when Talon returned to the deck. His shirt was soaked in blood, his breathing labored.

"Broken," Talon said. "Shattered and useless." He looked over to where Curio had fallen, only to discover the body was gone.

"We threw all of the creatures over the side," Delia said. "Wilem helped me bring Curio up to his study."

"The blood isn't mine," Wilem said.

"Did you know your father was keeping a Cursed girl down there?" Talon asked. "Did you know what he did to her?"

She looked away from him, refusing to meet his accusatory gaze. She nodded. "I didn't approve of it, but what choice did I have? He was kind to her. Gentle." She paused, looking at the ground. She knew her father was a monster, didn't she? "Rosalei wasn't always in the cage. He put her in there after she became pregnant. She had an attack on the deck one day and killed one of the deck hands. It was for her protection, as well as ours. Where is she?"

"Dead. Both she and the child." He looked over at Wilem. "He had another shard of ebocite down there."

"What does that mean?" Delia asked.

"She was going to suffer a fate worse than death had she survived," Wilem said. "Her loss is a blessing from Amman. Did you know her well?"

"She was like a sister to me. A shadow. Before, she would follow me everywhere I went. She watched when I trained with Dal, and would come to me whenever she was lonely or sad, or missed her family. She said he was always gentle." She repeated it again, as if to convince herself that gentility made it acceptable. "After, I would go to visit her every day, bring her food and dolls. I sat with her when she cried. I tried to make her life better. If the soldiers had taken her, she would have been dead long ago. My father gave her another option. Does that count for nothing?"

"He bought her into slavery," Talon said. "He raped her. He used her to satisfy his sick curiosity. Was her life better for that, or simply longer? Not to mention, he was ready to let me kill you to keep me from finding out about her."

Delia was silent, embarrassed. 

She had changed while he'd been gone, her other clothes likely soiled by their efforts to clean the deck. She was wearing a more modest dark blouse and long pants, black gloves, high boots and a short, hooded cloak. A leather belt wrapped around her waist, lined with small, six-sided metal stars. She had put a green cloth around her forehead, using it to hold her dark hair away from her face.

"My father is dead," she said at last. "I suppose he got the end you believe he deserved. Rosalei... I agree she didn't deserve what happened to her, not any of it, but my father didn't create the situation. He did. What are we going to do about it, General?"

"This barge is sinking," he said. "The forward hold is bringing on water. We can't move Curio's collection, and we can't risk that it will wind up in the wrong hands. The ebocite alone is dangerous, and who knows what else your father has stashed in those boxes. We need to salvage what food and supplies we can from the barges, and burn whatever is left. Seeing everything destroyed should keep the other ships away from the shore."

He waited for Delia to argue. She was still and silent.

"I had hoped the farspeak stone your father had in the hold would help me learn what he is planning next. Unfortunately, it was also destroyed, which means we must continue to Edgewater. Losing the barge is going to cost us time, and this attack will serve to alert him both to where we are, and how we may arrive." Talon drew in a heavy breath and sighed it out. "I'm afraid we may have won this battle, and in doing so given him the upper hand. Our stealth is our greatest asset." His eyes flicked from Wilem, who was watching Delia, over to the girl. "What are you going to do about it?"  

"My father is dead. Rosalei is dead. Dal is dead. If you burn the barge, nearly everything I ever held dear will be gone. Fastra Transport will be mine, as soon as I return to Wolfton to claim it. If I return to Wolfton to claim it. I never wanted to be a merchant. I've spent too many years sailing up and down the Gorges, and in the end... No. It all trails back to him, doesn't it, General? Your darkness. My darkness. The plight of the Cursed. The death of this entire town." She looked back at the smoldering remains of Fulton, littered with human and Shifter corpses. "I'll follow you if you'll have me."

Talon wasn't surprised. She was hurting, angry. She wanted to lash out at someone for what had just happened to her. Why not the most obvious target? "I think you should take some time to consider-"

"No," she said, cutting him off. "General Spyne raped and killed my mother. He sent him and his Historians to do it. Father forbade me from seeking him, certain that it would only lead to my death, but I can fight, General. Dal taught me the ways of his people, ways that no soldier in this Empire has seen before. I want to travel with you." As if to prove her point, she lowered herself into a crouch, spinning and throwing her hand out in one smooth motion. A moment later, he heard the thunk of one of the stars striking the side of the railing, the edge buried deep into the wood.

The only reason Talon could think of not to accept her was Wilem. His eyes had stayed on Delia the entire time, and despite what he had said earlier his interest was painfully obvious. If Talon brought her along, he might gain a warrior, but cost Eryn her opportunity for love.

He loved her, and the last thing he wanted to do was hurt her, but that was Silas Morningstar's excuse. Talon Rast was at war and couldn't be considerate of feelings. Not until he was dead.

"Very well," he said. "You know what you have in your hold. We need enough food and water for a week. Wilem, help her collect everything. Once you're finished, set the barge on fire and make sure it will burn away to nothing. If you need to use your magic, do it. We can't afford some poor soul happening over the ebocite."

"As you command, General," Delia said, bowing to him. "Thank you."

Wilem turned and smiled as he copied her bow. "What you are you going to do?" he asked.

Talon paused. He closed his eyes, his mind catching his thoughts and carrying him along. He saw Genesia there. He felt the pump of his heart and the heat of the furnaces. He saw his hands, nimble fingers working with the smallest of parts, assembling them with bolts and nails. He saw a workbench, tools, and a crude metal hand plated in ircidium.

His eyes opened. 

"We need another way down the river. I'm going to start building a raft."
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Talon was shirtless and sweating when Delia and Wilem returned. They each had a burlap pack stuffed with food and water skins in their hand, and Wilem had a third on his back. They were talking to one another as they approached him, and when he looked, he could see the redness in the girl's eyes. She had waited to be out of his sight before crying again, perhaps afraid to look weak in front of him.

He had known they would be along soon when he had seen the flashes of light in the corner of his eye, and the bridge of the Delia had exploded in flame. Now the entire barge was burning. It was joined by the others, the trio sending enough new dark smoke into the night sky to blot out the stars, and enough heat into the air that it was hard to breathe. 

"They'll burn to nothing," Wilem said. "I also pulled the sediment from the bottom of the river up and over the forward hold."  

He looked exhausted from the effort. The blue crystal at the end of the ircidium staff made the fire easy. Moving the earth could not have been.

"How are you feeling?"

"I need to sleep." He stayed a few feet away from Talon, dropping the packs and then sitting in the sand next to them.

"You brought that wood here by yourself?" Delia asked, not quite believing it.

While they had been collecting the supplies, Talon had gathered the materials he needed. Rope, planks, and two oars from the other barges, along with burned but solid heavy beams from the remains of the Willow. He'd also gathered nails, some canvas, and a heavy mallet from the blacksmith. It sat in lines behind him, raw materials waiting to be turned into something useful.

The beams had been heavy, but he had managed. "I dragged them," he said, pointing at the deep ruts in the sand.

"Aren't you tired?"

"I can't afford to be tired. Word is going to reach him of what happened here, and he's going to be ready. We need to get to Kregin before that can happen."

Delia dropped her pack and sat right next to Wilem. Talon couldn't help but notice how she glanced over at the boy when she did. She was in awe of the Mediator.

"What's in Edgewater that's so important to you?" she asked.

"Nothing," Talon replied.

"Nothing?"

He picked up the end of one of the heavy beams and dragged it to the water. He waded in until it was floating on its own, and then let it go. It slipped away from him, moving a few feet downstream until it smacked into posts he had planted in the riverbed.

"There is a place called the Refinery," Talon said. "It is where the blood of the Mediators is brought to be cleansed of the disease they carry. The Curse. It is transported there by soldiers, special soldiers known only as the Carriers. They move between Edgewater and the Refinery, taking a secret route. Once they leave the city, they vanish from the eyes and minds of the people, until they return again. We mean to track the Carriers from Edgewater, and follow them to the Refinery. Once we control it, we can begin to save the Cursed, starting with Eryn. So, it isn't what's in Edgewater. It's what arrives to and from Edgewater that I'm concerned with."

"Eryn? The Wh-" Delia's voice trailed off as she thought better of using the nickname.

"Talon's granddaughter," Wilem said. 

Talon raised his eyebrow at Wilem's omission of his relation to Eryn, though he said nothing. He dragged another of the large beams to the water and let it float.

"That's why you're fighting him? For your granddaughter?"

Murderer.

Talon paused, still knee-deep in the river. "For thousands of granddaughters," he said softly, before returning to the shore to get another beam.

"Why are you fighting?" she asked, putting her hand on Wilem's arm. "You were a Mediator, weren't you?"

"I was until my mentor tried to kill me."

"Tried to kill you?"

"Yes. He didn't want me to take his place. He poisoned me. I met Eryn, and she helped me see the truth of it."

"She's important to you," Delia said, reading his face.

Wilem flushed. "Well... uh..."

She smiled. "Why are you shy about it? Caring for someone is nothing to be embarrassed abo- oh." Her face began to redden, and she was silent for a moment before speaking again. "I've had my share of suitors. Men up and down the Gorges have come to my father, asking for my hand. Begging for it. Offering to pay for it. My mother was very, very beautiful, and I inherited much of that beauty. It is a blessing in some ways. A curse in others. Dal was the only man I was ever able to befriend because he preferred to have Abeleth in his bed. All of the other sailors, they only spoke to me because they wanted this." She ran her hand down her body, and then put her finger to her head. "Not this." She put her finger to her mouth. "Not this." She squeezed Wilem's arm. "I see you looking at me. Your eyes see this, but they also see past it. I would like another friend. I need another friend, now that my family is lost. Even so, I won't be the reason for you to forsake your heart."

Talon was pulling the fourth beam into the water while Delia spoke. He dropped it with the others and turned back to see Wilem get to his feet and move away from them.

Delia stood, too. Talon thought it would be to follow Wilem, but instead she came to him.

"I don't understand that," she said, referring to Wilem's reaction. 

"He's confused," Talon said.

"By me?"

"By himself. He loves Eryn, but he's attracted to you. He doesn't understand how that can be, and it worries him. He feels guilty for it. That would be well if he could justify his attraction with your own, but to be rejected... Boys his age want all of the world to bend to their terms."

"I am attracted to him. He is handsome and powerful. He is kind, and he hasn't once tried to force himself on me, even when we were alone. Even with all of his power. I don't care that he's Cursed. Rosalei was Cursed, and she was the sweetest, most gentle person. If he didn't have Eryn... I wouldn't have said what I did."

