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Chapter 1




Wilem
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"Bring him out now. I don't need to tell you what will happen to your daughter if you don't."

Wilem swallowed a thick lump of air and observed the exchange between Clau and the farmer. Sitting astride his Portnis stallion, he wondered for the millionth time how he had wound up in the General's personal entourage, and once more decided it had to do more with his aptitude than his attitude. The whole interaction was making him sick to his stomach.

"Easy, boy." His direct superior, Mediator Talia Oh, put a gentle hand on the side of his leg. 

Wilem glanced over at her. He appreciated the kindness of her gesture but wasn't enamored with her choice of words. She couldn't have been more than two or three years his elder. 

"I told you... I... I don't know where he went. I swear." The farmer was an older man, with a light scatter of white and grey hair, a thin mustache, and yellow teeth. He wore the plain stained burlap shirt and breeches of his rank, and his smell of sweat and fertilizer permeated the air around them.

Clau clenched his jaw and turned to his first officer, Captain Lawson, who was holding the farmer's eldest daughter in a tight grip, a slender knife to her throat. The girl had tears in her eyes, but she stood still and silent.

"I'm not feeling patient today, sir. Your son is a threat to this Empire, and he must be brought under control." 

"My son is a farmer," the man said. "Nothing more. Whoever told you he was Cursed was lying." He stared at his child, the fear foremost in his eyes. "It was Hamlin, I bet. He hates me because my girls are prettier than his. He knows they'll fetch the eyes of the Renson brothers before his ugly hags ever will. Don't you see, this is how he plans to ruin me."

Wilem heard the General's sigh, and he closed his eyes. This was the third village they had visited in the two weeks since they'd left Edgewater. This was the third village where the Cursed had run, and the General had been forced to act. 

The rustle of Lawson's cloak was followed by the thud of the body falling to the grass, and the despondent wail of the father, who he knew would rush to her side. It was the third time Wilem had heard it, but he still needed to fight against the thick bile that threatened to rise up and choke him.

"I'm sorry, sir. I will ask you again, and if you don't tell me the truth, I'll begin by burning your farm. When that is done, I will burn your village, and when that is done, I will burn you... alive."

He had left Edgewater with Talia and a small retinue of soldiers. Three days later they had merged with General Clau and his men, a dozen of the Empire's best soldiers, and a single Mediator who Wilem still feared to look in the eye. In the days that had followed, he had seen the General as a kind man, a patient man, and a fair man. 

Until there was a Cursed involved.

Until the Cursed ran.

The General was fanatical in his desire to track them down, to reach them and control them. There was no punishment too severe, no amount of death and destruction enough to dissuade him. It was a transformation that made Wilem's skin crawl, especially since not long ago he had been nothing more than the son of a carpenter, who had one day discovered that he had the Curse.

"Please, my Lord. Please." 

The farmer was on the ground bawling, his daughter propped in his arms while her blood spilled freely over his shirt. Wilem opened his eyes, but he didn't look for the man, or his daughter. He kept them straight ahead, out over the fields of wheat that would be burning soon enough, should the farmer still refuse to tell.

General Clau pointed to two soldiers, mounted on their powerful coursers. "Torches." 

"Pleeeeaaassseee." His cry echoed in the small valley, a cry of pain that only the coldest heart could ignore. Wilem glanced at Talia again and saw that even she was getting rattled. 

"I told you already, sir; I am not feeling patient today. Whether you tell me where he is and what direction he went or not, we will find him. The only question is how much of this land I have to burn before I am satisfied. Believe me, sir; it can be quite a lot."

The farmer quieted, and looked up at Clau. "West," he said, without a hint of emotion. "He went west, into the Darling Glen."

Clau looked at Wilem then. "Wilem, Talia. Take Avoy and Trent." 

"Yes, sir," he said, in unison with his mentor. The two soldiers rode towards them, already pulling bows from shoulders.

"I expect my Mediators to have located your son within an hour. If they aren't back by then, I'll assume you're lying to me." 

"He went west," the farmer said again, his forehead crinkled in a mix of anger and agony.

They didn't wait for further instructions. Talia snapped the reins on her stallion, spinning it westward and sending it streaming forward with all the speed the famed breed could manage. Wilem felt his heart pounding as he instructed his mount to follow, and within moments he was racing along behind her, his eyes first on her billowing black cloak and then on the small forest ahead of them.

Wilem had never been in the Darling Glen. He had hardly ever been anywhere. He had grown up in Edgewater City, where the Overlord's palace sat. He had been nothing but a commoner, before his soldiers had come for him. Before his father had turned him over.

He hadn't run. He had never considered running. He had been taught that his laws were in place to protect them, and to keep them all safe from dangers that in his wisdom he didn't feel they should have to concern themselves with. The day he had discovered his Curse, he had told his father first thing, and Talia had come for him the following afternoon.

He didn't understand why they ran. He didn't know why there was so much fear. When Talia had come, she had been kind and generous, and held him in high esteem. She had showed him her own Curse, so he would know that she was like him and that this was how he cared for them. She and his brothers and sisters had taken him in, accepted him as their own, and brought him into a family much larger than the one he had needed to leave behind. 

It was the Liar he knew, him and his Cursed Whore, who together had murdered the Overlord of Elling in cold blood and claimed the city as their own base of debauchery. With his serpent's tongue, he had convinced much of the citizenry there to turn away from his laws and to openly revolt. He had started a civil war, and then when the might of the Empire arrived to crush it, he had slithered away in the dead of night, leaving those he had deceived to be slaughtered under their false beliefs. 

Yet he had survived, and he continued to instill fear in the outlying villages, convincing them that they were being lied to and used, that he was deceiving them in order to keep them in line. That the Curse was no curse at all, but a disease for which he hoarded the cure. 

That was why this farm boy had run, and why his father had tried to protect him. The words of the Liar had reached his ears, and he had fallen for them as surely as all of the others. Wilem didn't blame him because he knew that the man didn't know any better. He felt sadness though, and pity.  Once the boy had run, his true heart had been revealed. His loyalty and strength were called into question, and he could never be part of the family. Never.

They reached the Darling Glen, the stallions charging into the brush without hesitation, hooves pounding the soft grass beneath them. Strider was stronger and younger than the stallion Talia rode, and so Wilem found himself closing in while Avoy and Trent had been left far behind.

Talia slowed her horse to a trot a few moments later, examining the brush around them as Wilem pulled Strider up alongside.  He could hear the soft gurgling of a stream nearby and the rustling of leaves in the wind. 

"You shouldn't have run," Talia said, not to him, but to the air. He could feel the energy of her Curse around her, taking the words and carrying them to the mind of the boy, wherever he was hiding. She would do this to try to draw him out into the open, to break his spirit and his will to resist.

Talia turned to him, pointed to the northwest, and then spun herself to the south. They would split up to search for the boy, but they had to be careful. While General Clau knew what they were and what they could do, it was against the law to use the Curse in witness of the uninformed.

"You shouldn't have run."

Even as Wilem moved further away from his superior, he could still hear her voice in his mind, carried by her power to anyone else who shared the Curse. He scanned the brush, looking for any signs of recently crushed leaves or broken branches, or any other sign of a young boy crossing on foot.

"You shouldn't have run. We would have taken care of you."

Wilem moved Strider ahead at a slow walk, through the wood and brush until he reached a small clearing. It was here that he found the boy, standing in the center of the grass with his hands clenched into fists and his eyes wet with tears. 

"I saw you," the boy said. He was small for his age, with a mop of long, tawny hair that fell to the top of his bare chest. "I saw you kill my sis."

Wilem slid off the stallion, careful to keep his eyes on the boy. Too many of them had been lost in the months since the Liar had appeared. He had convinced them to fight instead of submitting, and some had been successful in taking the Mediator sent to manage them by surprise. That the boy had been standing in the open, waiting, made him uneasy.

"You shouldn't have run," Wilem said. He reached up and drew his ircidium wand from the saddle. It was a simple thing, a three foot cylinder of the special alloy, with a green stone attached to the end. The metal would allow him to conduct his energy through to the stone and amplify the power that he provided it without risk of harming himself.

"What gives you the right?" the boy asked. "Why do you get to decide who lives and dies?"

"I don't get to decide. He does." Wilem started walking slowly towards the boy, gathering his energy around him in preparation for its use.

"Who does? Do you know who he is? Does anybody? Silas says we deserve to be free. That he has no right to decide our fate. That he is cruel to the ones he can't control. I won't be controlled."

Wilem didn't know who he was. He had heard that the General did, but he wouldn't speak of it. Still, there was no reason to question. He saw the proof every day in the eyes of the General, and the soldiers, and in Talia. They all believed as his father had believed.

"Silas is the Liar," Wilem said. "He fills you with falsehoods to make you serve his needs."

The boy surprised him by laughing. "You're the ones went and killed my sis. You're the ones burning villages and farms. Why do you need to do that if you're so sure you're right? Why does he need to rule by fear?"

Wilem thought to speak, but he stopped himself. He had never seen the General's actions as ruling with fear. They had simply been doing what they must to ensure the Cursed were contained. It wasn't safe for them out there alone, he knew. If they couldn't be part of the family, they were better off dead.

"That's why you shouldn't have run. Your mind is poisoned. I'm sorry." He raised the wand and relaxed, feeling the energy pooling in him. He pushed it up the alloy towards the stone. "Chakoth."

 The stone began to glow, and the ground around the boy began to shake. His eyes widened in fear, and he turned to run again. Before he could take his first step, a thick green vine shot out of the ground from below his feet, twisting and wrapping around his ankle. A second followed it, and then a third. Within moments, only his head was visible.

Wilem felt his heart pounding. He had never killed someone before. It wasn't that he was afraid to do it, or had any moral question about it. He knew the boy's fate would be worse than what he was about to do if he were allowed to roam the empire with his Curse unchecked. He just didn't want to kill him. Just as he hadn't wanted Captain Lawson to kill the farmer's daughter. 

"I'm sorry," he said again. It wasn't his fault. The Liar was causing all of these people to turn against him and reject his laws, laws that had stood for over four hundred years. 

The vines tightened and grew, covering the boy's face and smothering him. 

A dark red tear rolled from Wilem's left eye.
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"Again."

Silas Morningstar stood in the large, open field of grass, his hands on his hips and a smile on his face. Eryn was standing six feet in front of him, her knees bent, her shoulders back, a shining ircidium blade held above her head. 

At her grandfather's command, she stepped forward, sweeping her arms to the side and around, then up and over and back again, transitioning from one form to the next in a dance that none would ever want to partner for. As she neared the end of the final position, Silas clucked.

"You were so close that time, my dear. So very close."

Eryn glared at him from the corner of her eye and jabbed the blade into the ground. "Are you crazy, old man? My form was perfect."

Silas slid his blade from his scabbard and shifted into the final move, his legs wide apart but balanced, his hands up in front of his head. He went through the position in slow motion, pausing at each of the main shifts in balance, drawing his hands to the side, sliding his feet, and even throwing his long white hair. 

"Here," he said, taking his sword and tapping himself on the left instep. "You balanced on the heel. You should have been on the toe. Enough force would knock you right over."

"I did not."

"You did."

"I'll do it again. You'll see."

"As you wish."

Silas watched her get back into the starting position, a large dose of pride swelling in his heart. It had been almost a year since the day the two of them had discovered his son Aren's writings. Almost a year since they had both learned they were related by blood. Eryn had gone from a strong and wiry child of fourteen to a strong and lithe young woman of fifteen. Her body had turned more lean and shapely, and her hair had grown into a fine head of golden brown waves. Most importantly, she had gained the outward visage of the confidence and resolution that had brought them together in the first place. That she questioned his opinion of her form didn't bother him in the least. In fact, it was one of the traits that he admired most.

"Are you ready, Silas?" she asked, putting her hands up.

"Show me," he said.

Of course, the discovery of their relation had hardly been without conflict or pain. After all, he was directly responsible for the death of her father, his own son, which continued to be a deep well of pain and regret that had at times put a wide river of hurt between them. It wasn't even that Eryn was angry at him for it, for Aren had never truly been a father to her. It was his guilt that had dug the channel, his opinion that he had done such damage to her life. In the beginning, it had led him to be distant, to keep her at arm's length and not speak to her of their ties. It was the stubbornness again that had forced him to deal with that part of their past, and to realize that what was done was done. He had made a promise to her, and to all of the Cursed, to see that his tyranny over them was ended. In fighting for the lives of all of them, he would atone for the lives he had taken, and make peace with the ghosts of his past.

"I wish you were here," he whispered, thinking of his wife. The year had seen more and more of his memories returning, and those of his lost love were the most vivid of all. With each new moment he found to relive with her, his heart burned more and more.

Eryn started her dance again, moving gracefully through the forms he had taught her. They were a duplicate of his own style, a style that even after a year he had no memory of learning. He knew it step by step, and his muscles could repeat it and improvise on it without hesitation, yet it still seemed to him as though he had been born with the knowledge.

As she neared the end of the dance, Silas bent down and picked up a small stone from the grass. He held it lightly in his hand and watched her footwork with intense concentration. Each motion lasted a fraction of a second at most, but he was sure she was balancing on her heel instead of her toe. At just the right moment, he threw the stone at her, missing his target but still hitting her in the leg. It was enough to distract, and since she was unbalanced the surprise exacerbated the mistake and she stumbled forward.

"You cheated," she said, catching herself and whipping her head over to look at him.