"I know. He does, too, or will. He'll return soon, and all will be well."

So long as you stick to your decision. Even then, you don't control his heart any more than I do, or Eryn does. It will settle where it will for as long as it will.

It wasn't his business to get involved. It wasn't his problem. He loved Eryn, and wanted her to be happy, but he had more important concerns. Besides, she was certainly strong enough to survive a broken heart. 

He pulled the final beam into the water, and then returned for the planks. He could see the finished raft in his mind. It was crude compared to the wonders he had helped create, but it would do what it needed to. 

"You don't need to go to Edgewater," Delia said as he picked up the first of the planks.

"Yes, we do," he replied.

She put her hand on his wrist and found his eyes with hers. "No, General, you don't."

"What do you mean?"

"What you called the farspeak stone. I had brought Rosalei a meal only a few hours before you arrived. I didn't hear the beginning, and it didn't make much sense to me before, but what you said about the Carriers-"

"What about them?"

"I think I know where they're going to be."
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"What time is it?" Spyne asked, rolling over in the large, four-posted bed that had only days ago belonged to the late Overlord of Varrow City.

Adjunct Overlord Sazi stirred beside him, turning herself so that her arm draped over his hairy chest, her face only inches from his. She gave him a wanton smile, eyebrows raised. "I know what time it is."

He felt the reaction in his groin, the interest. He stared into her dark eyes. She was as wild as he had supposed, so comfortable and free with her body and soul. Not like any of the others he had taken over the years. 

Is it because she is the first who doesn't fear me?

She leaned down and took the end of his beard in her teeth, pulling it and growling like a dog. He felt an emotion form beneath her play. It was rough and dull, like an uncut diamond. He pushed his hand below her, placing it on her backside and pulling her closer. 

"I have orders," he said. The emotion was growing. It hinted of anger and frustration, and at the same time fascinated him. He hadn't come to Varrow to dally with this woman. He had come to kill Talon. Wrapped up in the blankets with her, her soft flesh against his, he couldn't bring himself to care. Not enough to get out of bed.

"I have different orders for you, General," Sazi said. She put her lips to his, biting down on the bottom one hard enough to draw blood. He welcomed the pain.

Was Tella like this?

Her aggressiveness pushed his memories. He could almost see his wife now, or so he thought. She looked just like the Adjunct. Maybe a little thicker in the hips, and softer in the middle. Each time he took the Adjunct, he thought of something else. She loved the taste of strawberries. She had once owned a dog. They had met in the gardens of... He still couldn't remember the name of the place. It was before Genesia. Before their daughter. 

I should be out there, hunting down the One Zero. That is what he commanded.

He let out a throaty growl of his own. Sazi took it as pleasure, and her lips tracked down to his chest. The emotion continued to grow in him. Anger. Frustration. Sadness. He knew the risk when he had ordered him to remember Genesia. He would find the Whore when he was ready. She wasn't that important. Talon was, and he had ordered him elsewhere. He had stolen that vengeance from him.

He could wait.

He took in a deep, rumbling breath, taking Sazi by the shoulders and pulling her back up, rolling her on top of him. 

I'll get to the juggernaut when I am satisfied. When I remember all of it.

He looked up at Sazi's unclothed body. He blinked his eyes. Her face became Tella's face, her nose narrowing, her eyes becoming more almond-shaped. Her breasts grew larger, more rounded. Only for a moment. He took another breath. He had orders. He had made a promise.

A promise he wouldn't break.

To Heden with him.

"Get off," he said, closing his eyes and gritting his teeth.

"I'm not done with you yet," Sazi replied. Her hips shifted on him.

"I said get off." The words came out harsh and low. Even one as bold as Sazi didn't dare question them. She rolled back away from him, sliding right out of the bed and walking naked across the room, to the Overlord's dresser. 

"It is just as well," she said. "The assembly is waiting for me."  She opened the dresser and began picking her undergarments from it. She carried them with her to an adjoining room, where a warm bath was always waiting.

Spyne took hold of the covers and threw them away from him, exposing his hairy and scarred body. He slid off the bed and followed Sazi into the bath, sliding into the warm water with her. She began to float his way, and he waved her off.

"Enough. I've been here too long already. You're fortunate I don't kill you for holding me back."

"Holding you-" Sazi began to argue, and then quieted.

"Wash my back, and then go and tell your underling to get me my clothes." He turned around so she could run the rough soap over the large expanse of equally rough flesh. She did as she was told, scrubbing it quickly and then removing herself to summon her servant. He was already out of the bath by the time she returned.

"Will you be coming back to Varrow?" she asked.

"When Talon and the Whore are both dead. Not before."

"What of the new Overlord?"

"You will remain Adjunct for the time being. The Mediators are tied up with more important business."

"More important than ruling a province?" She said it as though there was no such thing. 

"Yes. Your hands are capable."

She smiled at him, a low purr in her throat. "Aren't they, General?"

There was a knock on her chamber door. She vanished from the bathroom for a moment, returning with his black uniform in her arms. She still hadn't bothered to dress herself at all.

"My parents always wanted me to have such small dreams," she said. 

"I don't care about your parents or your dreams." He took the clothes from her and began to dress.

"I know you don't. I don't need you for that. Your power gives me legitimacy as Overlord. If I can prove myself worthy, perhaps he'll let me remain in the role?"

"Perhaps."

She approached him, pressing her body against his. "Perhaps you can speak on my behalf?"

He was tempted to carry her back to the bed. Instead, he pushed her away. "I have no power over his decisions. Run the province well, keep the rebellion quiet, provide workers for the mine, collect the taxes, and do not allow the Cursed to roam free. Make decisions with your head, not your heart or your sex. That is what will impress him."

She stared at him a moment, and then bowed. "As you say, General."

He pulled his cloak over his shoulders and clasped it. His hand went to his hip out of habit, though his weapons were still in the barracks with Peyn. He turned and stormed from the chamber, leaving without another word.

The Overlord's chamber was near the top of the second of the paired towers that were common to all of the palaces in the Empire. It was a location that offered a view of the entire city and some of the surrounding countryside, from windows that faced in every direction. While even Sazi believed the Overlord's perch was so high because of their status, Spyne knew it was so they could respond to threats with their Curse. 

When Talon wasn't killing them first.

He reached the bottom of the stairs and swept past the guards stationed there, drawing surprised knees from them as he passed. He received a surprise of his own, finding Worm already waiting for him, holding his sword belt over his shoulder.

"You knew I was coming?" Spyne said. He hadn't sent a signal to them ahead of time.

Worm held out his sword. He took it and strapped it to his waist, closing his eyes as he ran his hand along the top of the hilt. 

"How did you know?"

Worm was silent. His eyes were flat, more emotionless than he could remember them ever having been. Spyne hadn't seen much of the man in the days since the Whore had escaped, but he was certain the event had changed the Historian somehow. 

The Whore's Curse didn't knock him down. Had it hurt him in some other way? 

"Where is Peyn?"

Worm pointed in the direction of the barracks. Spyne headed that way at a fast walk, the tattooed man trailing behind him.

Spyne found Peyn not in the barracks, but in the courtyard, running a company of soldiers through drills. His voice was harsh and loud, and he screamed and cursed at the men as he walked the line of them, watching them spar. The ground beneath them was still black from the Whore's fire.

"Get your elbow up, you sorry excuse for a man," he shouted. "You! Knees bent, sword lower. You want to get run through? You! I bet your dead mother fights better than you."

"Captain Peyn," Spyne roared, getting the man's attention. Peyn turned and dropped to his knee. 

"General."

"We leave in an hour. Are any of these men worthy?" He motioned for Peyn to stand.

"Two hundred men, General. There are ten that I would trust to hold a sword next to me."

"Make sure they are properly outfitted. Ircidium blades and chain. You and Ollie, as well."

Peyn bowed. "As you command, General. Your timing is impeccable."

Spyne furrowed his brow and glared at the Captain. "How do you mean that?"

Peyn's face paled. "My apologies, General. I only meant that we received a report not four hours past from a soldier, badly burned. The Whore was spotted with the... juggernaut, was it?" 

Spyne nodded.

"With the juggernaut, forty miles east of the city. The soldier was part of Colonel Wolm's company." He paused and bit his lip.

"What is it?" Spyne said, angry.

"She burned them, General. All of them. There were no survivors."

He nodded, not surprised. Without a Mediator, or at the very least ircidium weaponry, the soldiers were sure to be slaughtered. Even with ircidium, he doubted any of those men could have held their own against the juggernaut. Not without a juggernaut of their own, or at least one of the Nine.

"You said no survivors. What of the rider?"

"He died of his wounds an hour ago."

"Where are they headed?"

"They appear to be making for Elling."

"Elling? Why? Talon is to the north, and Elling is dust."

Peyn didn't answer. 

"Go, pick your men and arm them. Pass word to Ollie." Spyne turned to Worm. "You can track her Curse, yes?"

Worm nodded.

"Good. The destruction of the juggernaut is his primary concern. Let us not fail in this."

A creature of magic and metal, and the first model, no less. Why is it so important to him?
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"You're sure this is the place?" Talon asked.

"I know what I heard," Delia said.  "The voice, his voice. It made my skin crawl every time that orb started spinning."

They had left Fulton three days ago, using Talon's hastily constructed raft to travel upstream against the flow of the river. The raft was well-made despite its crude materials, and Talon was able to row for hours without tiring. It allowed them to travel nearly thirty miles west and another ten north, first on the Gorge River and then on a smaller, calmer tributary which brought them into Edgewater Province. From there, they had gone on foot for another twenty miles until they had reached Gilspie, a medium-sized town nearly eighty miles from Edgewater City. 

Delia swore she had heard him speaking to Overlord Olmas of Edgewater, warning him of Talon's imminent arrival and ordering him to send an envoy of Mediators and a squad of the Overguard to rendezvous with the Carriers in Gilspie.  He didn't want the Carriers coming to Edgewater, not when Talon would be there. Once the envoys had collected the cure, they would travel from the town to the provinces that had need of it, bypassing Edgewater completely. 

It was clear to Talon that he knew exactly what his objective was, and there were signs that he was concerned he might actually achieve it. Talon took it as good news.

Delia had also told him that the farspeak stone had spun a second time only minutes after the first. General Naille had been ordered to return from Evergreen, and other troops had been put on the move to ensure that if Talon entered Edgewater City, he would never leave it alive.

Except, I'm one step ahead of you. Not that your plan to capture me in Edgewater would have succeeded. I'm the Champion of Ares'Nor, and General Naille is no match for me.

They had arrived in Gilspie an hour ago, on the day the envoy was scheduled to arrive. They were fortunate, because Delia held papers that allowed her to enter tax-free. Between her legitimacy and the fact that the soldiers believed Talon was going to Edgewater, it made getting behind the stone walls of the town a simple affair. They had visited a clothier from there, exchanging their soiled traveling clothes for something of higher quality and more suitable to merchants. It didn't slip Talon's or Wilem's attention that Delia held a preference for things that exposed a lot of skin. "A wise merchant uses every asset," she had said. "Dal always said it was the same for a victorious warrior."

"How are we going to know who they are?" Delia asked.  "Or if they're still here?"

"They must have sent Mediators from the Academy," Wilem said. "All we need to do is find them, and I'll know them."

They were walking the wide, cobbled thoroughfare that cut through the center of the town and wrapped around the constable's office. It was the busiest part of the town, and the population was thick enough to make it possible that the exchange would be made, and their opportunity wasted before they discovered the envoy. 

"Carriers are bound to draw whispers," Talon said. 

"What do they look like?" Delia asked.

"They wear full ircidium armor that shines like a mirror, including full helms that hide their entire face. They ride the largest and heartiest of the Empire's stock of destriers, which are also armored in ircidium. They're terrifying." Wilem shuddered at the thought. "I was only close to one of them a single time, and it was more than enough. The rumor at the Academy is that they are special Mediators who excelled with the sword. If they're meeting here, it may be that they pass through the town all of the time. I think the townsfolk would be accustomed to it."

"And yet word has never reached the other provinces of their existence?" Talon asked. "Surely soldiers like that would start rumors with minstrels if no one else."

"A secret meeting place, then?" Wilem said. "Somewhere outside of town? Either way, the Mediators would have to be here ahead of time, to make the rendezvous the moment the Carriers arrived."

They paused at each inn and tavern they passed. Wilem would duck inside with the hood of his cloak pulled up around his face and surveyed the room, while Talon and Delia waited out front, watching for anything out of the ordinary.

Three hours saw evening arriving, and most of the town searched. They had even visited a secret guild house, marked by a bucket of water near the door, and gone down into the tunnels that ran below the town. Either the envoy wasn't there, they were well hidden or Delia had been wrong.

"I heard him say Gilspie," Delia said. They had settled on the steps of a bakery, near the western corner of the town. It was off the main road, on a dusty back path that led into a less savory part of town.

"It isn't your fault, my dear," Talon said, putting a comforting hand on her shoulder. The three days together had shown him that Curio's daughter was nothing like Curio. In fact, she reminded him of Eryn. 

"I led you here. It is my fault."

"We can still find them," Wilem said. "The day isn't over yet." 

"How?"

They fell silent.

"He sent Mediators," Talon said at last. "Wilem, how many teach at the Academy?"

"Twelve."

"Eleven now. You killed one of them in Doovan."

"Master Canlin, yes. Why?"

"How many can Overlord Olmas send, and still be able to run the Academy?"

Wilem thought for a moment. "Three, at most."

Talon rubbed his chin, rough from a few days' growth. "If one had left to join the search for us, does it stand to reason that four would have? One is certainly an odd number to dispose, and two wouldn't be enough to distribute the cure to the provinces."

"I think that's a safe assumption," Delia said, nodding along with Talon's remarks. She knelt down and scratched a few lines in the dirt."I'm familiar with all of the trade routes throughout the Empire. Even though our business was mainly transport through the Gorges, we still had to know them all, in order to charge merchants based on their need and desperation. Even if they used a minimum of routes to reach all thirty provinces, they would need at least six groups to do so in a reasonable amount of time." She scratched out lines from Edgewater that looked like the branches of a tree.

"Even if you cut that number in half, that is still more Mediators than they likely have to spare," Talon said.

"Unless he shuttered the Academy," Wilem said.

Talon sighed. "That is possible, but considering our current failure, let's assume it isn't the case. Discounting the Overlord and the Mediators who teach at the Academy, who else might have been sent to retrieve the cure?"

Wilem thought about it for a moment. Then a smile grew across his face. "It would have to be students. They wouldn't have finished their training yet. They may have been rushed because of you."

"Would you recognize them if you saw them?"

"Of course." He shook his head. "I was looking for the teachers that I knew, not the students. If they were disguised at all, or facing away from me, I wouldn't have noticed."

Talon got to his feet. "It's a lot of conjecture, but we have to try. If we miss this opportunity, we may never get another one."

"Where do we start?" Delia said.

"We don't," Wilem said, growing excited. "We don't have to go anywhere."

"You have an idea, my boy?" Talon asked.

"Yes. Mediators can talk to one another through the magic. It isn't secret, it can be heard by any other Cursed nearby. We use it..." He paused, unsure if he should continue. His voice lowered. "We use it to frighten the Cursed when they run." He paused, his face turning dark from his confession. "At the Academy, we had a few different code words that we would say, late at night when we hoped the Masters were asleep, mainly so we could meet and leave the Academy grounds. If they sent students, I can call out to them. If even one responds, I'll sense their magic."

"They'll sense yours," Talon said.

"Yes, but they may just think I'm one of them. You're supposed to be headed to Edgewater after all, and as far as anyone in the Empire knows, I'm already dead."

Talon clapped Wilem on the shoulder. "Brilliant. Do it."

"I already did," Wilem said. "Follow me. The Mediator's name is Terryl."
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They moved back through the streets of Gilspie, onto the main thoroughfare and across to one of the smaller districts to the north. They walked quickly, a set in their step and their eyes that told the other townsfolk to stay clear of their path, because their business was rather important.

They wound up at another block of housing, rows of apartments rising four stories above coopers and bakeries, a haberdasher and a seamstress. The cobbles had trailed off a few blocks earlier, leaving them walking on less expensive brick.

"Up there," Wilem said, pointing to a window on the third floor.

"That's very precise," Talon said, impressed with the Mediator.

"I told you I was gifted." Wilem looked over at Delia as he said it, and then at the ground, embarrassed. 

"Delia, wait down here in case he tries to escape. Keep a lookout for anyone suspicious."

"Like men in ircidium armor?" she asked.

"Especially that. Wilem, with me."

Delia moved to the front of the building, positioning herself on the ground with her knees pulled up to her chest, bathing herself in shadow. Despite her clothing, she somehow managed to give herself the appearance of a street urchin through body language alone.

"She doesn't act like a merchant's daughter," Wilem said as they moved into the building. The inside stairwell of the apartment was cramped and musty, a track of dirt caused by muddy boots running from the doorway to the first set of stairs. 

Delia had already told them a great deal about her relationship with Dal during their trip up the river. The so-called 'savage' had allowed himself and his partner, Abeleth, to be sold in exchange for the ebocite. They both  became a part of Curio's collection, but also new deckhands and a gift to his then six year-old daughter. The man was an alien to more civilized ways, but he had his own unique education which he had passed down to her, always treating her like he was a doting grandfather instead of a prisoner. He was happy with Curio, she insisted, and happy to have helped his community. 

Talon was still upset that he had forgotten to ask Curio what the islanders wanted the ebocite for.

"Still taken with her?" Talon asked as they climbed.

"What?" He sighed. "More than before. I don't mean to be. I love Eryn; it's just..."

"You're a young man, traveling with a beautiful girl, and she's miles away."

"Yes. That exactly."

"I don't know how long it has been since I saw Alyssa last. Ten years? A thousand? She is still the only one I think of."

Wilem opened his mouth to speak, and then closed it again. 

"All I ask is that you are honest, my boy. With yourself. With me. With Eryn when we see her again. If you use the word love again, if you promise yourself to her, make sure you mean it."

"Yes, my Lord," Wilem said.

They reached the second floor and walked halfway down a narrow hallway. They pulled up at a plain door, and Talon put his ear to it. He could hear the thump of a cup against a table, a satisfied belch.

"You're sure this is the place?" Talon asked again.

"Yes."

"Get ready."

Wilem shifted his staff, letting the blanket that wrapped it fall to the floor. "I'm ready."

"Don't use it unless you must."

Talon pulled his dagger from his belt and put his shoulder to the door. He listened again, making sure they hadn't been discovered. His heart began to pulse rhythmically as he fell into a state of calm. 

One more breath. 

He shoved against the door, pushing so hard that it swung on its hinges and then cracked and fell off of them. It had barely hit the ground when Talon was in the room, his eyes charting a course past a sofa and over to the table where Terryl sat. 

The Mediator was frozen in surprise, and Talon was across the room before he recovered, his arm latching onto the man's shoulder and ripping him to his feet, the knife pressed against his neck.

"Hello, Terryl," Wilem said, making his way into the room with the staff held out towards the Mediator. "Thank you for answering my call."

Terryl was motionless in Talon's grasp. "W... Wilem? You... You're helping the Liar?"

"My name is General Talon Rast," Talon whispered into his ear. "I know why you're here. Where are the others?"

"Others?"

Talon moved the knife away, shifting his weight and shoving the Mediator back into his chair. He pulled it away from the table and circled around in front of Terryl. "The Carriers. Where are you to meet them?"

"I... I don't know what you mean. I..." He struggled to think of a suitable lie. 

A whistle like a bird call rose from the street. Talon ran to the window and looked out in time to see a squad of soldiers heading towards the building. They were wearing standard issue blacks. but he could tell by their build and the way they moved that they were armored underneath, in what he guessed was ircidium chain. He noticed that the bleeding red eye patch over their hearts had a small black tear in the center. 

The Overguard. The military elite.

Talon looked away from them, finding Delia. She was on her feet, her cloak removed, her hips swaying as she stumbled towards them.

Talon spun back around, kneeling in front of Terryl. "Where. Is. It. Being. Held?" He growled in the Mediator's face, wrapping a hand around his left hand and pinning it to the arm of the chair.

"I..." 

Talon's knife came down, severing the hand.

"Scream, and you die," he whispered violently. "Where?"

The Mediator looked down at his bleeding wrist, his face turning pale, his eyes watering. "There's an abandoned farmhouse, two miles west of town. One hour." His terrified eyes shifted to Wilem, as though he would save him. "Please."

Murderer.

Yes.

Talon slid the knife along Terryl's throat in a tight line. Then he ran back to the window. The soldiers were still in the street. One of them had pulled Delia in and was trying to kiss her while she turned her face away. He laughed and shoved her to a second soldier, who put his hand on her rear before a third grabbed her from him and groped at her chest.