"I proved my point," he replied. 

She responded by laughing. "You win. Let's eat."

They retreated from the clearing to their small camp beside a large stone that rested below an overhang of dirt and roots. A Giant's Ball, as the woodsman of Watertown, Master Llewyn, had called it. It certainly did look as though it had once been a plaything for a creature larger than the tallest Redwood. 

"It is a difficult form, but you have nearly mastered it. I wish I could tell you how long it took me to reach your level of skill, but I'm afraid I still can't remember." Silas dug into a saddlebag and produced a long stick of salted oats and grains that had been bound together in sap and honey. It was a staple food for the common people of Varrow, the southern province they had entered only two days earlier. He broke it and handed half to Eryn.

"I'm thankful for everything you've taught me. I'd never have survived this long without you."

"That, I doubt." Silas bit into the stick, savoring its salty and sweet taste. They had been on the road for so long that anything with a different flavor was a welcome change to the berries and game they would pick and hunt.

"Do you think we've lost them?" Eryn asked, taking a bite of her own.

Silas responded with an instinctive glance back over his shoulder. They had nearly ridden straight into a squad of his soldiers right before crossing into Varrow, and it had taken two days of circling well around the Empire Road to begin to feel somewhat safe. 

"I think so." 

It had also been a year since they had left Elling behind, departing the city in a state of rebellion that had seen his local armies routed and an influx of families entering the capital of the province with their Cursed children, desperate to escape him. They hadn't returned to the city since they had discovered Aren's laboratory, and they hadn't heard from Robar or his network of entertainers in weeks. It had been a hard decision for Silas to stay away for so long, but he knew the only way any of them would know true freedom was to find him, and to kill him.

First, they needed to find the cure.

"How are you feeling?" Silas asked, looking Eryn over. Since they had learned from Aren's journal and notes that to use the power of the Curse was to accelerate the course of the disease, Eryn had limited herself to practicing drawing the power in and letting it go, rather than using it.

"I'm fine, Silas. You ask me every day."

"Every time I remember that you're sick."

"You read the journal. It could take years to kill me if I don't use the power." She took another large bite of her meal.

Silas had read the journal. Eryn was trying to coat it as sweetly as the bars they were eating. "It could also take weeks. There is no sense to it."

"I'm fine."

Silas watched her face, her eyes and the set of her jaw. There was something she wasn't telling him, but he didn't want to push her. What he wanted was to find out how he kept the Mediators alive; how he prevented them from suffering from the disease. There was a part of him that felt like maybe he had known once, but it was a memory long lost and forgotten.

Almost a year. They had traveled much of the Western Empire; visiting libraries both large and small in search of anything that had yet to be burned under his orders. When Silas had finally had another chance to speak with Markus, he had said he would try to get word out to those he trusted to try to spare what precious volumes they could. When they had come to the library in the capital of Portnis and found it razed to the ground, they discovered how he would deal with that situation.

It had left them as a ship without a compass, riding from one town to the next, and speaking to the leaders of countless villages in an effort to find even the thinnest thread of information, and to convince them not to surrender their children. At the same time, they pored over Aren's writings in hopes of discovering any small scrap that could be of use. Almost a year, and they knew little more than they had when they started. On top of that, they were becoming known in the Empire. Their benefactors called them hero, his soldiers and loyalists called them the Liar and the Whore. Their title for Eryn infuriated him, but she handled it with the same strength of character as she did everything else.

Either way, it was making travel more and more difficult, and more than once Silas had wished the sisters Canae and Lanae were with them, to dress them up in the makeups and wigs and clothes, to transform them into new people that none would recognize. Instead, they often settled for heavy cloaks and shadows to hide their appearance, perfecting a stone face that dared passerby to cross them. Few wanted to accuse them of their true identities for fear of being wrong.

Almost a year, and now they found themselves in the north of Varrow, prepared to do something they had never wished to have to do. 

It had been their worst and only hope since they had happened upon a reference to the place in a book containing a map of the Empire. It had been a small, unimportant map; little more than a sketch to outline different agrarian resources and how they were divided amongst the villages that dotted the less-populated landscape. At first, they had believed it to be a random accident, a splotch of dried blood on the parchment sitting in an empty expanse in the south of Varrow. They had almost forgotten about it altogether, until they visited the home of the Constable of Nevingworth a few months later, and had discovered that someone had labeled a similar map, giving name to the blank space.

They had called it "Dark."

The word had been one clue, and the blood had been another. Silas didn't know if the same person had tried to leave a message to those willing to follow, but he was certain by now that it was the only hint they were ever going to find. It didn't please him to admit it because once they had learned of the place they had started to ask around for its meaning. There was no written history, but not all history was written.

According to the different stories told by those who had ever heard wind of it, the Dark was a place of nightmares, of death and decay and monsters, a valley perpetually shrouded in thick clouds where the souls of the evil sang choruses of malignancy and violence. It had been created by Heden to set never-ending suffering on the damned, and none who entered could ever leave. 

It was also a story, a fiction, a legend that survived only in the mouths of common folk, the farmers and shepherds, the blacksmiths and shop owners. It was a place they threatened their children with when they were misbehaving, or wished their worst enemies to go. It wasn't a physical location, or anything that could be visited, and not a single soul they had spoken to had ever been there, or knew anyone who had ever been there. Some had even sworn they had been to the spot Silas pointed to on the map, and that there was nothing there but rocks and grass and trees, like so much of the rest of the land. 

Silas wasn't convinced.

He believed the Dark was real.

It was the roads that had convinced him. The Empire Road snaked to the west around the space, a hundred miles or more.  On the other side was the Seafarer Road, a route that began in Varrow City and ran all the way to the Southern Seas. By itself, it would hardly raise suspicion, but Silas had studied the rest of the trade routes through the Empire. This was the only example of two larger roads headed in the same direction for such a  distance, a decision that would increase costs both in manpower and materials to both maintain and patrol, with little visible gain. 

There was something in the blank expanse that was supposed to be nothing more than grass and trees, and they had run out of other ideas. 
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Eryn glanced over at Silas as they crested the small hill that lay before the Northern gates of Varrow City. The palace's high towers had been visible for miles, but now they could see the entirety of the expanse, and she was curious to see how he would react. 

She wasn't surprised when he stopped his horse.

It had been the same with each town they had visited. It was the memories, she knew, returning in fits and starts and always jogged by familiar places. She had no idea when he had been to Varrow City before, or how many times, but the fact that he paused told her enough. She stopped her mount and waited while he rediscovered some missing part of his past, hoping that he wouldn't be forced to struggle through another violent realization of the person he once was.

It had been a hard journey for both of them, from the day his soldiers had killed her family, to the day they had discovered the truth of his son, and her birth father's death. She had often wondered if she should have been more upset at Amman for the seeming cruelness of their fates, but when she looked back to the family that she had, and the family that she had fallen into, she couldn't help but to offer him her thanks instead. She had learned very quickly that the world was a harsh and unfair place, and that there were monsters lurking everywhere. The measure of a person was in their actions, not in their regrets, and Silas had shown nothing but love, resolution, and strength in the face of such adversity. Talon Rast was a murderer, but he had buried him long ago.

"We need to be cautious," he said at last, making no mention of what images had flowed into his mind once more. "Overlord Prezi is a cunning woman, and I'm certain she's been waiting for us to turn up at her gates."

"You knew her?"

His eyes vanished back into his past. "Yes. She was a Mediator once, under my command. It seems strange to me now that I knew about the power the Mediators could control and participated in their deceptions." He looked back at her, his face tight. "She's very powerful. I'd rather not go into the city at all, but if there's anywhere to find accurate information about the Dark, it's inside those walls."

 Eryn looked back to the city, down a gentle slope from where they stood. It had to be twice the size of Elling, and much more dense. All she could see were lines of tightly packed rooftops and wide thoroughfares, the colorful cloth of the wealthy overwhelming the neutral, earthy cloth of the masses. With two important trade routes converging on Varrow City, it was the busiest inland hub in the Empire.

"How are we going to get in?" she asked, shifting her gaze to the gates, where merchants and travelers waited in line to pay their entry taxes. Soldiers didn't have the same reluctance to challenge their identity that the gentler folk did.

He stared down at the waiting throng, and then turned his horse around. "There's another gate on the east side. It's only intended to be used by soldiers, but I think today they'll be making an exception."

"If the Overlord is so cunning, won't she be expecting you to try to get in that way?" She urged her horse to turn and follow behind him.

"Yes," he shouted back, over his shoulder. "In fact, I'm counting on it."

Eryn smiled. She should have expected he would have a plan to get inside.




###




"I'm not feeling very confident about this plan," Eryn said, from her perch on the back of a donkey. They had traded their horses for the less reliable mount three miles back, to a young couple who had come to Varrow in search of work. They'd also traded them for their clothes, leaving themselves in simple linens under ragged and patched wool cloaks. 

Silas grunted as he set down a large burlap sack. They had hidden most of their supplies, including Aren's journal, beneath a tree near the road. The remainder was now disguised under fifty pounds of manure they had bought from a merchant who was carting it in to fertilize the Overlord's garden. Apparently, the numerous stables inside the walls didn't provide enough to tend to the immensity of the palace greenery.

"Birthing pains?" Silas asked, pointing at her newly rounded stomach. It was part of their makeshift disguise, a man desperate to earn any coin he could in order to care for his pregnant charge. Fifteen may have been young for such a situation but wasn't unheard of, and it added to the believability. Whether they were husband and wife or father and daughter was left to the imagination of the populace. "Your belly is crooked."

Eryn looked down, seeing that the leaves she had wrapped in cloth and stuffed under the linen tunic had shifted. She wrapped her arms around it and shoved it back in place. "This is what I mean," she said.

Silas smiled and stretched his arms, thankful that the weather had remained fair. Waiting in the taxation queue in the rain would have been even less comfortable. 

Unlike Elling, the city had never outgrown itself and didn't have a second class living just outside the walls. To make up for it, priests of Amman wandered up and down the lines, asking for donations, while merchants stood to the sides with offers of food, drink, and respite, and minstrels sang and played for coin. Eryn might have been more impressed with the whole thing if she hadn't felt so exposed.

The line shifted forward, and Silas bent down and lifted the heavy sack back up over his shoulder. He used his other hand to take hold of the donkey's reins, and ambled forward in time with the rest of the crowd. At the pace they were moving, they would reach the front just in time.

"What is that smell?" 

Eryn looked back at the traveler behind them, a man in a dark wool coat and a brightly colored shirt. He had been staring at her, but now averted his eyes. He hadn't been the one who'd spoken.

"Disgusting." 

She shifted around again, scanning the queue and the gathering of people around it. Whoever was complaining about their goods, they weren't making themselves known.

"Reminds me of my mother. I hated my mother." 

The speaker finally appeared, stepping out of the line a few feet ahead of them and moving back. He was a smaller man, with a narrow, trimmed mustache on a plain face, his head almost bald save for a scatter of black near each of his ears. He wore faded brown leather, caked and cracked from too much time spent in the elements without proper care. A scabbard hung from his hip. 

"Get that offal away from me," he said. He didn't hesitate to get right up in Silas' face.

"I'm sorry to offend you, my Lord," Silas said, bowing his head. "My poor child is unwed and pregnant, and this is all I have to barter with."

Eryn had to fight to keep herself from laughing at his subservience.

The man seemed unfazed. "Move back, peasant. I have no desire to continue being forced to take in your stench." He put a hand on the hilt of his sword, finishing the threat.

"My Lord, please," Silas said, his voice little more than a whisper. "My girl is due at any moment, and if I don't get this fertilizer to the palace, I'll have no coin to trade for her care."

Mustache looked back at Eryn, who did her best to play her part. She ran her hand across her brow, wiping away sweat and grime, and made a face that she hoped looked pathetic.

"Fine," he said, moving his hand from his sword to a pocket. He pulled out a small purse and found a silver coin. He leaned forward and shoved it into the pocket of Silas' pants. "This is more than you'll get for that sack. Now move back."

Silas lifted his head and stared at the man. He didn't want to move his place. 

"Well?" he asked. "I've doubled your profit. Go back."

He stood his ground, still and silent, staring down at Mustache. Finally, he spoke. "Thank you, my Lord. Might I have your name, so I know who to praise to Amman for this gift?"

The man seemed surprised. "Templeton," he said. "Andreaus Templeton of Silsbury."

"Thank you, my Lord." Silas began to turn. His eyes met hers, and she could see the defiant life in them.

"You're wel-"

Silas spun back, faster than Andreaus could follow. He lifted the man off his feet by the collar of his coat and held him close. Eryn couldn't hear what Silas said to the man, but she did see his face pale, and his head bob in acknowledgment. He made one quick glance back at Eryn and then returned to his place in line. Silas looked back at her once more, and this time she had to cover her mouth to hide her amusement.

The line progressed throughout the day, finding Andreaus in front of the soldiers as the sun began to touch the horizon. Eryn felt her heartbeat quicken, wondering if the man would abide by whatever Silas had told him, or if he would take the opportunity to point them out to the guards. He met Silas' gaze one more time, but then handed over the payment for entry to the city, and vanished into the throng. 

"State your business in Varrow," the soldier said to Silas, once it was their turn.

"I have a sack of fertilizer to sell to the palace, my Lord." He bowed his head again.

The soldier crinkled his nose. "That you do, old man. The tax is three coppers, plus two more for the donkey."

Silas lifted his head. "Five? Since when do you charge extra for mounts?"

"Since the failed uprising in Elling forced the Empire to beef up its ranks. More soldiers means more taxes. Either pay the tax or get out of the way."

Eryn watched Silas push himself to remain in character, but the news made her stomach begin to churn. Failed uprising? 

He put the sack on the ground and reached into his pocket, swishing his hand around in search of the copper coins. He found one and handed it to the guard.

"Hurry up, peasant," the soldier said, "or I'll send you to the back of the line."

"I'm sorry, my Lord." He continued digging. 

The soldier glared at him but didn't speak. Just then, a messenger ran through the gates and put his mouth to the man's ear. The soldier's eyes widened.

"Men, with me," he shouted to the other guards and took off behind the messenger at a run, leaving the gate and the taxes forgotten.

Eryn hadn't heard what the messenger said, but she didn't need to. Silas had paid the young couple handsomely to wear their clothes and make an appearance in front of the gate that only his soldiers should have known existed, as well as showing them where to hide once they were being chased. As Silas had guessed, they hadn't needed to look like the two of them. The suggestion that they might have been outside the gate was enough to draw the attention of soldiers already on edge. 

"Like I said. I was counting on it." 

Silas picked up the sack and led the donkey through the gates. A less experienced squad would be along any moment to replace those who had left, but it had given them a chance to sneak in. With the threat of the ore mines hanging over the heads of those who were caught dodging their taxes, nobody else moved.

"Where do we go now?" Eryn asked once they were inside. Silas led them across a crowded square to a quiet side street, and then stopped and raised his hand.

"I can help you with that." 

Andreaus appeared in the mouth of an alley and motioned for them to join him.

"We need to get you into the Heart," he said, once they were safely out of the street. "You'll be safe there."

Silas dropped the sack and opened it, waving his hand in front of his nose at the smell of the manure, and ignoring the fact the he reeked just as badly from carrying it. "I didn't enjoy putting our things in, either." He dipped his hands into the feces, pulling out their burlap-wrapped swords and Eryn's purse, which contained the marble stone and brooch she had taken from the Mediator, Lia, as well as the ring Silas had once given to his wife. When that was done he wiped his hands on the inside of the burlap, though there was no way to remove the smell until he had a proper bath.

"Who are you?" Eryn asked Andreaus, confused by his newfound helpfulness.

The small man bowed. "My apologies, Eryn. I would never have been so surly if I'd known I was speaking to the Heroes of Elling. As I said, my name is Andreaus Templeton. I'm a vintner by trade, a merchant, but between you and me, I'm also a member of the rebellion."

"The rebellion? You didn't sound very compassionate when you were telling Silas he smelled."

"Who said anything about compassion? I still find his odor offensive, but I'm willing to ignore it because of who he is. Don't delude yourself into thinking that because we share a common enemy, we also share a common sense of equality. Perhaps for you, it is about helping the Cursed, and I understand and respect that. For me, it is about taxation and finance. If the end of the Cursed being hunted happens too, so much the better for you, but I couldn't care less."

Eryn didn't know what to say. She stared at Andreaus, her temper smoldering until Silas put a hand on the  man's shoulder. He shied away from the stench of it, but fear or respect kept him from taking the hand away.

"Andreaus, the guard at the gate. He said something about Elling?" There was a hollow hope to the old General's voice, filled with uncertainty and fear. 

Whatever the merchant's motives, whatever his beliefs, the question left him pale.

"I'm sorry to be the one to tell you this, Silas. The rebellion in Elling is over. His armies invaded a month ago and overran the city. There were no survivors."














Chapter 4




Wilem
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"I was convinced he was going to make us raze the farm." Captain Lawson leaned over the pot of stew, taking a deep breath of its spiced aroma while serving himself another cup.

General Clau shook his head. "No. I could see it in his eyes. I knew he would break."

Wilem was sitting on the ground behind the soldiers encircling the food. His back was pressed against the wheel of the wagon that would take the Cursed they collected from the larger mobile camp back to the evaluation facility in Edgewater. 

After two weeks, the wagon remained empty.

Clau shifted his position on the ground, causing the small rings of the ircidium shirt he wore to make a soft clinking sound. "Not hungry, Wilem?"

"No, sir."

His appetite hadn't vanished with the death of the boy. It had fled him soon after he'd returned to the field where the General waited. He'd given him as full of a report as he could in the presence of the soldiers, and while the news had caused the farmer to lurch into another fit of wailing, Clau had looked pleased. 

All he felt was tired.

The General turned back towards the fire.

"I don't know how much longer this can go on, my Lord," Lawson said, returning to his spot around the fire. "When was the last time we were able to take one alive in any of these smaller villages? For that matter, I don't understand why he sent you of all people to do this kind of work."

"It isn't for you to question, Captain. I have my orders, and you have yours. Trust me when I say that there is wisdom to them."

Lawson bowed his head. "Yes, my Lord."

Wilem closed his eyes. He was beginning to feel light-headed, and the flickering of the fire was only making it worse. He needed to get away from the heat and the smoke and the light. Someplace quiet where he could rest. The power had made him tired before, especially in the early days of his training, before they had taught him to control how much he used. He'd been able to do some amazing things then, but it had always left him sick and unconscious.

He got to his feet and started heading away from the camp, away from the tents and horses. They had set up at the edge of the Darling Glen, not far from where he had confronted the farmer's boy. He knew there was a stream nearby. A cold drink, a splash of water on his face. That was what he needed. 

The first step sent a searing pain to his temple, and Wilem fought to stay silent. The last thing he wanted was to show any weakness in front of the General. The man was older than even Captain Lawson, and yet he could out run, out fight, and out work any of the soldiers in the camp. 

The second step made him nauseous, and it was all he could do to keep himself from vomiting. Tears rose to his eyes, his nose began to run, and his mouth became thick with moisture. He swallowed and reached out, grabbing onto the cold ircidium-laced iron bars of the collection wagon, trying to regain his composure.

"... Constable said he had passed through around the same time we left Aventown. He said they looked haggard. Like they haven't been sleeping much."

Wilem held his eyes closed, trying to calm the sickness in his stomach and the thumping in his head. He was only vaguely aware of the conversation Lawson and the General were having. 

"It sounds like they're headed somewhere..." 

He took a few more deep breaths, but still felt like he couldn't swallow enough air. Even with his eyes closed, he could feel the world beginning to spin. Before he had wanted to go to the stream. Now he merely wished to get to the other side of the wagon, out of sight of the soldiers. He let go of the bar.

He took three more steps, and then fell, throwing his arms forward to catch himself and winding up with his face against the cool grass. The pounding intensified, and he began to feel hot.




###




"Wilem?"

He opened his eyes, but he still couldn't see. Everything was moving, rocking from side to side and bouncing up and down. 

"Wilem."

He knew the voice. Talia. He groaned and moved his tongue around a dry mouth that tasted like dirt and tree bark. 

"Can you hear me?"

"Yes," he said. His vision began to clear, and he found Talia was leaning over him, her golden, delicate face close enough for him to smell the honey on her breath. "I can hear you."

She didn't smile. He had never seen her smile. She did sit up and then hold out a skin of water. "Drink this."

With her face off to the side, Wilem could tell by the canvas above him that he was on his back in the supply wagon, and they were on the move. He took the skin and slowly sat up, expecting to feel horrible but being happily surprised.

"It was a simple cast," he said. "It shouldn't have drained me like that."

They had taught him to control the Curse. Then they had taught him of its limitations. He understood that the body could only handle so much at one time and that the blood they lost would weaken them more quickly than regular people. He knew they had to be careful, not just during the use of their Curse, but over the course of many days and many casts. Over time, they would get tired, no matter what they did. Over time, they would collapse and begin to die. There was only one way to prevent it, and that was to have some of their blood extracted and taken back to some place called the 'Refinery', where it was strengthened before being returned to them. The highest ranking officer was in charge of the special vials the blood was stored in, though in General Clau's case he left that to Kelkin.

He had been assigned to Clau's personal retinue because of his strength and control; a new young prodigy to take over for the aging Mediator with the brown teeth and sneering smile. It seemed impossible that he could have overextended himself, but he knew by the soreness in his neck that he had been given an injection.

"Are you sure you cast it properly?" Talia asked. "I understand it may have been difficult to relax with the way the General handled the farmer."

Wilem shook his head. "No, it wasn't that. His methods can be a little... unsettling, but I understand the need."

The reason they hunted the Cursed was because of the damage they could do. To others with their unrefined power, and to themselves with their unrefined blood. They could doom themselves to a slow, agonizing death, and countless others to any number of catastrophes. Wilem had heard one story of a young Cursed girl in Scapesmoth who had discovered a gem while playing, and had inadvertently caused an explosion that destroyed half her town and killed over five hundred people.  If it meant taking one or two lives, or even the lives of an entire village to end that threat, it was worth it. 

Not to mention that the Liar wanted to bring them all together so that he could use them to destroy the Empire. They were simply too powerful to be left unchecked.

"Well, even if it was miscast, it's nothing to be ashamed of, child. It's common for young Mediators to be a little... unstable."

Child? Unstable? Wilem tried to hide his anger. He knew their refined blood helped to keep them younger than their years, but he was sure she wasn't old enough to be calling him child. Besides, she was here because of him, not the other way around. It was standard practice for the superior to travel with their charge for the first one hundred days.

"So, where are we headed?" he asked, changing the topic. What was done was done, there was no sense in continuing on with it. "Do we have another Cursed to collect?" 

Wilem had heard the number of Cursed was growing, to the point that they were often struggling to find a  Mediator to go collect them. Regular soldiers were fine for hunting down the runners, but it took a much more delicate hand to guide them into his family.

"No. A messenger rode in last night while you were sleeping. I don't know what he said to the General, but Clau had us break camp immediately and head south towards Varrow."

"It must be important if he didn't allow his men to sleep."

"Now that you're up, you can ride. Carrying you in the wagon will tire the pack horses sooner." She gave him a hint of a smirk and stepped to the rear of the wagon, placing her leather booted foot on the short ledge and vaulting off to the ground below. She landed smoothly and then swept around so that her cloak flowed out behind her like wings. She winked at him, and then vanished from sight.

Showing off, Wilem knew, trying to prove her control was better than his by using her power in full view of the soldiers, yet so subtly that they would never guess. If Kelkin hadn't felt it, he would truly be impressed.  Still, he didn't know why his teacher felt the need to prove anything in front of him. He respected her skill and her position and made every effort to maintain his status as her lesser. It was a truth he wasn't willing to reveal to anyone. 

He was holding back.

Something had caused him to weaken much sooner than he should have. Kelkin would carry two vials for each of them, and they were meant to last three to six months at the worst. That he had already used one was a curiosity, and a problem that he resolved himself to get to the bottom of. 

Wilem slid off the wooden crates and barrels he had been laid out on and walked to the back of the wagon. Before, they would have claimed what provisions they needed from the villages they would visit, but the coming of the Liar had brought the coming of dissent, and the dissent had led many villages to burn or hide their stores at the first word of his soldiers' arrival. They were more fortunate than they realized when General Clau arrived with his retinue; he was much more forgiving of their defiance than most.

A deep breath, and Wilem gathered the energy of his Curse, feeling the tingling of it moving through his veins. 

"Flacren," he whispered, not even loud enough for himself to hear. 

He jumped off the back of the wagon and fell to the ground, the descent slowed just enough to allow him to land on his feet without stumbling. He twirled his cloak behind him as Talia had done, and then found Strider, tied loosely to the rear of the cart. He jogged along with it in order to cast off the tie, and then timed his leap, getting his foot in a stirrup and pulling himself onto the mount with the grace of an acrobat.

"Let's see Talia do that," he said.
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"No survivors?" 

Eryn felt like she could barely breathe, the tears springing unbidden to her eyes. What of Morie, Bryant, and the rest of the troupe? What of Robar and Sena, who had returned to Elling to help them rebuild the theater? What of all the Cursed boys and girls and their families, who had been flooding into the city in hopes of escaping his poisonous grasp?  

"I'm sorry," Andreaus said again. He said the words, but he didn't look the part. "If it is of any consolation, there may be an opportunity to turn this defeat into a much more lasting victory." 

Eryn wiped her tears, but new ones took their place. She couldn't believe that it was gone. Everything they had fought so hard for, wiped away in a single strike. She fought against the sadness and anger that burned into her heart, trying to calm a mounting rage.

"Eryn," Silas said, with a mind to comfort her. He too was lost for answers. "Victory, Andreaus? The only victory that will last will come when he is dead."

"I agree, which is why this may be a gift in disguise. A large portion of the veteran forces were sent to Elling to deal with the rebellion. The soldiers that remain to the south of the Killorn mountains are new recruits and journeymen at best. If you can find him and kill him before the more experienced armies return, the resistance can route the forces here and take decisive control of the bulk of the Empire." 

There was an excited edge to his voice, an edge that caused Eryn's anger to boil over.

"How can you be so happy about this?" she asked, turning on Andreaus, her voice rising. "Do you know how many people lived in Elling? Do you know how many families had gone there to escape him? There's no gift to be found in their death, merchant." She felt the tingling between her ears, starting to run down her spine. Her magic was responding to her anger. She closed her eyes and backed away, trying to calm herself. Hurting him would solve nothing.