"Meet me downstairs," Talon said.

He took two steps back, and then threw himself from the window.

He dove headfirst towards the pavement below, his eyes on the soldiers, who paused in their assault and started reaching for their swords. He shifted his weight and brought his legs over and down, hitting the ground, bending to absorb some of the shock,  and counting on the ebocite heart to help him with the rest. Pain lanced up his legs, but he was able to stand.

The soldiers only made two steps towards him when Delia was on them, producing a pair of short, thin daggers from somewhere on her body and jabbing them into two of the Overguard's necks. They cried out, alerting the other three to the ambush.

They froze, unsure who to attack. Talon rushed them, throwing his knife at the nearest soldier, aiming for his unprotected leg. It sank to the hilt, but the soldier barely reacted. Instead, he finished drawing his sword and launched himself at Talon.

Talon sidestepped the first thrust, backing away and drawing his sword. He saw Delia out of the corner of his eye, crouched low with her hands raised near her face, the tips of her exotic knives dripping blood. The other two Overguard were closing in on her, cautious in their approach. 

He turned his attention back to his attacker, a shorter man with a strong build and quick feet. His dagger was protruding from the soldier's leg, and blood was staining his pants, but he didn't seem troubled by it. He came at Talon without hesitation, his blade darting left and right, up and down, searching for a weakness. Talon parried the attacks, finding it more challenging to keep pace than he had expected. He could hear the smack of metal on metal behind him as Delia worked to stay away from the Overguard's swords.

Parry, parry, thrust. Talon slipped inside the Overguard's defenses, the edge of his sword slamming into the man's chest at the level of his heart, ripping the patch from his tunic, and freezing on the strength of the ircidium mail beneath it. The Overguard smiled, thinking Talon had made a deadly mistake, shifting his weight to counterstrike. A moment later his face changed as he realized the move had been intentional. His body was too far forward, his arms committed to the strike. Talon stepped further into his guard and punched him hard in the jaw, harder than any man should be able to hit. The Overguard tumbled to the ground, and didn't get back up.

Talon spun, finding Delia still squared off against the two Overguards. One of her knives was gone, lost during the fight, and she was doing her best to back away from them without running, keeping them close and delaying while she waited for help. She may have had some kind of training, but the Overguard were the best the Empire had to offer outside of the Nine. She was no match for them without surprise on her side.

Talon dug his foot under the fallen soldier's blade and kicked it up to his hand, charging towards the melee in quick, long strides. He shouted as he did, drawing the attention of one of the soldiers, while the other made sure Delia didn't stick a knife in his back. The battle was rejoined, Talon bringing both swords to bear against the Overguard.

Where in Heden was Wilem?

The thought came to Talon as he crossed his blades to block a heavy downward stroke, then pushed back against his attacker and gained a few feet of space. Everything had happened fast, but the boy should have come down the stairs by now. Had there been more guards somewhere else in the building?

He cursed as he blocked a hard parry with one sword, and then thrust forward with the other, trying to catch this one in the same trap as the last. His blade skidded off the chain armor, but his opponent didn't fall for the trick, instead using his free hand to grab Talon's wrist and pull him closer, willing to risk being hit in the leg for a killing stroke on him. 

A flash of light threw the street into bright contrast, and then the soldier fell back, the force of the magic striking his armor pushing him away. He looked past Talon to the doorway of the apartments, where Wilem must have been standing. A moment later he raised his gloved hand, and a bolt of light slammed into the metal right before it reached his face. He took a few steps back to absorb the power, coming away unharmed.

It didn't matter. The magic was a distraction, and it left the Overguard wide open. Talon came forward and thrust the tip of his blade into the man's neck, passing him by and headed for the other while he fell. The remaining soldier put up his sword.

"Do you surrender?" Talon asked. 

The Overguard stared at him with angry eyes. 

"Never." 

The throwing dagger came to his hand in a motion so quick Talon could barely follow it. He released it in one smooth motion, sending the missile spinning end over end. Talon shifted to dodge the weapon, but it hadn't been thrown at him. It buzzed as it sailed past his shoulder, headed directly towards Wilem.

"No," Talon said, turning to watch the trajectory, at the same time Delia jumped onto the Overguard's back and planted her blade in his flesh. The dagger was a blur in the air, an angry insect moving too fast to be swatted. 

Wilem was motionless at the weapon's approach, his hands to his sides, the staff held at his waist. He wasn't reacting to the blade at all. Would he even see it before it killed him? Talon could feel his heart thumping, his anger building. 

Not another I couldn't save. Not this one.

The dagger was only inches away when it seemed to strike an invisible wall, slowing to a stop directly in front of Wilem's eyes before falling to the ground. 

Wilem looked back at Talon and smiled.
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"Are you sure about this?" Wilem asked. 

They were laying prone in the midst of a heavy growth of weeds, about a quarter of a mile away from the old farmhouse where the Carriers, Mediators, and Overguard were to assemble. It was a large, open building that had at some point been gutted by fire. The roof was gone, turned to dust, the stone walls dark with soot and ash, the grass immediately around it brown. It reminded Talon of Davin's estate, though it was much larger, and none of the outer construction had collapsed during the fire. It was deserted, empty. The perfect place to meet and make the exchange.

There were Overguards standing at both ends of the building. One pair waited in an archway on the east side, and another near a freshly made break in the wall on the west side, where he presumed the Carriers would ride in from. Their eyes were scanning the fields around them, out to the taller weeds, passing right over the spot where Talon, Wilem, and Delia hid. They shifted nervously from one leg to the other, holding arrows strung to their bows.

Are they being cautious, or is it because not all of them have arrived? Do they suspect that I am here, or are they concerned about rebels?

There were six wagons arranged near the door to the east, covered carriages pulled by teams of four horses.  Talon knew that since the carriages hadn't been with the Mediators, it meant there were even more soldiers waiting inside than the twenty or so he had been expecting.

One Mediator and the First of Nine against four Mediators and thirty or more soldiers. 

He didn't like the odds.

Wilem's forehead was sweaty, his face pale. "Maybe we should head west, try to catch the Carriers as they ride back out. Or follow them?" 

Talon had thought about that. There was no guarantee they would travel west when they left, and there had been no opportunity for them to claim horses that could match the speed and power of an elite bred destrier.  

"We'll never keep up with them," he said. "It has to be now."

What choice did they have? This was their one chance to reach the Carriers, to capture one and learn the location of the Refinery, no matter what kind of torture or pain it took to make them talk. It was their one chance to save Eryn and all of the other Cursed from a terrible future, and deal a staggering blow to his Empire. It was risky, extremely risky, but if will and desire could win the day, then he was sure they would. 

It was enough in Washfall. It will have to be enough now.

"Look," Delia said a few minutes later, shifting her arm to point to the west of the farmhouse. Night had fallen, leaving the world dim and murky, illuminated only by the stars and a few lanterns hanging from the carriages. Even so, the approach of the Carriers was unmistakable.

There were three of them, riding hard on their massive armored destriers, their large forms identical beneath their armor and helmets. A large sword was visible strapped to the side of their warhorses, and Talon could also see that they had large ircidium boxes anchored to their backs. The cure. They leaned forward on their mounts, flicking the reins and urging the horses to move just a little bit faster.

"Get ready," Talon said. They would only have one chance at this. One split second to take them all by surprise.

"I'm going to be useless after this, and I won't be able to defend you from the others," Wilem said. Talon could see the boy's hands were shaking as he clutched the staff at his side. "If I survive."

"We'll protect you," Delia said.

Talon dropped an Overguard's short bow and a quiver of arrows from his shoulder. He took the arrows and shoved them point-first into the ground in a tight line. They all watched the Carriers disappear behind the walls of the farmhouse. 

"Give them a chance to dismount. We don't want them turning and riding straight back out."

Wilem nodded, shifting his feet so he could stand. The seconds passed as hours might, the cool night air prickling nervous flesh. 

A heartbeat. Another. Talon drew in a slow breath and held it, clearing his mind of everything but the present. He put his hand on the first of the arrows.

"Now," he said.

Wilem shot to his feet, raising the staff. Before they had arrived, they had worked to remove the stone from the end of it, and replace it with the red eye clasp. It was balanced precariously in the space, wedged and held by one of Delia's stars. Even so, it began to glow brightly, the contact with the staff accepting the transfer of  magic.

A heavy rumble sounded above the farmhouse, and a gout of fire dropped from the sky.

Talon brought the first arrow to the bow, drew back, and loosed. The first of the Overguards fell. 

Screams sounded within the farmhouse. Shouts of fear and panic. The carriages rocked and started moving as the horses hitched to them bolted. Another arrow. Another target. Another dead soldier. The glow on the crystal began to fade.

A third arrow. It missed the mark, hitting the Overguard's armor. They had been spotted now, and the four remaining guards turned their way, raising their bows in their direction. The screaming from inside the building had fallen to silence.

The fire vanished as immediately as it had arrived. The metal star had melted like wax, causing the stone to loosen and drop from the staff. Wilem coughed weakly and toppled to the ground.

It was up to him now.

He pulled up the last four arrows in rapid succession, taking quick shots that dropped two more of the guards. There was still another pair. They returned his fire, their arrows whipping past, deflected just enough by the thin cover of weeds around them. 

Delia shot past him, running out towards the farmhouse. Talon dropped the bow and pushed himself up, bringing the swords he had taken from Terryl's Overguards to his hands. They weren't ircidium, but they were high quality, well-balanced. He charged behind the girl, working to get ahead of her before she was cut down.

The soldiers launched one more volley of arrows before dropping the bow, switching to swords and rushing out to meet them. One arrow passed by Talon's left shoulder. The other nearly killed Delia, but she skidded aside in a quick second, and the missile screamed past her cheek.

They slowed as they came together. All except Delia. She faked towards the Overguard, and then rolled between them, coming up at their backs and continuing towards the farmhouse undeterred. Talon had only a moment to look past the onrushing Overguards before the battle was joined. He saw a Mediator stumble from the building, robes burned but still alive. He had impressively managed to raise a defense in the instant of the attack.

The Overguards struck in perfect unison, their footwork honed by years of practice. Talon barely noticed them as he blocked their initial attack, and then leaped up and kicked the first in the jaw, the force of the blow sending the soldier reeling to the ground. He came down behind the man's head and turned, catching the second's blade from over his shoulder, using the opposing force to help himself twist and balance, and then bring the point of his sword up and into the man's unprotected groin. The soldier cried out in pain and fell to the ground.