"You aren't wrong," Silas said, his voice strong but trembling. "Andreaus isn't wrong either, though I think he should have chosen his words more carefully. The massacre of Elling has already come to pass, and no amount of anger will change it. What we can do, what we must do for these people is to keep on with all of the strength we can manage."

Eryn didn't find much comfort in his words, but she valued them all the same. He was right. She forced back her tears, eased her magic to rest, wiped her eyes, and stood with him.

Silas looked at Eryn, and she could see the fire burning in him. He was as upset as she was, but he was putting it to better use, working through the possibilities and forging ahead. "They didn't come through the Killorn Pass, or we would have seen them on our way into Portnis. That means they must have sailed the coast around from Edgewater. Sailing an army is not a quick and easy task. You said Elling was lost a month ago?"

Andreaus nodded. "That is what my stablehand told me before I left for Varrow. It would be six weeks by now."

"They'll still be spreading across the province, looking for any who escaped. They'll need to be certain none of the Cursed evaded them." He held out his hands, tapping fingers together in a strange ritual that Eryn didn't understand. "It's getting late in the year for them to return through the mountains in any kind of numbers, which means they'll have to sail around again. If I'm correct, that gives us four months to see him to his end in order to replace his Empire as bloodlessly as possible."

"Four months sounds right, Silas, but there will be blood."

"If there must, then let it be of those that are loyal to him, and not the slaves in the ore mines, or the Cursed who live every day in fear."

"By Amman, may it be so," Eryn said. 

"Now, merchant. You said you would bring us to the Heart?"

"Yes. Wait here." He walked down to the mouth of the alley and scanned in both directions. Satisfied, he motioned them to join him. "It will look odd for me to be seen with you, especially since you reek of horse dung and sweat." He pointed at the hem of Eryn's skirt. "Tear of a strip of cloth, and wrap it around his eyes. Ah, and lose the belly."

Eryn smiled and complied. The vintner may have been a selfish ass, but he was a clever selfish ass. She dropped the bundle of leaves from under her skirt, then bent down and tore off a long piece from the hem. She took the cloth and held it out. Silas kneeled down so she could reach around his head and tie a knot in the back.

"Can you see?" she asked.

"Not at all, but I trust you to lead me." 

"You are a beggar, Eryn. Make eye contact with no one. Ask the rich passerby for coin. If you see the guards coming for you, do whatever you must to duck away from the crowds. You may need to fight." He looked up and down the street again. "The Heart is directly to the west of the palace walls. It's a district of the people. You will find no shortage of wine, women, thieves, or brigands there. You will also find no love for the Empire."

"Right next to the palace?" Eryn asked. She couldn't believe such a place would sit so close to the seat of the city.

"There is a saying, Eryn. Keep your friends close, and your enemies closer. You will be safer in the Heart, but you will hardly be safe. The Overlord has spies throughout, but if you know the right people, there are ways around them. This street will lead you to the palace gates. Three blocks before that is Amster Road. You will go west on that road until you reach Cindal Road, which is when you will turn back to the south. Cindal road leads through the heart of the Heart. The first inn there is called Waverly's. Go in through the kitchen entrance in the rear. I'll be waiting for you there."

He hopped onto his horse and rode away from them without looking back.

"Are you ready, Silas?" Eryn asked. 

Silas took their burlap wrapped swords and held them to the ground as though he was using them as canes. "We'll need a few more strips from your skirt."

"What for?"

"Tear them off, and tie them together. Then tie it around my waist and yours, using the slipknots I taught you. This way you can guide me, but I can keep my hands free."

Eryn followed his instructions. When she was done, the hem of her dress was nearly above her knees, the edge frayed and uneven. It lent itself well to their disguise.

"Lead on, my dear."

Eryn brought them out of the alley, making sure to keep her head down, hunching her back to look more destitute and depraved. She could hear the tapping of their swords behind her, as Silas brought them down in a haggard cadence. An iron blade would lose its edge in no time with such treatment. Ircidium wasn't so delicate.

"Coins for the blind," Eryn said. She repeated the phrase as they walked while at the same time staring at the palace that was becoming more visible ahead of them. It was almost identical to the one in Elling, though the grounds appeared to be much larger. Her eyes followed the reach of the twin towers that rose up into the sky. She knew one of the towers would hold a stone that allowed the Overlord to speak directly to him. She wondered what he would say to find her on the other end, promising to come and kill him.

"Coins for the blind." 

A young merchant walked past. He held out a copper coin, and when Eryn reached for it, he pulled it back with a laugh. "Pathetic," she could hear him say. She cursed him beneath her breath.

"Coins for the blind." 

A young girl ran up to her, her face clean and porcelain, her eyes wide and frightened. She held out a small piece of bread. "I don't have any coins, but you can have some of my bread if you're hungry."

Eryn smiled and put out her hand. "Thank you." The girl dropped the bread into it and ran away.

Eryn's heart was pounding by the time they reached Amster Road. They were so close to the palace that she could see the glint of the guards' armor, and the bleeding red eye embroidered on black flags that swung and snapped above the gates. Three soldiers on horseback rode past, ignoring them.

"Where are we?" Silas asked.

"Amster Road. Right near the palace," she whispered back. 

"Soldiers?"

"By the gates. I don't think they can see us from here."

"Good. Let's just get over to Cindal without a fuss."

"I couldn't agree more." 

Eryn hobbled along the cobblestone street, her head bobbing back and forth, trying to keep an eye on the soldiers without drawing their attention.

"Coins for the bl- oh!" 

She wasn't looking ahead, and she bumped right into a soldier coming out of an apothecary. He had been holding a small vial of liquid, which tumbled from his hands and shattered on the ground.

"I'm so sorry, my Lord," Eryn said, bowing her head down, keeping it on the ground and lowering herself as far as possible. 

She could feel his eyes on her, burning a hole in her back. "You stupid urchin. The medicine was for my boy."

"I'm sorry," she repeated, not looking at him. A black glove appeared in her eyes, grabbing her chin and yanking her face upwards.

"Caela, what's happening?" Silas asked. She felt him yank against their tether.

She didn't respond. The soldier held her chin and looked down at her, his face gruff and angry. "I don't have enough coin to buy more," he said. "If he doesn't get better, it's your fault."

"I'm s-" The soldier's slap caught her off-guard. She rolled onto her side and curled into a ball, breathing through the sting of the blow. It had hurt, but most of it was for show. Silas had certainly hit her with the flat of his blade enough times.

"Caela?" 

Silas sounded concerned, but she knew he would keep a cool head. The last thing they needed was to confront an angry soldier in public. 

"You know begging is illegal outside of the slums, don't you girl? You shouldn't even be here." 

"Please," Eryn said. "Don't hurt me."

"Caela, what's happening?" 

She could feel him standing over her. She waited for him to kick her, or draw his sword and stab her.

"Sexton!" A new voice rose out amongst the murmur of the others on the street. "What are you doing?"

"Don't you mind, Fehri," the soldier responded. "This wench bumped into me and I dropped the medicine for Amit. I don't have coin to pay for anymore."

She saw a pair of black boots close in on them. Another soldier. She had been trying not to draw attention, and now she'd attracted two.

"And you're going to beat it out of her? Look at them, tied together with rags so she can lead him around." 

Eryn dared glance up a little higher, to the black pants the soldier wore, to the pocket he had reached into. He pulled out a small silver coin. A deca, worth ten of the larger coppers.

"Here," he said, handing it to Sexton. "You can pay me back. Buy another bottle. The girl is my responsibility now."  Eryn heard the other soldier go back into the shop, his armor clinking together with each step. "Get up."

Eryn took a deep breath and slowly regained her feet. Her cheek was throbbing, and there was a chance it might bruise, but she had gotten off easy. She still didn't look up at Fehri, certain that his motives for helping them were anything but charitable.

"Look at me," Fehri said. His voice was deep and stern. A Commander?

She raised her eyes, finding herself taken aback by the age of the man. He couldn't have been more than eighteen, with a toss of reddish brown hair, dark brown eyes, and a strong physique. His olive skin and sharp nose proved him to be from a more distant part of the Empire. 

"I'm sorry, my Lord," she said. "It was an accident. It-"

Fehri put a finger to his lips to silence her. "Relax. I'm not going to hurt you, though it seems to me anything I could do would be little in comparison to what you're already experiencing."

Eryn looked back at Silas, who was standing dead still, hunched over with his arms leaning on the wrapped blades. She hadn't noticed earlier, but he had begun to mumble to himself.

"My grandfather," she said. "He's all I have left. I'm just trying to get to the Heart. I have an offer for work there as a maid."

"Do you?" He pursed his lips. "And what of your grandfather?"

"I can sing," Silas said. "Do you want to hear?"

"No, sir," Fehri replied. He looked back to Eryn. "My apologies for the actions of my brother. Amman teaches us to show compassion for the poor. So many listen to his words but do not understand them in their hearts. You are free to continue on your path to His embrace."

A soldier who followed Amman? All she had ever seen from them were heartless monsters who used their power to take advantage. Yet how could this man say he heard the word of Amman and at the same time take people away to the ore mines, hunt down the Cursed, and slaughter innocents?

"My thanks then, my Lord." She felt a mixture of hate and gratefulness mix, and she forced the words of kindness out, Andreaus' words running through her mind. Maybe he thought he was a believer in Amman, but in his own way, he was like all of the others.

Fehri bowed to her, an odd sight to all who were passing by. Then he joined Sexton in the apothecary.

Eryn gave him one final glance and got them moving, ignoring the pain in her face and the fact that she couldn't open her left eye all the way. She didn't ask for any more coins, or do anything that might cause them to be noticed further. When she saw the wooden board with 'Waverly's' written on it in a neat script, she thanked Amman for their good fortune.

"We made it," she said, untying the tether. Silas reached up and pulled the cloth from his eyes. 

"Well done, my dear." He noticed the damage to her face and ran his finger along it. "Does it hurt?"

"Our practice is more painful."

He smiled, leading them down a small alley to the rear of the building where a stable abutted the back of the inn. The scent of roasting meat wafted into the evening air from a closed door to their right. 

"This must be the place," Silas said. He handed Eryn her sword and rapped on the door with his.

"Entrance is in the front," said a girl's voice through the wood.

"We're friends of Andreaus. He told us to come in through the back to meet him."

Eryn could hear the sound of a beam being moved from the door, and then it swung inward. A young girl stood in the frame. She looked to be about ten, with short brown hair and large eyes. "You smell," she said.

"Is Andreaus here?" Silas asked, ignoring her statement.

"He's here, but he didn't say anything about visitors coming in through the back, and he sure didn't say anything about smelly visitors."

"Patina, who do you have there?" A man joined them at the door, a short, thin, dark-skinned man in an apron and coated in a sheen of sweat. 

"Da, these two say they came to see Andreaus."

The man put his hand on his daughter's shoulder and looked out at them. A huge smile creased his face. "If you weren't standing here, I wouldn't believe it. Come in, come in." He pulled Patina out of the way. "Never mind my daughter, she's just a little over protective of her old man. Please, don't just stand there."

Eryn felt relieved to finally have someone give them a warm greeting. "Thank you," she said. She walked in past the man, into the kitchen where two other women worked chopping vegetables and keeping the coals in the oven hot. The smell of meat was intense, and it made her mouth water.

"My name is Patmos, Patmos Waverly, but you can call me Pat. Proprietor of the finest inn in Varrow, and... oh my, you do smell." He turned to the women. "Urla!" 

The older of the women stopped chopping and looked up at him. Eryn knew she must be Pat's wife, a heavier woman in black skirts, her hair tied up in a bun and her round face red from the heat of the oven. "What? Oh, new guests. Are they..."

Pat nodded, and the woman dropped the knife on the table and hurried over. "It is an honor, a true honor. I'd hug you both, but you smell like you've been sleeping in the wrong part of our stables."

Pat laughed. "Which is why you'll need to draw a bath for them straight away," he said. He looked back at them. "For one or two?"

Eryn felt her face turning red at the suggestion, and she could see Silas' expression darken.

"We'll bathe separately," he replied. "I don't know what rumors you've heard, but we're traveling companions and nothing more."

It wasn't the complete truth, but they had decided that their relation was a secret they should keep between themselves. It was no stretch to think that if anyone could use the knowledge against them, they would. 

Pat's face began to redden, and he held up his hands. "My apologies to both of you. You hear stories, and you never know what to believe. Urla, why are you still here? Please, go and draw a bath. Find Eagan and have him help you. Patina, stop staring."

Urla slipped past them and out into the stable. They could hear her shouting for Eagan a moment later.

"The stable boy," Pat said. "Strong as an ox, and about as smart. Urla will have the bath ready soon, but for now I'll bring you up to your room. It's the best one in the house. Andreaus went to get you both some new clothes. I'll send him up as soon as he gets back."

Silas shook his head. "Your hospitality is appreciated, but if you don't mind, we'll wait in the stables until we can get into some fresh clothes. Otherwise, we'll be dragging our sorry stench through your entire establishment."

Pat smiled, and he looked relieved. "As you wish, my Lord."

"Are you Cursed?" Patina stared at Eryn, her eyes wide.

"Patina! That's no way to speak to guests."

Eryn put up her hand. "It's okay." She leaned down to get at eye level with the girl. "Why did you ask me that?" 

"I... I know who you are. My da doesn't think I do, or he doesn't want me to guess, but I know."

"Patina!" 