Talon kicked the first again to keep him down, and then used his sword to end the fight. His eyes darted forward, to where he had seen the Mediator. He was gone. No, he was there, on the ground near the entrance. He had a metal star lodged into his throat. 

"Talon," Delia shouted. He followed her voice, finding her backpedaling away from the farmhouse.

A Carrier appeared, walking calmly towards her, broadsword sparkling in the burning embers of the initial onslaught. The other two followed a few feet behind. The distance between them was perfect, their motions completely in sync. The two in the rear shifted towards Talon and began to approach, their movements so precise, so methodical.

Talon's eyes traveled to the Carrier's faceplate, which he now saw was a twisted human visage, bent and turned in a dark mockery. There were two points to see through and another for breathing.

That can't be. The hole is too small to draw enough air in a fight.

Talon lifted his swords and set himself. "Come on," he shouted at them. He risked a glance over towards Delia. She was still moving back, trying to find a way to escape from the Carrier. He cursed under his breath and returned his attention to his opponents.

Then he noticed the hands. 

The smooth joints.

The rounded edges.

Like the hand that he had found in Curio's collection.

They rushed towards him in their final three steps, their motions nearly silent. A large sword came in fast, and it was all Talon could do to deflect it and step back, the force of the blow shaking his arm numb. The other circled to his right and launched an attack, and he rolled aside and got back to his feet.

Juggernauts. They're not a Three Six, but how can that be? It was the last model.

He clenched his teeth, trying to remember. Was it the last model or only the last model from before the war ended? Had he made others when it was over? Did he build them for this very purpose?

They moved towards him, every step perfect. The swords angled in on him again, and he just barely managed to get away. 

It would take me a dozen cuts in the same place to get through that armor, and I can't get even one.

He needed to remember them, remember their construction. If he had made them, there would be a hidden release on the back, one that would unseal the ircidium shell. He knew where to find it on Oz. Where was it on these?

He shouted as a blade crashed into the ground next to him, throwing dirt up into his face and sending him reeling. He knew the answers were there, right at the tip of his shattered mind. It was like looking through fogged glass. He saw the shape of it, but none of the detail.

They were going to die if he didn't remember. Delia, Wilem, Eryn, all of them. He needed to get closer.

A heavy stroke came in, headed for his midsection. He turned and put both of his blades against it, leaning in and throwing all of his strength into catching the blow. It was enough to push him back through the grass, his boots digging into the earth and slipping before finally coming to a stop. He shoved back with all of his strength, bringing the juggernaut's sword arm away and ducking in behind its guard.

He was face to face with it now, his eyes only inches from its small holes. He dropped the swords and wrapped himself around it, hugging it against him. It stayed silent as it reached for him with its free hand, grasping at his back. When he didn't let go, it began to punch him, the magic-powered limbs driving into him like a battering ram. 

Still he held on, his hands running along the creature's back, his eyes closed, his breath stolen by the blows. He expected the other to run him through at any moment, but the final thrust never came. His memories began to focus and resolve. He knew it now. The four zero. When had he made it? Was it the last? 

He wasn't sure. 

It didn't matter. 

He knew how to stop it.

He cried out as the juggernaut changed tactics, wrapping him up in a bear hug and squeezing him tighter to it. He could feel his ribs bending below the pressure, ready to crack at any moment. He brought his hand up to the Carrier's mouth and shoved his middle finger into it, reaching all the way to the back. There was a small switch there, attached to a rod that bridged the connection between the core in the head and the ebocite in the chest. He hooked the tip of his finger under it and pulled.

The reaction was instant. The juggernaut's hands dropped limp to its sides, the sword falling to the grass, its body shifting to stand completely upright. Talon let go of it and turned, seeing the other frozen in uncertainty until the moment he cleared the first's grip. Then it stepped towards him, ready to begin the fight again.

Talon faked a thrust with his blade, came in low, parried its counterstrike, and moved easily into its guard. He jumped forward, jamming his finger into its mouth and pulling the connector. It too came to an immediate stop.

He didn't waste any time in circling around the disabled creatures and locating Delia. The remaining Carrier had caught up to her, and was attacking with long, heavy blows that would have been effective against armored soldiers and Shifters, but were just a little too slow to land on the agile girl. 

Talon ran towards them, growling as he added speed. Delia was quick enough to dodge the attacks, but she would run out of strength long before the Carrier. He needed to stop it now, and put an end to the fight. 

He took one more step and pushed himself into the air, leaping at the back of the Carrier from a dozen feet away. He caught the moment that Delia saw him, her eyes brightening with hope and relief. She backed just out of the range of one more thrust, and then he was on it, wrapping one arm around its neck and using the other to shut it down. His finger probed into its mouth, and he pulled the connector from it. It came to a stop, and he hopped off its back.

"I... uh... what?" Delia stood in front of the juggernaut, staring at it in amazement. "How?"

"I made it," Talon said, his heart thumping in his chest. "Of course I know how to stop it." He smiled, the  memories surrounding the Carriers coming into acute clarity. There was a reason he was keeping them from away from Edgewater, away from him. "I know more than that. Go and check on Wilem, while I ensure that everyone else is dead. Then we head to the Refinery."
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"Where in Heden are we?" Gesper said. He put his hands to his mouth, breathing into them to try to restore some of the warmth.

"It is this way," Oz said for what seemed to be the millionth time in the last two weeks. It motioned ahead. "It is close."

"Close to what?" Gesper asked. "Not anything approaching civilization."

They had been riding for close to two weeks, taking a near constant eastern heading, turning north occasionally as Oz insisted. They had passed out of Varrow and back into Portnis, and from Portnis began a trek into the foothills of the Killorn Mountains. His soldiers had been strangely scarce since the battle at Rubio's Bridge, and they had made the bulk of the journey uncontested. It certainly helped that they strayed far from the Empire's roads and were now firmly in the middle of nowhere, forging ahead in half a foot of snow.

"It is close," Oz said again. "It remembers."

Eryn shifted in her saddle, looking behind them. She had done it almost as many times as Oz had said 'it is this way', certain that General Spyne would appear at their backs at any moment. Each time, she had seen only Loshe riding behind her, and again, like all the other times, he smiled as her eyes crossed over him.

"I promise there's nothing back there, Eryn," Frieda said, bringing her horse up next to her. The time together had made the girl much more comfortable, and they had gotten along so well that Eryn felt like she almost had a sister in the young rebel. 

Almost. 

She looked over at Frieda. She was afraid to let herself think that she might have a friend. The actors in Elling had been her friends, and they were dead. Fehri had been her friend, and he was dead. Robar and Sena... dead. Even the Overlord. 

"I ranged back four miles. Not even a hint of a soldier," Frieda continued. "It's just us and nature out here."

"And the bears," Wallace said, shivering in his saddle from the cold of the mountain. 

How far had they travelled? How high had they climbed? Three days ago Oz brought them to a small ravine in the mountains that appeared to be wholly natural, and yet wholly unnatural. The path split the center of the mountain's slope, rising just a little too smoothly, a little too easily. It must have been created by magic, but when? How long ago?

"It is close," Oz said again. "It is close."

"I knew a boy, the son of one of my father's servants," Frieda said. "He repeated the same word, over and over and over again. It was the only word he knew. I don't think he could help himself."

"What was the word?" Eryn asked.

"Hodor."

"What does that mean?"

"I don't know. It was the only noise he could make, I suppose."

"Did I ever tell you about the time I rode up the Empire Mountain with the daughter of the Constable of Inglot?" Trock asked. 

"Yesterday," Gesper said.

"Three times," Wallace added.

"No one believes it, anyhow," Loshe shouted from the back of the line. They all laughed, trying to find some warmth in the humor. 

If only we had time to stop. I could take more of the cure and keep us all warm.

Eryn patted the satchel that she kept over her shoulder.  She had used one of the six vials when they had entered the mountains, after a lot of reassurance from Frieda that they weren't being followed. It had helped diminish more of the scaling on her skin and left her feeling stronger, but it had also brought her to unconsciousness for half the day. She had woken on Frieda's horse, the girl riding behind her and helping her stay mounted.

"It is there," Oz said, pointing ahead of them. Eryn didn't see anything new or different. Another sheer face of rock, when they were surrounded by sheer faces of rock.

"I don't see anything," Trock said. 

"It is there." Oz started moving faster, running towards the wall. His heavy feet launched snow into the air, soon surrounding him in a haze of white powder.

"Oz," Eryn shouted. The juggernaut didn't respond. It kept running, moving further ahead of them. Eryn snapped the reins, and her horse moved from a trot to a cautious gallop, eager to follow the command, nervous about slipping on the snow. The others followed suit, and they all charged behind the metal man, the pounding of the hoofs dulled by the snow, but still echoing around them.

It was further away than it had looked, leaving them dashing wildly through the rock and snow for twenty minutes or more. As they got closer, Eryn could see that this particular cliff face was much taller than the others and much more jagged. 

As they reached it, she realized that it was familiar to her. 

The ruins of Genesia hadn't looked much different. Newer and warmer, perhaps, but beneath the ice and snow she could see the slagged ircidium of a reactor's outer shell.

"A reactor?" she said to Oz.

"It is here."

"Talon isn't in there," Trock said.

"First of Nine. It is here. It is here. It remembers." Oz stepped up to the stone and put its hand to it. "It must open."

"That's solid rock," Wallace said. "We can't get through that."

"It must open," Oz said again. It brought back its fist and threw it forward, smashing it against the stone in an echo of heavy metal. It repeated the process again, and again, and by the fourth time a small crack appeared in the rock. 

Eryn watched the juggernaut. She had put her faith in Oz, let it lead them. It hadn't brought her to Talon, but to a buried reactor. Why? 

She could tell by the expressions of the jailers, of Frieda and Loshe that their hope was breaking. They looked at one another, at Oz, and then at her. The juggernaut's pounding filled the air around them, drowning out most other sound.

"Going to cause an avalanche like that," Gesper said, glancing nervously up to the taller parts of the mountain. "Going to kill us all."

"Oz, stop," Eryn said. 

"It must open." 

It didn't stop.

"Oz, that's an order."

It still didn't stop.

"Oz!" Eryn slid off her horse, trudged over to the juggernaut and put her hand on its arm as it drew it back. 

It was the only thing that stopped it, but its head turned and looked down at her, and she was sure there was anger and accusation in its eyes.

"Oz, there's too much stone. You can't get through it."

Oz's shoulders slumped, and a soft puff of steam escaped its grated mouth. "It must open," it said softly.

Everything was silent. Eryn stared at Oz. How could it be sad?

"It must open it," Oz said, still looking back at her. Its hand came up, and it used a finger to tap the satchel. "It must open it."

"Oz-" Eryn started to argue. It might take days, and most if not all of her cure to move enough of the stone to get into the reactor. Then what? It wouldn't bring them any closer to Talon. And what if there were Shifters inside, like in Genesia?

"Please."

Eryn felt her heart hammer at the word. The juggernaut had never spoken like that before. It was desperate, emotional. She took another step towards Oz, standing with her head tilted up, her face only a foot from its own. The juggernaut shifted its eyes so it could look at her. 

"Who are you?" she asked.

It put its hand on her shoulder, gripping her so gently. "Please," it said again. The steam condensed on its mouth plate, running off its chin like a tear.

Eryn reached up and wiped it away, feeling her own eyes beginning to water. She had trusted the juggernaut this far.

She nodded, and then motioned for Oz to move back. It stepped away and turned to the others.

"It must move away. It will open it."

"You heard it, get back," Trock said, waving his arms. They wheeled their horses and began to back away from the cliff.

"I don't know if I can do this," Eryn said, looking back at Oz.

"It can do it."

Eryn pulled in a long, slow breath. She closed her eyes. She brought the Curse to her, feeling the power of it growing, the tingle running down her back. She had no crystal to help her with this, no resonances to amplify the effect. It was her power, her strength, her force of will against countless tons of stone. 

She raised her arms up and out towards the cliff face.

Amman, give me strength.

"Leva," she shouted, feeling the magic respond to the force of her voice. It continued to grow inside of her, tickling every part of her being. She concentrated on the stone, on lifting it up and away. On breaking and smashing and shaking it apart. 

It began to rattle.

"Avalanche," Gesper cried. 

Eryn lifted her head slowly. She saw it, the tons of snow that were being dislodged by the shaking. It rushed down the side of the mountain towards them. There was no way they could get out of its path.

She left one hand pointed towards the rock, and aimed the other into the sky. 

"Obex," she said. She had never split the magic before, never asked it to do two different things at the same time. She felt the pressure of the effort, the tickling turning into hot pain. 

The stone continued to shake ahead of her, the snow tumbling towards them from above.

Still the power came, wrapping itself around her, holding her tightly. Energy arced from her body, pooled into her eyes, and she began to rise into the air.

The stone started to break free with a sharp crack that was loud enough to overcome the deafening roar of the  oncoming avalanche. It started to spread, tearing apart like a knife through flesh. 

She heard the screams and shouts behind her as the falling mountain of snow finally reached them. Her hand still raised, the debris hit an invisible barrier above their heads, flowing onto and over it, past the ravine they were standing in and over to the other side. 

The pain in her body subsided. It was replaced again with warmth and pleasure, a lightheadedness and feeling in her gut that she had never experienced before. She turned in the air, looking down at her companions, a smile growing on her face. 

"Eryn," she heard Frieda shout. "Eryn, stop. Come down. It's over."

No. Not yet. She didn't want it to end. She closed her eyes again and threw her head back, the magic causing her body to convulse in ripples of thrilling heat. She had never felt so alive.

She didn't know how long it continued. Seconds, minutes, hours? The power began to wane, to fade. Her body lowered to the ground, and she found herself standing on snow stained red from her blood. She looked at Oz, at Frieda, at Trock and the others. She didn't recognize them. She wasn't sure she recognized herself. What had she just done? How could she have that much power? How could anyone?

"Oz," she said. The magic was fleeing quickly, and she was growing cold, so cold. "Help me." She started shaking again, and she fell to her knees and vomited. She tried to stand, but the effort made her head spin. "Oz."

"It is here." The juggernaut was at her side, holding her in its arm. "It must take it."

"The cure?"

"It must take it."

Frieda joined them on the other side.

"It must take it," Oz said to her.

Frieda grabbed the satchel and opened it, pulling out the lacquered box. Eryn tried to still herself, but the shaking was growing worse, and she was getting colder.

"It will be well," Frieda said. Eryn was grateful she had shown the girl how to use the injector. 

She loaded it and put it to Eryn's neck.

"Did I do it? Did I open it?"

"It is open. It is pleased."

"Eryn, you need to rest now. You've lost so much blood. You did it. You tore open a mountain."

Eryn smiled weakly. She had done it. Somehow, she had done it. 

She felt a sharp pinch and nothing else.
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It hadn't ended after Ares'Nor.

That was the thought that bothered Talon during their entire journey from Gilspie, northwest towards the Refinery. The Three Six was the last model that had fought in the war against the Shifters. It wasn't the last he had constructed.

The memories came back after shutting down the Carriers, after feeling the slick ircidium switch inside their mouths. They were openings that only existed to make them look more human, and to allow those who maintained them access. They were different from all of the other juggernauts in that way. Made to stand the test of time, made to be modified and altered. Made for a purpose that had nothing to do with Shifters. 

Was it a year after Ares'Nor? Two? It was some time after he had killed the child, something he was now sure he had done. He and his juggernauts and five of the Nine had traveled the Empire, 'scourging' the villages and towns. Cleansing them. Destroying every remnant of their past to create a new future, while Feng and Naille murdered wizards anywhere they could find them. 

It was part of the promise.

Murderer.

The thought turned his stomach and the accusing voice that tormented his soul assaulted him with an intensity he had never known before. It echoed across every thought, overlaid with images of the girl he had murdered, the girl he had failed to save in Doovan, and of course, Eryn.

They had made the Carriers to travel between the city of Edgewater, not much larger than a small town at the time, to the Refinery. Of course, it wasn't the Refinery then. It was a place that had existed long before the war, though it had a different name and a different purpose. 

Healing the sick.

The irony wasn't lost on him. At one time, people throughout the Empire had travelled to the place near the edge of the Empty Sea. They had gone there to be cured of disease by some of the most powerful wizards in the world, and none were ever turned away or denied. All were cared for, and all were brought back to health, or at least helped to a peaceful end. 

There were some things that were beyond the power of magic to fix.

Now it was a secret, hidden place, the former glory of it shrouded in that same darkness that covered the rest of the Empire. The healing was for the select few, the cure carried by creatures of metal and magic, transported in silence for over a thousand years. The truth erased, as so much of it had been.

And he had helped make all of it, to keep a promise that he no longer understood. The Shifters were gone, defeated. If there were pockets remaining, he and his brothers could resolve their differences, hunt them down, and put an end to them once and for all. The Cursed could be cured. The Empire didn't need to go on this way. The magic, the life, the beauty could all be restored.

He would unmake it. He would restore it. With or without his brothers. Once he was dead.

"How much further?" Wilem asked. 

When Talon had entered the farmhouse, he discovered that the Carriers had destroyed their supply of the cure when the attack had come. They had opened their precious boxes and shattered the contents, leaving a trail of glass and blood that seeped into the ground. It had left him in howling in anger, and it had left Wilem sick and weak.

The boy had been pale and sweaty since Gilspie, his use of the Curse weakening him to the point that he too had started to change. There was rough skin on his forearms, and a small patch at his neck. He slept more often and had fallen off his horse once before Delia had taken to riding behind him and helping hold him steady while he groaned and shifted in restless, uneasy slumber.

Talon looked ahead. The terrain had become more rolling here, more open. They had left most of the trees behind, replacing them with large boulders and mounds of stone that snaked through green and brown grass, leading them closer and closer to the shore.

The Refinery rested on a cliff that abutted the ocean, now named the Empty Sea, a suggestion that there was nothing of value out beyond its shores. From what Delia had said, Curio had sailed into the sea and discovered Dal and Abeleth on an island somewhere out there. Even so, according to Delia he had never seen the Refinery or anything along the shore that was out of the ordinary to him, and yet Talon was certain that shouldn't be so. There were no cities, towns, or villages within a hundred miles of here, though the terrain was suitable, and there was fresh water from a small river nearby. Had he razed them during the Scourge? The brush strokes of his memories were still too broad to know.

"I can hear the surf," Delia said. "It can't be far."

She was still mounted behind Wilem, her arm around his chest to help him stay upright. Little enough had been said between them due to Wilem's state, but Talon could tell by the way she fussed over him that her care was genuine, and her heart resolved in that at least. 

"Five miles or so," Talon said. "There used to be a tower in the center, a tall tower that reached towards the sun. It was a landmark to help people find it, tipped in quartz and fed with magic so that it would sparkle and shine at all hours." He sighed and shook his head. "We should have seen it by now. I can only assume he destroyed it."

They discovered soon after that it was more than the tower that had been destroyed. Where Talon expected to find the Hospice, he found only a mountain of earth instead. It took the form of layers and layers of sand and silt and stone covered in sparse brush and sea grasses that made it look as though it had always been that way. He knew for sure it hadn't. 

Magic, powerful magic, had brought the ocean floor up and over the Hospice, and the cliff down and around it, burying it underground and hiding it from the world.

"There's nothing here," Wilem said, his voice dry.

"It is here," Talon said. "Right under our feet."

They were standing on the false hilltop, which sloped gently away from where the cliff had once been until it vanished into the surf a short distance away. The Empty Sea stretched out ahead of them in a deep blue blanket of waves that dropped off into the horizon.

"How do we get in?" Delia asked. "There must be a way."

"A hidden door, somewhere," Talon said. He closed his eyes, trying to capture the details of the Hospice as he had last seen it. 

So long ago. And who can say it is nearly the same?

The doorway had been massive, with no gates to speak of. It was always open to all who wanted to enter. It had faced to the east, the way they had come, and led the weary into a large courtyard where there was always food and water, and a servant waiting with a wheeled chair to carry the afflicted away to a healing chamber. 

Talon looked over at Wilem. He was too weak to be able to move the earth beneath their feet, not in the volume that would be needed.

"Big enough for the Carriers, small enough to be hard to find," he said. "The Hospice would have run out that way, about halfway towards where the slope flattens. It isn't steep enough to hide a door."

"Neither side is," Dalia said.

"And yet we know there must be an entrance." 

When had he been there last? Before Genesia. It had to be. When he had lived at the Hospice with Alyssa. They had been so young then, so in love. He had worked there, making instruments for the wizards. Things like they had seen in the book Aren discovered.

He couldn't help the smile that came to his face. 

I remember you, my love. As you were then. You were the most beautiful in the Empire. You always will be.