"You are Cursed, aren't you? You're Eryn, and he's Silas. The fugitives from Elling."

"Patina!"

She looked back at her father. "Da, I saw someone follow Andreaus out of the inn. I didn't know why, but now I do. He must have heard the two of you talking. I think Andreaus is in trouble."





























Chapter 6




Silas
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"Patmos, you're a little small for me, but perhaps one of your guests is more my size?" Silas asked.  "I'm afraid I can't wait for Andreaus to return. Also, if you have a hooded cloak I could borrow, it would be much appreciated."

The innkeeper put his hand to his chin, and then smiled. "Eagan is more burly than you, but he's about your height. Tell him I will add an extra copper to his pay if he gives you his clothes. They'll still smell a bit, but not like the rags you're wearing now." 

"What are you thinking?" Eryn asked.

"You heard the girl. Andreaus is in trouble. We can't afford for him to be interrogated." He turned and headed back out of the kitchen and around the corner into the stables. He almost bumped into Urla, who had Eagan by the arm. "Just the man I want to see."

The stable boy was well-muscled and as slow as Patmos had suggested. It took three tries for him to understand what they needed, but in the end he surrendered his clothes without a fight, leaving him in nothing but a stained breechcloth.

Silas vanished into the stable with the clothes in his hands. He stripped himself naked, found a suitable trough, and stepped in. The water was cold, but it was cleaner than he was, and he used it to give himself a makeshift bath. The soaps could wait. 

That bit of work done, he dressed himself in Eagan's clothes, grabbing a bit of rope from a hook on the wall and using it to cinch the pants. There was little enough he could do about the long white hair and his uncommon blue eyes, but the hood of the cloak should take care of that.

"I'm coming with you," Eryn said when he emerged. 

Patmos had returned, and he was holding a plain brown wool cloak in his arms. He handed it over.

"No," Silas said. "You've done well so far, but you haven't spent much time in places like this. I'll draw less attention alone."

Eryn didn't argue. She leaned in and kissed his cheek. "Amman be with you, my friend."

"Which way would he go?" Silas asked.

"There is a clothier not far to the south, near the other end of the Heart. The Golden Thread. The owner, Mackle, is sympathetic to the revolution."

"Any idea who would be following him?"

Patmos shook his head. "The Overlord has spies in every inn in the city, and double that in the Heart. I'm sorry, Silas. I don't know how he heard me."

"A Mediator?" Eryn asked.

"It is possible," Silas replied. "Or they may have a device of some kind, like the discs."

"I have a sword, Silas," Patmos said. "It's nothing much, but it will cleave flesh with enough force."

"No. I'll go unarmed. The more threatening I look, the more attention I'll receive." 

He bowed to them all and walked out into the street, turning left and vanishing from view.  Whoever the Overlord's spy was, he was sure they would observe Andreaus for some time, which would allow him to catch up.

The Heart was a murky place. The roads were unpaved and rutted, the storefronts unpainted, their signage and patronage both looking to be in need of repair. Prostitutes wandered near dark alleys, where raucous laughter echoed from around the timber. Young girls sold bread from baskets on their hips, and local merchants sat behind carts loaded with rotting food, burlap clothes, and cheap trinkets. Their patrons tended towards the unkept side, though he did notice one or two with fine linens poking out around simple cloaks, which also bulged above the end of a blade.

There were no soldiers here. At least, no obvious soldiers. When anyone could be a spy for the Overlord, it made everyone all the more cautious.

Just not cautious enough.

Silas found the Golden Thread without trouble, its worn exterior and well kept sign of a spool of yellow painted string marking it as a clear borderline between the Heart and the more affluent regions of the city beyond. A brute of a man was sitting on three short steps that led up into the shop. The plain canvas he wore had been patched and mended more than a few times, and there were no visible weapons on him, but his size suggested he didn't need any.  He stared at Silas as he approached.

"Shop's closed," he said. 

"Do you work here?" Silas asked. "It seems a bit early in the day to be closed?"

"Master Mackle's taken ill. He paid me two coppers to tell any customers he was closed."

"I see." Silas glanced through the shop's windows. He could see movement inside. Was Andreaus in there? "Then you don't mind if I check the door?"

He reached the first step when the brute stood. He was at least a head taller, and three times as wide. "I do mind." He put his hand on Silas' chest. When he did, Silas saw it was branded with a bleeding heart. He wasn't a soldier at all.

"You have my apologies," Silas said. He grabbed the man's wrist, bent, and turned, using the brute's weight against him and throwing him over his shoulder. He hit the ground like a sack of potatoes. 

Silas didn't wait for him to get up. He hopped off the step, planting a knee in the man's gut and knocking the rest of his breath away. Then he put his hands to his head, pressing hard on his temple and forcing him unconscious.

He climbed the steps and opened the door.

"Andreaus?"

"Here, old man." 

They were standing between two shelves piled with cloth. The attacker was another ox, a definite relative of the first. He held Andreaus with an arm around his chest and a dagger to his neck.

"I don't appreciate when people throw my brother."

Silas smiled. "I don't appreciate when people threaten my business associates. If you let him go and walk away, I'm willing to forget this ever happened."

"I'm the one with the stick here," he replied, "and I don't see any soldiers behind you. How about you get your associate to hand over the rest of his debts, and I'll be on my way?"

Silas couldn't believe it. Had the man followed Andreaus for his coin? He must not have heard the vintner and Patmos talking about them. 

"Andreaus, I think our friend here has a point. It would be easier if you just gave him your purse."

"I did," Andreaus said. 

"There was barely three deca in there," the thief said. "Look, I'm not a violent man, but this worm owes my boss a lot more than that. He'll either pay with his purse, or he'll pay with his life."

Silas put his hand up. "I'm sure we can come to an arrangement. Who's your boss?"

"You aren't from around here, are you? You've never heard of Davin Capaldi?"

Silas tried to reach back into the fog of his older memories, but while the name sounded familiar he couldn't match it to anything. "I'm afraid not."

"The King of Hearts? He runs half the businesses in the Heart, along with the mercenary guild. He owns this fine establishment."

"Mackle?"

"No, Mackle's just his daughter's husband." He laughed. "The boss sure was pissed when Sazi told him she wanted to marry a clothier." He realized he was loosening the grip on Andreaus and his dagger while he talked. He pushed it close to the man's neck again. "Anyway, this merchant here owes the King some money."

"Is this true, Andreaus?" Silas asked.

He looked embarrassed, but he nodded as much as the other man's grip would allow.

"And yet you were going to purchase supplies for us at one of his shops? Was my perception of your intellect skewed?"

"As I was explaining to him before you arrived, I brought enough coin to pay my debt. I just don't have it with me. If this brute would let me go, I'll go and retrieve it. We can even go and get it together."

"There, you see. He'll pay his debt. You can let him go."

The other man shook his head. "I can't. I have to bring him-"

A single step, a single motion. Silas used his left hand to snatch up one of the folded parcels of cloth and throw it into the man's face, and his right hand to grab the hand holding the dagger. He squeezed down on the nerves, forcing muscles to numb and lose their strength, and the dagger to clatter to the floor.

Disarmed and unable to see, the large man released his grip on Andreaus so he could get the cloth out of his eyes. A second step put Silas on his right, and he slammed a fist into his kidneys and another into the side of his head. The man fell to his knees in pain.

Silas bent down and picked up the dagger. He didn't point it at the man. Instead, he slid it under his rope belt. "My apologies, but you've worn down my patience. Andreaus, go and get whatever coin you owe this King of Hearts. I'll wait here with our friend and pick out some suitable clothing for myself and my companion."  He extended his hand to help the brute to his feet. "When he returns, we'll all go and visit the King together."

Andreaus looked shocked, but he nodded and backed out of the shop. 

"Who are you?" the large man asked.
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Wilem found Talia riding with Kelkin, Lawson, and General Clau at the front of the retinue. Clau was leaned over in the saddle, speaking quietly with the old Mediator, when he noticed Wilem's arrival.

"Wilem, how are you feeling, son?" 

"Much better, General, thank you."

Clau nodded. "There's no shame in falling ill. It happens to the best of us."

Lawson snorted. "You've never been sick a day in your life."

"I wasn't speaking about myself. Captain, the squad is yours. Wilem, if you will." He motioned for the Mediator to follow him to the side of the road. Once they were there, he dismounted.

"Shouldn't we stay with the retinue, General?" Wilem asked.

Clau waved his hand. "We'll catch up with them soon enough. I needed to speak to you, and the back of the supply wagon is too confining for me."

"Yes, my Lord." Wilem joined him on the ground and followed him as he led the horse further off the road. "If you don't mind... where are we, my Lord?" He looked around at the trees and brush lining this part of the Empire Road. So much of it looked the same, at times he found it hard to even know which direction they were headed in.

"Still in Portnis, though we'll be crossing over into Varrow by dawn tomorrow. We have a hard ride ahead of us, son. Are you sure you're up for it."

Wilem didn't hesitate. "Yes, my Lord. I'm well."

Clau smiled. "Good. Tell me, Wilem, what did they say to you when they assigned you to my command?"

"Not much, General. Only that Kelkin was growing old and would be nearing the end of his service soon. They said I would be taking over for him."

The General didn't seem surprised. "That is part of it, but not all. I have a secret to tell you."

Wilem felt his heart begin to race. What would the General want to tell him, of all people? "Yes, my Lord?"

"We aren't out here to capture any Cursed."

Wilem tried hard to swallow the sudden lump that lodged itself in his throat. "Are you saying..."

Clau nodded. "I never expected to take any of the Cursed alive. In fact, even if they hadn't run, I had no intention of returning them to Edgewater. That isn't why we're out here."

He managed to swallow at last, but it did nothing to calm the sudden chill he felt. "I don't understand. You have three Mediators with you. Why would you..." He trailed off when he realized Clau's meaning. "The Liar?"

Clau chuckled. "I suppose that's what the soldiers are calling him these days. I knew him by another name, a long time ago." He paused and rubbed his forehead with a gloved hand. "We were friends once; he and I. Did you know he was a General?"

Wilem shook his head. He had heard a rumor that the Liar was a former soldier, not a General.

"He was. The best of us, in fact. A hero for the Empire."

"He killed the Overlord of Elling."

"Yes, and my brother, Feng. I wish I could tell you why, Wilem. I wish I knew. Maybe it is the Cursed girl who they say never leaves his side. Could it be possible that she's enchanted him in some way?"

"I've never heard of anything of the sort, my Lord. I have no such ability with enchantment."

Clau seemed disappointed by that fact. "Kelkin said the same thing. I knew it was unlikely, but I was hopeful. You must understand, Wilem. The thing I am charged to do I take no pleasure in, but it is necessary to maintain the peace and order of the Empire. Despite the fact that we have regained control of Elling, our ears within the populace are reporting that whispers of rebellion grow louder with each day. These dissenters are doing their best to get organized while they wait to see where Talon turns up next."

"And where is that?" Wilem asked. He understood now why the messenger had come, and what he had said.

"Varrow. He fooled the guard into thinking he was trying to get in through a secret access gate meant only for soldiers, and used the opportunity to disappear inside the city. With over fifty-thousand people inside the walls, he will be difficult to locate."

"My Lord, if you will, I think the more important question is... what is he doing there?"

The General's expression changed, softening into... surprise? Respect? "How old are you again, Wilem?"

Wilem smiled. He knew it could be difficult to tell with Mediators. "Sixteen, my Lord."

Clau nodded and returned the smile. "He has not disappointed me. You'll make a fine replacement for Kelkin when the time comes. That is the exact question I've been asking myself, and one that I cannot yet answer. Whatever it is, we need to find him before he can carry out whatever plans he has. Now, since you seem to be astute, do you know what you are doing here?"

Wilem did know, and the truth of it didn't scare him. In fact, it excited him. "His companion, Eryn. I'm meant to protect you from her."

Clau laughed at that, and Wilem began to feel embarrassed for being too presumptuous. "You've come highly regarded, son, both for your talents and your intelligence. This Cursed girl he travels with is raw, but she has power, and as you know the only way to counter such power is to match it. I need you to match it."

"I understand, General." 

The General's eyes narrowed, and he leaned forward, putting his face only inches away. "No, Wilem. I'm not sure that you do. What happened last night... We have no room for error and no room for failure. Do you understand that, son? My blade is only as strong as your Curse, and believe me when I say that defeating Talon in combat is hardly a sure thing. I've brought three Mediators with me, and I need you to convince me it will be enough." 

Wilem could feel his face turning red, the heat of his shame rising up from his chest. His pride at figuring out their true mission dissipated in the face of his failure. "Yes, my Lord," he said. Whatever had happened to him, he needed to make sure it wouldn't happen again. 

"Good. Lawson, Talia, and Kelkin have already been apprised of our orders. We'll be breaking from the rest of the retinue in order to make better time to Varrow. I've already had Talia pack a change of clothes for you in your saddlebags."

"Change of clothes?" Wilem asked. He was proud to wear the black cloth and cloak of the Empire, with its embroidered red eye visible across the front. 

"The last thing we want is for Talon to know we're coming. We'll be going into Varrow as merchants, not soldiers."

Wilem understood the need. "Of course, my Lord. As you command." 

"One other thing, and I cannot stress this enough. Once we are inside the city walls, you will not use your power except under my direct order. Eryn will sense it, and she'll know you for what you are."

First the clothes, and then his power. Wilem began to feel very exposed. "How shall I defend myself, my Lord, if the need arises?"