He surveyed the landscape again. The Hospice was located on the sea for a reason. The wizards needed vast quantities of water to be brought onto the grounds. It wasn't only to keep the patients satiated. Their work wasn't all based on magic. They had plants, so many plants, that had healing properties of their own. Too many to rely on rainfall. He remembered the giant bellows that pulled in the seawater. The wizards captured much of it, using their magic to remove the salt, and then pushed the remainder back out. He had worked for the man who created it. An old grouch who used to scream at him when he would spend too much time tinkering. He couldn't remember his name.

There wouldn't be much need to pull in seawater anymore. 

The pipe that delivered it on the other hand...

He removed his tunic, and then pulled the Overguard's armor over his head, stripping down to the shirt beneath.

"What are you doing?" Delia asked.

The pipe was large, large enough for something to walk through, assuming that something had no need to breathe. Something like a juggernaut, carrying an airtight box.

"Going for a swim," Talon said. "Watch Wilem for me. If I don't return soon, take him someplace nearby and stay hidden. We have to assume he knows the Mediators never returned from Gilspie, and will be sending soldiers this way."

"What do you mean if you don't return?"

"There is a pipe under the water. I believe that is where the Carriers exit from."

"I'll come with you," Delia said.

"No. Someone needs to watch over Wilem. Besides, you wouldn't survive. The tunnel is long, and you need to breathe."

"So do you."

"I'm hoping not."

Talon took off his boots and dropped his sword belt on the ground. "Might I borrow one of those knives of yours?"

Delia smiled and reached behind her back, pulling the thin dagger from behind. She flipped it towards him, and he caught it by the hilt. 

"An interesting weapon," he said, examining the intricacy of the leatherwork on the hilt, and the sharpness of the blade. It was well-balanced for both holding and throwing.

"Please don't lose it. Dal brought it with him from his land."

"I'll do my best. Take care of Wilem for me, my dear."

"I will. Good luck, General."

Talon nodded, and then turned and sprinted towards the water. He drove himself in despite the cold, wading out a few feet and then swimming away from the shore, until he found the place where the water darkened and the depths increased. He took a few quick breaths, and then sucked in as big a gulp of air as he could manage. 

He knew it wouldn't be enough. 

His only hope was that his ancient heart would see him through.
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He found the tunnel thirty feet below the surface, a large cylinder jutting out from an underwater cliff, covered on both sides by barnacles and sea grass, inhabited by a number of fish and crabs. It took nearly all of his breath to reach it, and he could feel his lungs burning as he reached out to grasp the end of it and pull himself into the inky blackness that would leave him swimming blind and quickly drowning.

He didn't have a choice. There was no other way inside. He kicked his legs and pumped his arms as hard as he could, trying to find the center of the pipe and keep himself there. 

The last of his air ran out. He wasn't sure how far he had gone, but he could feel his body fighting to convulse, to writhe in painful failure. 

Not now. Not yet.

He focused on his limbs, forcing himself to go harder, faster. He could feel his heart pounding in his chest, threatening to tear right out of it with the force. 

He kept swimming. His eyes burned from the salt water, and they were beginning to blur. His limbs started to feel heavier, and it took every ounce of his will to keep his mouth shut, to keep himself from sucking in nothing but water. 

Murderer.

The voice that tormented him instead brought him strength. This was his chance to end the cycle, to stop the deaths once and for all. If they had the Refinery, they would gain the Cursed, and he would lose his Mediators. All of the magic in the Empire could be used by the rebellion to topple Jeremiah, and it would be too late for him to stop it.

Keep swimming.

He continued to move his arms and legs, though they felt like they had lead weights tied to them. He refused to give in to the urge to breathe, or his body's command to die. He didn't need his lungs. He didn't need air. He was as much a juggernaut as the Carriers were, even if his skin was organic instead of metal. 

He felt a warmth from the other side, from his other heart. He heard the thrumming of it in his ears and felt it in his head. The strength began to return to him, a new form of energy pouring out into his limbs. 

Yes!

He launched forward through the water. He kept swimming, for how long he didn't know. Soon, there was a prick of light, and it grew brighter as he moved, until it became obvious that there was something shining down into the water from above. The pipe had been diverted at some time in the past, away from the giant bellows and into a tub where the Carriers could rise or sink to enter or leave it. 

Now he would do the same.

He made one more push forward, putting himself beneath the light. He looked up, seeing the top of the building high above, with dozens of clear crystals hanging from it and giving off a strong, natural light. They had been created over a thousand years ago and were still resonating.

There was a ladder at the far end of the tub. Talon swam to it and took hold of the rungs, pulling himself up and out of the water. He finally opened his mouth and took in a massive breath of air, feeling his lungs begin to burn anew as the power of his ebocite heart waned. He heaved and coughed for a few minutes, trying to survey his surroundings at the same time he recovered from the swim. 

He was in the bellows room. The huge contraption was positioned a dozen feet away, exposed gears and pistons silent and still, though it looked like it could be restarted at any time. The disconnected import pipe was on one side, the export on the other. Behind it was a huge tank where the desalinated water would pool and then filter through even more pipes that ran everywhere along the walls of the Hospice. 

It was all so clean, as though the wizards who created it were still present, keeping it all in perfect order.

He knew that meant he wasn't there alone.

He took one more strong breath and shifted his grip on Delia's knife, holding it against his wrist so he could use it to slash. If there were more juggernauts here, more Four Zeros, he could deactivate them without difficulty. If there was something else... 

There was no way in that any human could survive. If there were another living thing here, it would have to be one of his brothers. One of the Nine.

A simple door rested at the far end of the room. Talon walked to it and pulled it open, and then peered out into the hall. The bellows was in the basement of the place, below the hundreds of rooms where they had brought patients for treatment, below the living quarters and dining halls and kitchens. The ceiling was low now, barely a foot over his head. The hanging crystals were replaced with the same phosphorescent moss that was prevalent in Genesia. It was groomed and tended. 

There was definitely something else in here with him.

He walked along the corridor, keeping his steps as silent as possible, ready to leap at anything that appeared. He was starting to feel cold now, his body reacting to the frigid water that still clung to his clothes. He shivered as he reached the end of the hallway and turned the corner, following it towards a stairwell at the end. 

He stopped before he reached the stairs, when he came to a door he recognized. He put his hand to it, remembering. The workshop. He pushed the door open.

He looked into the room. A long table with a row of tools laid out along it. A small furnace near the back where he could melt the ore. All kinds of molds and sample devices arranged on shelves in the corner. Things he had made, and things others had made after him. Inventions that helped the wizards of the Hospice cure even the worst afflictions. Inventions that could still help heal the sick today, if the Cursed were given the cure, and allowed to survive.

The cure. He had to find it. He had to take whatever there was and bring it back out of this place, back to Delia and Wilem, and then to Eryn. He needed to return with an army large enough to take the Refinery and hold it, and watch his wizards reveal it to the world once more. 

Jeremiah would know he had been here. He would find out about the Carriers. Too late. Half his army was still in Elling, and half his Mediators were dead. Without the cure, the rest would die soon enough.

He left the room, and went back towards the stairs. He climbed quickly, up and out into a back corridor, a maintenance tunnel that ran the perimeter of the main building. From what he knew, the blood was brought here, the prozoa were removed, and it was sent back out. He could only assume that if the process was happening here in the Hospice, it was due to some kind of ancient magic, some kind of ancient machine, or perhaps a combination of both.

He chose one of the doors along the maintenance hallway and pushed it slowly open, leading with the dagger. The room he exited into was dark, devoid of crystals or vegetation. He could only barely make out the shapes of furniture in the dim glow that filtered from the access corridor.  

Something moved in the darkness. Talon turned his eyes to it. 

Red eyes looked back at him.
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The juggernaut was silent as it moved in earnest, charging towards Talon, reaching out for him with giant hands. Talon stepped back, returning to the maintenance tunnel behind him while trying to get a good look at the creature.

Sharp hands. Red eyes. No mouth. A Three Six. 

He threw the door closed behind him and took off down the hallway at a run. The juggernaut's fists pounded the door, smashing it to splinters. It entered the corridor behind him.

The Three Six had no entry point. It was sealed to make it completely immune to Shifter attacks, sealed because it was never intended to be maintained. The model was brought to the front line, expected to punch through the armies and destroy the generals. It had failed because it was too weighted in ircidium to cross the time distortion. The generals had torn them apart, even as the Three Six had torn the orcs and goblins and even the occasional dragon apart.

He may have been the First of Nine, the Champion of Ares'Nor, but without a blade that could punch through the juggernaut's armor... if it caught up to him, he would die.

It was almost a mile to the far end of the corridor, a testament to the grandiosity of both the size and mission of the Hospice. Talon sprinted, his bare feet slapping on the cold stone floor, his heart ramping up in speed with each stride. The juggernaut was big for the space, and it had to hold itself in a crouch to give chase, giving him a chance to put some distance between them. 

He turned the corner, reaching the first door and pushing himself through, slamming it closed behind him and hoping the creature wouldn't know which way he had gone. He pushed his back against it and took hold of his breathing, focusing and slowing himself down. He was in another dark room, long and wide. A light filtered in from beneath the door at the other end.

Talon waited. He could hear the echoing of the juggernaut's footsteps in the corridor. They drew close and then moved on, bypassing him and continuing the hunt. The Three Six was unmatched on an open field. It hadn't been designed to understand being fooled.

His eyes adjusted while he stood there. He was in one of the healing chambers. An ircidium platform rested in the center of the room at a slight angle, with a gutter running along the bottom, draining out into a pipe that vanished into the ground. There were counters against the wall, laden with instruments the wizards had used in their healing. A small chair next to the platform allowed the wizard to sit while they did their work.

Unlike the bellows below, this room was unkept, untouched by anything but time. There were cobwebs everywhere, the tools were rusted, and a musty, sickly smell permeated the air. Talon knew the things that had occurred in rooms such as these. Amazing things. Amputations, removals, knitting and sewing of muscle and bone. Lives saved. Enough to account for the millions taken? 

He went to the door, listening before opening it. If there was one Three Six, there were probably more, roaming these halls, protecting the Refinery from intruders. If there were enough of them, it would make it quite a challenge to take it from him.

Silence. 

He opened the door and stepped out.

A juggernaut was standing in the hallway. It started to move as soon as it saw him, eyes burning red and hands tightening to fists. Talon looked back the way he had come. He didn't want to get caught in the maintenance corridor, with two of the metal men drawing in from both sides. The other direction was clear. 