Clau's hawkish eyes answered him before his lips. "You won't. Your life is less important than theirs. Do you understand?"

Wilem's face went from hot to cold. He bowed his head. "As you command, my Lord."

Clau moved alongside his destrier and climbed up into the saddle. Wilem followed his lead, hopping up onto Strider and maneuvering behind the General. They raced back to the others at a gallop, the stallion easily keeping pace with the larger warhorse.

"My Lord," Lawson said when Clau reined in at the front of the line. 

"Are the stallions prepared?"

"Yes, my Lord. Avoy went ahead with them in the night, along with our change of provisions. He'll ride back to the group once we're away."

Wilem slowed alongside Talia, who glanced over at him and smirked. He wondered how long she had known of the General's true purpose for being here, and of his assignment. How did she feel about being given such an important task simply because she was chosen to be his mentor? 

"Lawson, you have the command. You know what to do."

"Yes, my Lord." Lawson bowed his head. "Good hunting, my Lord."

Clau nodded sharply  and snapped the reins. "Ho, Epilon." 

The large white horse burst forward, leaving the rest of them to catch up.




###




Avoy was waiting for them at the side of the road, standing at the front of a small supply carriage. Two more of their Portnis stallions stood behind the wagon, chewing lazily on the grass. He saluted the General with a hand to his heart when they appeared over a hill, and then immediately began the task of preparing them for their infiltration.

"My Lord, everything is prepared as you ordered," he said.

"Thank you, Commander." Clau hopped off his destrier and handed the reins to Avoy. "Talia, if you would?" he motioned to the carriage.

"Yes, my Lord," Talia said. She dismounted and climbed into the wagon, closing the door behind her. A few minutes later, she emerged without her blacks. Instead she wore a brightly colored yellow skirt and a red tunic, cinched at the waist with a length of golden rope. Her hair fell to her shoulders in waves and left Wilem a little shocked. He'd never seen her so exposed.

 "Wilem, you're next." 

"Yes, my Lord." Wilem hopped off Strider and made his way into the carriage. Light filtered in through the space between the wooden planks and door frame, providing illumination while he found his change of clothes. It was already laid out for him; a simple brown shirt with a leather vest, a deep red pair of breeches and shiny black leather boots. He held them up to marvel at the richness, before quickly disrobing and slipping them on. He hated to lose his uniform, but he was in awe of the comfort and quality of the new clothes.

Kelkin went next, and finally the General himself. He seemed reluctant to enter the wagon and remove his black ircidium armor, doing so with a heaving sigh and a glowering look. He emerged in an outfit similar to Wilem's, but with a normal blade strapped to his waist. Nobody but his soldiers would carry the iridescent alloy.

"As of this moment, we are no longer soldiers in his army," Clau said. "We are merchants from Edgewater, come to Varrow to speculate on the cost of goods coming in from Elling, now that the uprising there has been put to rest. Mind yourself as though you were a common citizen, but remember our goal is to locate and contain Silas Morningstar and Eryn Albion by any means necessary."

He looked at Talia and Wilem, his expression stern, his eyes darkening. "Do not take either of them lightly. They're responsible for the deaths of many of your fellows and one of mine. Make no moves against them unless I give the order. Is that understood?"

"Yes, my Lord."

"Commander Avoy, wait here for the rest of the retinue, and then take them around Varrow on the Seafarer Road. Have Lawson ride into the city through the soldier's gate in the early morning, and wait in the barracks for commands. We may need to rally the rest of the troops in a hurry."

Avoy put his hand to his heart. "Yes, my Lord."

"The rest of you, mount up. We need to be inside the city gates by nightfall."

Wilem climbed back onto Strider, his heart racing with excitement. He could only imagine how proud his father would be if he were the one to help kill Silas and silence his lies once and for all. 

"Thank you, Amman," he whispered as the General led them away from Avoy and the carriage. "I will make you proud."
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Silas was sitting on the steps outside of the Golden Thread when Andreaus returned. While he had waited, he had changed from Eagan's oversized rags into a maroon tunic, soft doeskin breeches, a deep green wool cloak and dark brown boots. They were the clothes of a merchant of middling wealth and were perfect to fit in both the Heart and the surrounding areas without drawing attention. He also held another bundle of clothes under his arms - fresh undergarments and a knee length blue dress with half sleeves, paired with calf-high black leather boots for Eryn. It was modest but open enough that she could fight in it if she had to.

Silas hoped she'd never have to.

There was no doubt in his mind that she had the energy, enthusiasm, strength, and aptitude for the sword. There was nothing to make him believe she wouldn't be able to cut or stab someone to death if it meant saving his life or her own, or helping them to end his reign. In fact, she had already killed with a blade.

That was what worried him.

She was young. Too young to have killed a man. Too young to have witnessed so much death and pain. He wasn't a fool. He knew that was the consequence of the war they had declared. Even so, he dreamed of a day when they could both put down their instruments and take up a plow, or a pen. Silas wanted to write down his memories, to ensure that he would never lose them again.

Where are you, my love? Only in my dreams, and in my heart. 

He already knew that if they defeated him, if they survived, he would arrange for passage to the unknown lands. He would learn the fate of his wife. If she were alive, he would apologize. If she were dead, he would settle near her grave and eke out whatever kind of life he could in that place where no one ever returned. He would scribe everything he could remember, and then he would die.

Only once Eryn is wed.

No one would marry a Cursed in his Empire. If they discovered the cure, if they saved her from an early death, her future could be as peaceful as he wished his past had been. That was a dream worth fighting for.

"Silas?" Ames put a hand on his shoulder and squeezed, bringing him out of his thoughts.

"What is it?"

The big man pointed. "Andreaus is back. He has a girl with him."

Silas had hoped Eryn would have stayed behind, but he wasn't surprised. The time had given her an opportunity to bathe, but the dress she wore was obviously not cut for her size. 

"Let's hope he has your boss' coin," he replied. He stood to greet them, as did the two members of the Bleeding Hearts. "Andreaus, do you have the coin? Ah, and I have some clothes for you, my dear. You smell a world better. This is Ames and his brother Lance. Shall we go inside? We're libel to draw soldiers standing out in the street."

Ames led them back into the Golden Thread, with Lance bringing up the rear and taking position on the steps, a lookout for the Overlord's soldiers or spies.

"Thank you," Eryn said, taking the boots and dress from Silas' arms. There was a smaller changing room in the back of the store, and she disappeared into it.

"Wait a minute," Ames said. He looked at Silas, and then back at the changing room. "Tall, white hair, blue eyes. Young girl..."

Silas had the knife on him before he could blink. "There is only one thing I care about, my friend. I know the Overlord is no friend of yours because of the circles you swim in. Even so, we cannot be too careful."

Ames put his hands up and smiled. "I understand, my Lord. I'm sorry I didn't recognize you earlier. You don't need to worry about Lance and me. Or the King. He talks about you all of the time."

Silas made the knife disappear and turned to Andreaus. "Where is the coin?"

Andreaus frowned and knelt down, pulling a bit of paper from the rear of his boot. "This is a note from Patmos, the owner of Waverly's. He's agreed to loan me the coin that I owe to the King." He handed it to Ames, who looked it over.

"You told him you had the coin," Silas said.

Andreaus shrugged. "I lied, but I knew Patmos would help me if it meant helping you, and I still owe him, either in coin, or in spirits."

"Everything looks good," Ames said, folding the paper and tucking it away. "The King is going to be excited to meet you, my Lord."

"Please, Ames. Call me Silas."

"No, my Lord. I respect you too much." 

The door to the changing room opened, and Eryn stepped out. The dress was an excellent fit, and now that she was clean and fresh, Silas could tell she would grow into a true beauty.

Like Alyssa had been.

"Shall we go and speak to the King?" Silas asked. 

"Who's the King?" Eryn said.

"I am." A middle-aged man appeared in the doorway to the changing room, right behind Eryn. She didn't hesitate, reacting to his sudden appearance by stepping backward, bringing her boot down on his foot, and then spinning and throwing a fist at his jaw. He caught it and smiled, looking at Silas. "My apologies for sneaking in, but I was looking for my two thugs. It's been a long time, General." He shifted his gaze to Eryn. "Forgive my intrusion and have no concern. I only listened."

Silas' eyes fell on the man, and his mind fought to catch up.

"Davin?" He put his hand to his head and closed his eyes. "Davin Embolt." He opened them again, staring at the man. "You're a long way from home."

"You know him?" Eryn asked. She pulled her hand away.

"Knew him," Silas said. "Yes, I guess I did."

"Davin Capaldi, the King of Hearts, at your service." Davin bowed slightly, causing the dozens of gold and silver chains he was wearing to clang together. He was dressed in soft leather and rich velvet, and a sword hung at his hip. He brushed a lock of black hair from his eyes as he stood. "I changed my name when I came to Varrow. In any case, the General and I have worked together before, many, many years ago. What was his name again, Talon? Oh, but it's Silas now, isn't it. The Hero of Elling. Ironic that we should both be here, now." He paused and stared at Silas. "You don't look like you've aged a single day."

"Ilon," Silas whispered, his eyes shifting back and forth beneath the memory. He licked his lips and swallowed. "He was Cursed. The son of the Constable of Eveline. He refused to turn the boy over, and the soldiers there were very loyal to him."

"I was working as a mercenary at the time, in Pesboro City. Silas hired me to help him get to the boy, and kill him."

"I didn't want my men to find out their brothers had betrayed us," Silas said. 

"You showed up with a purse full of silver, and at the time I was happy to accept. The two of us killed twelve soldiers, the Constable, the Constable's wife and all four of their children."

Silas closed his eyes again. He could see that night in the back of his mind. He remembered the boy sitting up in his bed, screaming for his mother with nothing but fear in his eyes. 

"I've regretted taking that job every day for the last twenty years," Davin said. "On quiet nights, I can still hear the children crying." He paused and wiped a tear from his eye. A moment later, Silas did the same.  "I couldn't stand being anywhere near Eveline after that, so I moved here and used the silver you paid me to start matching mercenaries with merchants. I refused to work with the army ever again. The business was a success, and over time I started buying buildings, opening more businesses and running all of the underground operations here. I'd heard the Hero of Elling had white hair and blue eyes, but I never suspected it was you. I never forgot your face, Silas."

"I forgot yours, but I remember it now. I wish I didn't." 

Davin smiled. "I think we've both learned the true meaning of regret since then. You're the Hero of Elling now, and you're here in Varrow City. I'm sure you wouldn't be unless you had a good reason."

"What do you know about the Dark?" Eryn asked. 

Silas heard Ames gasp behind him. Davin only stared. 

"I know that no one who speaks of it as if it is a real thing stays out of the path of his soldiers for long. What do you know about the Dark?"

"We've seen two different maps that say it is a real thing. I think there's a reason he doesn't want anyone to know of it," Silas said, "and I want to find out what that reason is."

"Amman must be with you, to deliver you to my care. Come with me."

Davin motioned for them to follow. He walked back into the changing room. It was a small and simple room, barren except for a full-length mirror hanging on the wall. He pushed the mirror to the side, sliding it along hidden tracks and revealing a small space with a ladder leading underground.

"As I said, listening only," Davin said, turning towards Eryn. 

"Having someone look upon my naked flesh is the least of my concerns," she replied.

Davin laughed at that. "I should have expected as much from anyone who can match with the General." He entered the space and started climbing down the ladder. "I have heard that most of the cities in the Empire have tunnels like these. They're very convenient for the business that the Overlords want to deny exists but allow to continue, though I've always doubted that was their original purpose."

They followed him down the ladder, into a network of torch-lit tunnels that stretched for unseen lengths below the city. There were a few others moving about, and they nodded to Davin as they passed. Eryn and Silas had both raised the hood of their cloaks, and it was effective enough to avoid stares from people accustomed to not asking questions.

A series of twists and turns brought them to another ladder. Davin climbed up first, pushing a hidden trap door out of the way and leading them all up into a tiny room that smelled of bread but was presently empty. He withdrew a key from a vest pocket and unlocked the door leading out of the room, swinging it open and bringing them into an empty kitchen.

"My home," he said. "One of them. I haven't lived here for some time. No one has."

"If I had to guess, I would say this is one of the three level apartments on Downing Street," Andreaus said. "These were said to have burned down."

"You have a fine sense of direction, merchant," Davin said. "These are those apartments. About two years past I bought the entire block under a false name. Only recently did I have all of the units except for this one torched inside and out. This one... only the outer wood was licked by flame, leading most to believe the entire structure uninhabitable."

"Why?" Silas asked. "That's a lot of trouble to go through."

"It is, but I had a good reason." 

He brought them out of the kitchen and into a large, empty dining room, and then through to the foyer and up two flights of stairs to the third floor. From there, he led them down a short hallway to a door in the rear corner of the apartment.

"The biggest challenge is finding enough light. I've been able to start small fires in here when it's cloudy and the  view from the ground is obscured, but the rest of the time I don't dare betray the death of this place."

Silas wasn't sure what he was talking about. Davin took a separate key from the other pocket of his vest and placed it in the lock. He was stoic as the tumblers clicked and he shoved it gently open.

Silas heard the confusion of the people behind him. If he wasn't looking at it, he wouldn't have quite believed it himself. 

Across from the door was a fireplace, and in front of the fireplace was a small rug, worn in the center such that the threads were frayed and reduced to their natural color. Stacked neatly on either side of the rug were books. Hundreds and hundreds of books.