He ran again.

The juggernaut trailed behind him, following him as he maneuvered through the hallways, searching for a way to lose the creature. The corridors were shorter here, too short to fool this one the way he had fooled the first. He cursed himself for not being better prepared.

He reached a new passage. A juggernaut stood in the center of it. It came to life, moving towards him even as he backed away and found another direction.

He could hear them behind him, giving chase. He turned more corners, discovered more of the creatures. He ran from these as well, each contact closing off another path, another option. Even so, they never seemed to be able to catch him, or get him completely boxed in. There was always another corridor, another way to escape.

He was being led.

He realized it long before he finally reached a corner that didn't split, the perfect place to close the noose around him. Only there was no juggernaut. Instead, there was a straight, open line to a large doorway at the end. The great hall waited beyond it, he knew. They had chased him there, brought him there with a purpose and guile that defied their creation. 

There was only one way that was possible. 

He slowed to a walk. The juggernauts approached his rear, but they didn't close in for the kill. Instead, they too slowed, staying a dozen feet behind him, forming up three across and three deep, marching at his back like perfect soldiers.

He reached the door. It swung inward ahead of him.

"Talon," General Kwille said. "How good of you to come."
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Talon smiled. "Kwille. I should have known it would be you."

The Second of the Nine, Kwille was a diminutive man with features that better suited a woman. Long, blonde hair, a soft, heart-shaped face that sported only the barest of stubble, a narrow frame that left his uniform ill-fitted and loose. 

He was the least suited for war of all of the Nine. A spineless man who scared at his own shadow, whose only claim to the brotherhood was his compatibility and their desperation. It was no wonder Jeremiah had installed him at the Refinery, keeping him out of the greater fight and leaving him with the squad of juggernauts. 

"I never liked killing," Kwille said.

"You won't like being killed either."

Kwille laughed softly. "Oh, come now, Talon. Not even you can fight nine juggernauts and survive. Besides, I'm not here to see you dead."

"You're not?"

Kwille shook his head. "No. Those aren't my orders. That you've made it here is impressive. Beyond impressive. We were certain that diverting the Carriers from Edgewater would be enough to keep you away, and yet you knew where they would be. We never guessed that you had access to a scrying stone. There are only four of them after all." 

"Three," Talon said. "It was destroyed." He didn't care if Kwille knew. Either the General wasn't going to survive to make another report or Talon would be too dead for it to matter.

"A pity. So difficult to make. The tourmaline is rarer than ebocite."

"Where is he?" Talon asked.

"Who?"

"You know who, Kwille. Where is he?" Talon's voice rose sharply as his anger grew.

"Not here. Not out there." He waved his hand towards the ceiling, at least a hundred feet above them. There were so many of the glowing crystals there that it resembled the night sky. "I don't know exactly where. None of us do. No one does. It's better that way."

"Better? How?"

"Less... personal?"

"I assure you, Kwille. It's personal."

"You misunderstand me. The promise, Talon. You've broken it."

"It needed to be broken."

"You don't even know why it exists, how can you claim that it shouldn't?"

"I know why it exists. Control. Power."

Kwille waved a hand at him. "Please. You're smarter than that. The best parts of us all. That's why you were First."

"You have the cure right here. The Shifters are gone, or at least so weak that we can destroy whatever is left. What other reason is there?"

"I need to show you something," Kwille said. "Those are my orders. To show you. Not to fight you. Please don't make me use the juggernauts."

"What do you want to show me?"

"You won't believe me if I tell you. That's not the kind of man you are. You need to see if for yourself." He pointed to a doorway on his left. "It's through there. The truth about the Refinery. Let me show it to you."

Talon's eyes followed Kwille's hand to the door. How could he be sure he was telling him the truth? Showing him the truth? Perhaps Jeremiah still didn't want to kill Talon. There was a dragon on the loose, and Shifters had destroyed Fulton. He had kept him alive after Aren, made him forget so that he wouldn't lose one of his Nine. Perhaps he just wanted to bring him back under control, and this was his means to do it?

"I don't trust you," Talon said.

The juggernauts shifted behind him.

"I've been here for over nine hundred years, Talon. Nine hundred. I don't remember what the sun looks like. The sky, the grass, the rain. The ocean pools into this building, and yet I can't describe it to you. I know nothing about the outside world, except what I am told. Why would anyone let that happen? Why would anyone put themselves through that?"

He paused, waiting for Talon to answer. After a few breaths of silence, he continued.

"The promise, brother. I gave up everything for the promise."

"You would have died long ago."

"A death I welcome. All of this, it is sacrifice. What I have given of myself for the sake of the promise. Nine hundred years of caretaking and maintenance, of collection and disbursal. All I ask is for you to come and see what he wants me to show you, come and hear what he wants me to say. He never wanted you to find this place. It would have been easier for all of us if you hadn't. Since you did, perhaps there is another way out of this. Perhaps it isn't too late."

The juggernauts shifted again.

"I can make you come and see," Kwille said. "Or I can kill you where you stand. Or, you can come with me of your own free will. We were friends before all of this, before the war. There's no reason we can't be friends now." 

"Friends?" Talon's heartbeat quickened. He felt the heat of his anger running across his body. Would friends have stolen his memories? Would friends have forced him to kill his own son? Or made him believe he even had a son in the first place?

"Will this convince you?" Kwille asked, reaching up and lifting the control stone from around his neck. He held it out in front of his face, and then dropped it to the floor. "Just the two of us, and I'm unarmed. We don't want you to suffer, Talon. We don't want you to do something you'll regret. We want to bring you back into the fold."

Talon's eyes darted from Kwille to the crystal. He tried to determine if he could reach it or the General before he picked it up and used it.

"Do you want to kill me, Talon?" Kwille asked.

"Yes."

"Why? How have I harmed you?"

"He has harmed me. He has harmed millions."

"I am not he." 

"You speak for him. He controls you."

"I keep the promise because I believe in it, not because I'm forced to. I want to help you understand the importance, the sacrifice. I think you will, when you see. All you have to do is come with me." Kwille was calm, patient. He pointed towards the doorway again.

Talon didn't move. He considered throwing the dagger. A perfect strike right in Kwille's eye would put an end to all of it. Then he could go and see whatever there was to see, or not.

Murderer.

The voice echoed through him. He stayed his hand. Kwille was unarmed, had made no moves against him. Was that who he was, to kill in cold blood? He had taken Clau by surprise, ordering Oz to attack him, but that was different. He knew Clau wanted to end his life. 

"Come with me, Talon," Kwille said, walking towards him, leaving the crystal behind. "Let me show you, and if you still want to kill me, if you still want to continue this misdirected revenge, I won't be able to stop you."

Talon held his breath, fighting back the anger. He looked into Kwille's eyes. They were open, warm, sincere. Whatever the man wanted him to see, he believed it would be enough to sway him.

He lowered the dagger to his side. "Show me."

Kwille smiled. "I knew we could reason this out." He reached out towards Talon, putting a hand on his shoulder. "You will see, and then you will under-"

His voice faded in a choked gurgle. Talon held the man up by the arm,  ripping the dagger through his gut and then wrenching it out.  

Murderer.

"I will see for myself. No tricks, no games." Talon let go of Kwille's arm. 

Kwille slumped to his knees, putting his hands over the wound. Blood ran through his fingers and onto the floor. "There is no hope for you, Talon. No hope at all. You care for nothing but yourself. Your loss. Your pain. You can justify it any way you want, but that is the truth. You were always the best of us. And the worst."

Talon ignored him. He ignored the voice in his head. He ignored the juggernauts. He wiped the dagger off on Kwille's shoulder, and then headed for the door while the Second of Nine died behind him.

He pushed it open slowly, not sure what to expect. It was nothing but another hallway, filled with rows of doors on both sides. More healing chambers. He could tell by the shadows around them that they were all bathed in darkness.

Except for one.

It was there, he knew. Whatever Kwille had wanted him to see. A trap? He approached it cautiously. A brown crystal had stolen his memories once before. What if they had planned to steal them again?

He reached the closed door and put his ear to it. He heard a soft whirring of gears, a thumping like a loud heart. He put his hand against it. It was cold. Very cold. Too cold. What was on the other side?

He put his shoulder to the door and pushed it open as slowly as he could, searching the inside for any sign of treachery. He saw only a counter like all the others, though the instruments and tools had been cleared, and two racks of vials rested on it. One held a dozen doses of the cure, filled and stoppered, ready to be sent back with the Carriers. The other held only two of the glass containers, each with a small amount of blood pooled at the bottom. Was this it? The source of the cure? Had Kwille been telling the truth?

He pushed it open even further. He followed the vials upward, to a pair of tubes that were hanging over them, a nozzle at the end. They ran up to the ceiling and then over towards the center of the room and out of his view.

Not a trick. I killed him for nothing.

No. Kwille would never have let him leave the Refinery alive. He was certain of it.

He opened the door all of the way and stepped into the room.

It was even colder on the other side. His arms immediately prickled, and his jaw clenched in response.  He found the tubes again and followed them up to the ceiling, and then over and down to the raised platform in the center of the room. It was unlike any he had seen before, enclosed in ircidium and glass, the cold leaving a layer of frost over it and hiding its contents. The tubes dropped into it, one on either side a foot or so from the top.

He stared at the contraption, watching in fascination as the blood inside the tubing was slowly pulled upward along the ceiling, along its path towards the counter, and down. Once there, it pooled at the tip of the nozzle until the weight finally forced it into a vial in a single small drop.

His eyes moved from the left tube to the right and back. This was what Kwille wanted to show him?

He examined the platform. The cleaning equipment had to be inside, doing its work and sending the blood out into the tubes to be delivered to the vials. That meant there had to be a place to load the contaminated blood, as well as a means to destroy the prozoa. Was that why they kept it so cold? Could the prozoa be frozen to death? 

He approached the platform and looked down at the frost-coated glass. The vials of blood had to be behind it, hidden by the cold. He put his hand against it and started rubbing, using the heat of his body to melt away the ice.

He expected tubes and vials of blood. He expected gears. He expected crystals suspended in water, or pinned to rods, creating a resonance that would power the magic that powered the machine. 

As he cleared away the frost, he never expected, and could not have been prepared for what was revealed beneath it.

A face. Unmoving, twisted in pain, mouth open in a silent scream.

A face. One he knew so well, from so long ago.

A face. With blue eyes, a sharp nose, and angled jaw.

A face. 

Like his face.

Aren.
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