"What is this?" Silas asked.

"These are as many of the books that used to sit in the Varrow library as we managed to save before Overlord Penzi had it, and all of its contents destroyed. Many of them are of little enough value to you, but there is one that I think you may find intriguing. It was the last book that Saretta secreted away before she got caught." 

He entered the room and made his way to the fireplace. Once there, he got down on his hands and knees and crawled inside. Silas heard him grunt, and the sound of stone sliding against stone. A moment later he backed out and stood, holding a square wrap of cloth in his hands.

"The book in my hands predates his Empire," he said. "It's in a language I don't understand. I've been trying to decipher it, but I'm not nearly the scholar that Saretta wa... is. I only know it is some kind of journal or diary because each of the entries looks like it is dated and signed."

Silas reached out. "May I?"

Davin put out his hand. "I want to help you, Silas Morningstar. I want to atone for the night I painted the grass red with the blood of innocents. Talon Rast must atone as well."

He turned his shoulder to put the book further away.

"His soldiers took her, Silas. They took Saretta. I've been told they didn't kill her, that they brought her to the ore mines at Washfall. You and your Cursed companion can save her, I know you can. Do so, and I'll give you the book. I'll give you horses, coin, weapons, anything you need."

Silas glanced over at Eryn. She would take on all of his armies at once if it meant freeing a single soul from the mines. "I want to help you also, Davin. I think the best way we can do that is to find him and end his life. Once he is gone, there will be no more ore mines, and she'll be free. Please, give us the book. We can translate the ancient texts, and there may be some clue inside that will help lead us to him."

Davin shook his head. "What if you fail? What if he defeats you? If you want the best chance to save us all, you need to rescue Saretta."

"Why?" Eryn asked. "Why is she so important?"

"One, she is my love and my wife. Two, she's been to the Dark. That's where she found this book."














Chapter 9




Wilem
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Wilem was uncomfortable.

Not because he wasn't used to the noise, and crowds, and smells of the city. Not because they had ridden as hard as their horses would allow, without time to rest for food or drink until they had reached the gates of Varrow City sometime in the late evening. 

"Well, boy," Kelkin said. "Shall we get a move on?"

He was uncomfortable because Clau had split them up, and commanded him to the Heart with the elder Mediator. 

Wilem took a deep breath and tried to calm his nerves. There was no good reason he should be so uncomfortable around the man. They were both Mediators, both special, but he was younger, faster, and maybe even more powerful. He was destined to replace Kelkin at Clau's side. It was the elder who should have been nervous.

"Yes, my Lord." It was better to be respectful. Wilem made only brief eye contact, catching Kelkin's small brown orbs with his gaze for only a moment. He was a little less frightening in breeches and shirt than he had been in the Mediator's robes.

Kelkin led the way, walking them through Varrow City towards the palace and carrying a small box that held their vials of purified blood. Clau had made them leave their horses behind, explaining that they were too well kept and too well trained to pass as anything but his. 

"Have you ever been to Varrow before, boy?" Kelkin asked. His body shifted strangely as he walked, more like he was slithering than striding. Wilem smiled at that, out of his view.

"No, my Lord. I grew up in Edgewater, and never left before my assignment with the General."

"Har!" Kelkin threw his head back to laugh. "You'll learn fast out here, boy."

Wilem just wished he would stop calling him 'boy.' "I've already learned much." 

"You just need a little more seasoning. To control yourself a bit better. You did well with the runner, but it was dangerous to over-exert yourself like that."

Would he never hear the end of it? Wilem didn't respond. He was certain it hadn't been his fault, and he was confident he would come through when the time came.

"Where are we going to stay, my Lord?" Wilem asked.

Kelkin stopped walking and turned around. "Wilem, call me 'my Lord' one more time and I'm going to show you some of the nastier things I've learned after forty years on the road. Kelkin will suffice for me. If that is too informal, Master Kelkin will do."

Wilem could feel his face turning red, but he forced himself to meet the older Mediator's gaze and hold himself there. "Yes, Kelkin."

They started walking again.

"To answer your question," Kelkin said over his shoulder, "we'll be staying at an inn called Waverly's. The innkeeper there, Patmos, is a known sympathizer."

"I don't understand, my... Kelkin. If he is known to be connected to the rebellion, why is he allowed to remain in business?" In Edgewater, such people were routinely arrested and sent to the mines. 

"For the same reason the Heart is right near the palace. Do you think that who we are gives us power, boy? It is nothing compared to the power of information. That was Iolis' biggest mistake in Elling. He threatened those who threatened the Empire, when he should have either gone all the way and had them arrested or integrated loyalists into their ranks to learn what they knew. He would have found the Liar weeks earlier, and he might even still be alive today."

Wilem didn't know that much about what had happened in Elling, other than the Liar leading the rebellion there to a short-lived victory. He was surprised to hear Kelkin suggest that the Overlord had made a mistake. "So we're going to stay at this Waverly's. Then what?"

"Then nothing, boy. We'll eat and drink, tell tales and make conversation. Most importantly, we'll listen. If any word comes in of the Liar and his Whore, I'll contact Talia and the General."

"Varrow is a big city. Do you really think sitting in one place will help us find them?"

"Staying in one place is sure to be more effective that moving about. What if we leave a place right before they enter it? Waverly is a sympathizer. The Liar risked his neck to get into the city; he's going to want something. That means he'll need to talk to other sympathizers, and sooner or later it will trickle down."

"He could be long gone by then."

"Yes, he could. Did you expect that this would be easy?"

Wilem didn't say anything else for the rest of the walk. Kelkin had made him feel dumb enough already.




###




 They entered Waverly's as father and son. It was Kelkin's idea, and he seemed to delight in Wilem's pale-faced reaction to it. The older Mediator was so much more of a person after escaping from the weight of General Clau's shadow, and while most would have appreciated and enjoyed his relaxed demeanor and boisterous charm, Wilem only found it overwhelming.

"Ah, thank you, dear," Kelkin said, as Patmos' wife, Urla, dropped a plate of roast hen in front of them both. "Another ale, if you please." He gave her a wide smile while handing her his empty mug.

"As you wish, my Lord," Urla replied. She took the mug and vanished back into the kitchen.

Wilem had found Waverly's to be an interesting place. It was one of the largest inns he had every seen, with dozens of long and round tables spread throughout the common room, three separate hearths to warm the entire floor, and an intricate pattern of wooden beams and cross-supports that held up the three levels of rooms above. There was no bar to speak of, and no drink besides water and the dark ale that Kelkin was downing. There was no entertainment either, but that didn't seem to dissuade dozens of lower classed merchants and laborers from making it their roost for the night. They gathered more closely than he would have expected, or had experienced in Edgewater, filling the tables nearest the kitchen first and finding company in both friend and stranger alike.

"Sympathizers," Kelkin whispered. They sat at the edge of the gathering, close enough not to look out of place, but far enough away to be able to speak privately.

"All of them?"

He nodded. "Most like. This is your first time out, boy, and Edgewater is one of the most loyal cities in the Empire. You haven't seen what I've seen. We grow weaker every day, and even more for every day the Liar roams free. He makes them think that they would be better off without him. They call him tyrant and murderer, cold and evil. They just don't know the truth. It takes a strong hand to make hard decisions."

He stopped talking when he saw Urla coming, choosing instead to take a bite of his hen. 

"You should eat," she said to Wilem. "It looks to me like you could use some more meat on those bones." 

Wilem gave her a weak smile and picked up a drumstick to satisfy her. He took a small bite and discovered how much he had missed food made with real herbs and spices. 

"As I was saying," Kelkin continued. "Look at Clau, or even Talon before he snapped. They've done the work. They've taken responsibility for killing men, women, children. They've made the hard decisions to protect all of us. I'm from Elling. Did you know that?"

Wilem shook his head. His mouth was full.

"I was raised on a farm until I got the Curse. Nobody ran in those days. They took me away, taught me to control it... well, you know how that is. If it weren't for him, the Curse would have taken me years ago. None of these people seem to understand that."

"Sometimes I do wonder," Wilem said, having finished assaulting the drumstick. "Why don't we just tell them the truth? Why don't we take their blood and send it to be refined, like yours and mine."

Kelkin's mood shifted like the wind in a storm. The ease vanished from his face, and he leaned back in his chair and glowered at Wilem. "Do you think everything is so easy, boy?"

Wilem dropped his eyes back to the half-eaten hen, his appetite washed away. 

"The General says there is good reason, and I believe him," Kelkin said. "Even the mines don't exist just to punish thieves and liars. They serve an important purpose."

Wilem felt the heat of his flushed cheeks. He pushed his chair back and stood. "Excuse me. I've had a bit too much water."

Kelkin's smile returned, and he laughed. "Maybe next time you'll try the ale."

Wilem didn't reply. He spun about on his heel and headed towards the stairs. He'd learned earlier that Waverly's was one of only three inns inside the Heart that had indoor plumbing.

Before he knew what was happening he felt something slam into his shoulder, twisting him off balance and sending him stumbling back towards the table. He reached out in an effort to steady himself, but his hand only found more air. He was about to call on his power when he remembered the General's warning and allowed himself to take the fall instead. He hit the ground on his stomach. 

"Oh, my apologies." 

Wilem couldn't see the speaker. All he could see was the bottom of their table, and Kelkin's spindly legs folded one atop the other. The small leather and wood lacquered box rested next to his chair.

"Are you well?" 

The voice again. A female voice. She sounded young, like him. 

Wilem twisted and reached up, grabbing the edge of the table and pulling himself to his feet. He saw a pair of black boots, the smallest hint of porcelain legs, and then the hem of a blue dress. His eyes followed it up to small hips before he caught himself and redirected his attention to his attacker's face.

"Are you well?" she asked again. "My apologies. I wasn't paying attention to where I was going."

Wilem stared at her without speaking. In that moment, he decided she was the most beautiful girl he had ever seen.

"I... I'm fine," he replied at last. He had wrenched his other shoulder when he hit the ground, and it was throbbing, but he wasn't going to tell her that.

She smiled, and he thought his heart would stop. It wasn't that he had never seen a girl before, but her clothes were simple, her hair was simple, she wore no makeups or powders, and she was still radiant. 

"Very good then," she said. "Have a fine evening."

Her voice. It was musical. Where was she from, with an accent like that?

She started to walk away.

"Wait." He finally breathed out. "Are you staying here? In the inn?" He closed his eyes; sure he sounded as stupid as he felt.

She paused. "Yes, with my father. He went to bed early, but I was feeling restless, so I came down here."

"Are you hungry? We were just eating. I can buy you a meal."

She glanced over at Kelkin, and then her eyes fell back on his. There was so much life in those eyes. So light and free.

"I knocked you over, sir. I should be paying for your meal."

"Don't be silly." He pulled out his chair for her. "My name is Wilem. This is my... father, Kelkin."

"Eryn," she replied. 

Wilem felt his heart stop again, and he glanced over at Kelkin for just a second. The Mediator didn't react. 

"Not that Eryn." She sat in the chair, and Wilem pushed her closer to the table. She smiled. "It's a difficult name to have these days."

Kelkin laughed and extended his hand. When Eryn took it, he drew it in and lightly kissed the back of it.  "Kelkin Asmar, at your service, my Lady."

"A true gentleman. Eryn Llewyn."

Wilem circled around to the seat directly across from her, leaning over and pulling his meal away before he sat. "I'll get you a fresh one." He raised his hand and signaled for Urla.

"So, Master Kelkin," Eryn said. "What brings you and your son to the Heart of Varrow City?"

"Trade, of course," Kelkin replied. He reached down and picked up the small box. "I have some new mixtures of herbs and saps that I think the apothecaries would have great interest in. These are just samples, but I'm hoping to sell them my formulas."

"Truly? That is fascinating." She looked at Wilem. "My brother is a woodsman. He's very familiar with poultices and tinctures, especially those for healing scrapes and cuts." She laughed, a sound that reminded Wilem of a flute. "My escapades have allowed him quite a bit of experience in that area."

"If you don't mind my saying, you don't appear to be the earthy type," Wilem said. "I would have guessed you for a noble, by the way you carry yourself."

"Thank you, Wilem. I do my best when I'm not at home. Visit me at the estate however, and you're more likely to find me in a tunic and breeches."

"Where is your estate?" Kelkin asked. He had put the box back down next to his chair.

"Portnis, close to the city. My father is a financier. He had some business with the owner of the Golden Thread, and he asked me to come along for the company. It has been difficult for him since mother died."

"I'm sorry," Wilem said. 

Urla interrupted them, bringing out another plate with a hen on it and a mug of water. She kept her eyes on Wilem and Kelkin while she served Eryn, and then retreated again.

Eryn reached down and broke off a leg, bringing it to her mouth and taking an unladylike bite that left a bit of grease on her chin.

"Excuse me," she said, picking up her table cloth and wiping her mouth. "Sometimes I forget my manners."

Kelkin laughed again while Wilem watched every move she made. The way her hand held the cloth. The way she wiped it lightly along her lips. The shape and color of those lips. 

"Where are you from, Wilem?" Eryn asked. "You have a look about you."

Wilem wasn't sure what she meant, but he took it that she thought he was interesting. "Ed..." He felt Kelkin's boot smack against his shin. "Eddington."

She tilted her head to the side, revealing a long, smooth neck framed by her auburn hair. "I've never heard of Eddington."

"It's a small town in Elgin," Kelkin said, covering for Wilem's blunder. As far as either of them knew, there was no town called Eddington. "Best known for being completely unknown."

Eryn laughed at that, and Wilem was captivated by her. 

The three of them sat together and talked. In time, Wilem's appetite found it's way back, and he was able to take his eyes away from Eryn long enough to see what he was eating. He had known girls before, but he had never known one like 'not that Eryn'. She was confident, well-spoken, humorous, and refined. She was strong without any special power, unlike himself. He felt naked without being able to reach for his magic as he wished.

While she was there, he felt light and happy. When she stood to go, he had to force away the disappointment.

"How long are you going to be in Varrow?" he asked.

"Not long," she replied. "A day or two."

"Maybe we can eat together again tomorrow."

"Maybe." She smiled at him. "Good night, Master Kelkin. Good night, Wilem. Thank you for the meal, and for the conversation."

Watching her leave was like snuffing a candle. It was more than just her absence. It was the truth that he had managed to deny for a short time, but that he knew Kelkin would remind him of straight away.

"You did well to get us integrated into the society of this place," Kelkin said. "Be wary, Wilem. That is the true curse of our Curse. He can't forbid us to feel, but you know we're forbidden to act on those feelings."

From the day he had first discovered his Curse, Wilem had never felt the weight of it.

Now he struggled to drag himself out from underneath.














Chapter 10




Eryn
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Eryn climbed the stairs to the third floor of Waverly's. Her room was at the end of the long hallway across from Silas. Her grandfather had insisted on the smallest rooms in the most desolate area, intent on drawing as little attention as possible, and she had no reason to disagree with his reasoning. The third floor was quiet. Only a few of the rooms were occupied, as most patrons didn't enjoy carrying their packs and saddlebags up and down three flights of steps. 

She blinked her eyes and tried to will herself to be tired. After they had returned from their meeting with Davin, Silas had insisted they do their best to get some sleep. They would have five days to rest and regroup while the King of Hearts arranged for everything Silas had requested in order to attempt to free Varrow City's former Head Librarian from captivity.

Silas didn't want her to come along. She could see that much in his eyes. He knew there was no way around it, and he knew they might need her power, her magic to win the day. If they were going to free one person from the ore mines, Silas had insisted, they were going to free them all.

The thought didn't scare her. It excited her. They had spent months in search of a direction to move in, and a means to begin to bring about his downfall. The cure was important because she was limited in her greatest strength until they could discover its origins and give her and all of the other Cursed the same advantage the Mediators had. 

Elling would never have fallen.

She fought against the sadness that continued to threaten her. So many lives had been ended because of them after they had worked so hard to save them instead. She missed her friends from the theater.  She missed her family.

Finding him was even more important, which is why they were so eager to learn more about the Dark. He didn't want anyone there. What was he hiding? Davin had a journal from that place. He had some of the answers. They were risking their lives and the future of every Cursed in the Empire that Saretta could lead them to the rest.

Eryn put her ear to Silas' door, trying to hear if he was awake. He seemed to be able to sleep through anything, his age and experience keeping his nerves calm and his mind centered no matter what their future held. She had tried to use the meditation practices he had taught her - the breathing and the muscle exercises - but she had spent two hours in her room with her heart racing along with her mind, and had finally given up.

Then she had knocked over Wilem. 

She laughed at the thought. The poor boy had been beside himself. Eryn had always been only half of a girl, mixing her time in the kitchen with her mother and the other half at the forge with her father. Having anyone so flustered by her appearance was a strange experience for her.

She liked it.

She pushed open the door to her room and slipped inside. It was a mirror image of Silas' quarters. A single lit torch burned next to the door, casting enough light into the room to navigate. A small pallet with a soft feather mattress sat in the corner, with a bar to hang a pack or saddlebags in front of it. A few empty shelves hung from wood-slatted walls, and a tiny cutout behind a red curtain hid a small dais where she could relieve her bladder without having to slog outside. A small mirror hung from the back of the door, and she looked at herself when she closed it.

A year on the road with Silas had done wonders for her physical appearance. Her once almost bald head had regrown a shoulder-length wave of light brown hair. Her thin but childish face had shed some of its fat and become more angled and mature. Her chest had increased in size to something not too big, but hinting at female adulthood, and her arms and legs had become even more toned and muscled than she had ever seen on any of the girls in her village. 

It's a good look. Dangerous, mysterious.

She jutted out her hip and took one of the defensive stances Silas had taught her. She looked at herself and laughed.

More than survive, mother. Grandfather and I will kill him, and avenge your senseless death.

Her mind wandered back to Wilem. He was cute enough, she supposed, but despite his fawning she was sure she couldn't see him as more than a passing friend; someone to talk to and share a meal with, and that was all. She'd been interested in boys when her life had been simple. She didn't have time for them now. Besides, the only things she'd told him that had been true were so blatantly true that he'd never suspect they were intended as lies.

When he's dead, I'll be able to marry. I'll find a man who makes my heart flutter, and whose heart flutters along with mine. I'll settle down, have children of my own, and help the entire Empire forget these years of tyranny.

She blinked her eyes again, trying to make herself tired. Not satisfied, she stripped off the blue dress, remaining in her undergarments. She picked up the corner of her mattress and pulled out her ircidium blade. She backed into another of Silas' defensive positions and started working her way through her exercises. 

Within an hour, she was asleep.




###




The days passed in a hurry, though it didn't take long for both Silas and Eryn to fall into a routine. They would rise early in the morning before any of the other guests were awake. They would spend two hours practicing with wooden sticks in the stables, and then they would clean themselves, get dressed, and take turns going down to the common room for breakfast. Afterward, they would meet with Andreaus in Silas' room, and Silas would lay out strategies for slowing his army's return from the other side of the Killorn mountains. At least once a day either Ames or Lance would drop in to report on Davin's preparations, and in the evening Silas would stay in his room, and Eryn would go downstairs to dine with Kelkin and Wilem.

She had told Silas of the man and his son. He had been curious but unconcerned about either of them, and having seen them in passing in the morning, remarked that they were quite unremarkable. He did ask after her overall interest in Wilem, and she had told him he was just someone to spend time with while they were in the city.

Which was unfortunate for Wilem, because it was the truth. 

Eryn could tell that the boy was smitten with her. She could see how his face brightened whenever she came into the common room and sat with them. She could hear the excitement in his voice. He had loosened up since the first night they had eaten together, and he turned out to be both more intelligent and more confident than she had at first suspected. Even his relationship with his father seemed to have changed, and they spent an increasing amount of time laughing together and sharing stories with her and the other patrons of the inn. 

She stood in front of her mirror, checking her hair, and making sure the dress Ames had brought her was sitting properly. It was made of red velvet and flowed down to her ankles, with a high neck and large cuffs. It was the finest cloth she had ever worn; much richer than a financier's daughter would typically be able to afford. She had already thought of a good lie should anyone mention that. 

They would be rising before the sun tomorrow. They would travel to Davin's, and from Davin's to the Washfall mines. The preparations were complete. Now it was up to them to execute.

That was why she had worn the dress. Maybe that was even why Davin had sent it for her. One last chance to wear such finery, in case she didn't survive. It was a morose thought, but she saw the kindness of the gesture, and she loved the way she looked in it.

Wilem is going to spit out his ale.

Just because she wasn't interested in any romance with him, that didn't mean she didn't enjoy making him blush. Straightening her cuffs one more time, she knew these clothes were going to put his jaw on the table. She decided that she would go out through the back and come in the front of the inn so she could sneak up on him. She knew he watched the entrance from the stairs like a hawk, just waiting for her to appear.

She laughed at the thought and exited her room. She put her ear to Silas' door once more, not hearing any sound. He was either asleep or meditating. She kissed her fingers and pressed them against the door before hopping down the three flights of steps. 

"My, my," Urla said when she walked into the kitchens. "Amman has blessed you in all the right ways, child."

Eryn felt herself blush. "It's the dress."

"The dress is fine, I agree, but it's only an enhancement to what you have naturally."

"You're too nice to me, Urla."

The big woman laughed. "Nonsense."

"Where are you going?" Patina asked. She was helping her mother roll dough.

"Just out the back and around to the front. I want to sneak up on Wilem." 

Patina laughed at that.

"You've spent a lot of time with the boy," Urla said. "He and his father are both very nice. Always polite, always chatting with the other patrons. Be careful, Eryn."

She was surprised. "What do you mean by that?"

"Two things. One, it's clear he has his heart set on you. Even a blind man could see it. Two, they've been here for four days and haven't mentioned the rebellion a single time. Even when I overhear others going on about it, they never say anything. It's like they don't know what it is, or maybe don't agree with it and don't want to cause a ruckus. Anyway, I'm probably being an overprotective ninny, but considering who you are..."

Eryn smiled. "Thank you, Urla. Maybe they don't agree with the rebellion, but I think they're harmless, and anyway Silas and I will be gone in the morning."

"We'll miss you," Patina said.

Eryn walked over to her and stroked her hair. She was fond of the child. "I'll miss you, too."

She slipped out the kitchen door and made her way around to the front entrance: two tall, heavy doors that needed a winch to open and close. A young man worked the system, and even he stared at her when she entered.

She ducked off to the side of the common room, which was only half full today. She scanned the guests, looking for Wilem and Kelkin.

She found the older man at their normal table near the back of the crowd, leaning back with his feet up on one of the other chairs. His box of tinctures was laying open on the ground next to him, and she could see it was filled with vials of dark liquid. He had one of the vials in his hand, filled with a golden colored syrup. 

She watched while he glanced around the room, and then reached over to Wilem's mug and poured it in. The moment the last drop had cleared the vial he slipped it up into his sleeve and started coughing. She saw Wilem then, walking back to his father and sitting down. Kelkin said something to him, and then they both raised their mugs and drank.

What was going on? She moved quietly from her place in the back of the inn, winding her way around the support columns so that Wilem wouldn't see her until she was right on top of them. She considered saying something about the vial but decided that it was none of her business. Wilem and his father seemed to be close, and he was likely just giving him some medicine. Perhaps if the boy had known, he might not have downed it so willingly.

"Good evening, Wilem," she said, stepping out from behind a column a few feet away. He looked up at her, and his face turned beet red.

"Ah... uh..."

"He says hello," Kelkin said with a laugh. His eyes examined her with a measure of amusement. He knew what she was doing, and why she was doing it. He thought it was funny.

"Do you mind some company?"

"Ah... Of course not." He got to his feet and pulled out a chair for her. 

"That's a fine dress, Eryn," Kelkin said. "It must have cost your father a small fortune."

"Indeed. He spoils me, Master Kelkin, if only to see me in a skirt instead of riding leathers."

"You are well worth it," Wilem said. "I have never seen a more dazzling sight."

"Thank you, Wilem. You are looking well yourself."

Wilem looked down at himself in disbelief. "In this? You must be joking."

"You are very handsome."

His red face turned a deeper shade of red. "Have you eaten?" he asked.

"I have, but I don't mind sitting with you while you eat."

"We've just finished," Kelkin said, lifting his mug. "We were just enjoying a drink or two before we retire for the evening."

Wilem picked up his mug and took another drink. He didn't seem to notice if anything was wrong with it. 

"Master Kelkin, I couldn't help but notice that your sample box is open. I was curious about the makeup of its contents."

Wilem almost spit out his drink, and she could tell by his hesitation that Kelkin had been caught off-guard. He coughed again, and then leaned over and lifted one of the vials from the box. 

"It looks like blood," Eryn said. The liquid was a thick, deep red. 

"It does, at that," Kelkin replied. "It has some fish blood in it, but it is mainly composed of sap and a mixture of ground herbs and berries. If you were with fever, this tincture would see you well within two nights."

"Remarkable," Eryn said. She couldn't stop herself from staring at it. 

Sap and berries. It looks just like blood. 

He passed it to his other hand, and then leaned over and shifted the box at his feet. He put the tincture away and closed it. Eryn was sure if she could see it open now, there would be an empty vile resting inside.

They continued talking. Eryn kept a close eye on Wilem, to see if his demeanor changed at all from swallowing whatever Kelkin had put in his drink. When it appeared he was unaffected, she stopped worrying about it.

"Well, I'm going to go to bed," Kelkin said, getting to his feet and picking up his box. "Wilem, remember what I told you. Goodnight, my dear." He lifted Eryn's hand and kissed it before vanishing up the stairs.

"What did he tell you?" Eryn asked. 

Wilem looked at her in silence. He picked up his mug to take a drink, discovering it was empty.  "I need some air. Will you join me outside?"

Eryn pushed back her chair and stood. "Are you well?"

He got to his feet. "I will be. I'm just a little nauseous." He started walking towards the front doors, Eryn trailing behind him.

Once they were outside, he made his way to the alley that led to the stables. He put his hand against the side of the inn and leaned over, taking deep breaths. Was it the tincture? 

Eryn wasn't sure what else to do, so she started rubbing his back. His breathing relaxed and he straightened up, so she started to pull her hand away. He caught it with his.

"Eryn," he said. She could see he was nervous. Very nervous. "I..."

She had never held a boy's hand before. It was larger than hers, but soft and warm and strong. She liked the feel of it, but not the situation. She had an idea of what he might be about to say. 

"I'm leaving tomorrow morning," she said. 

It was as if she had hit him in the head with the flat of her sword. The redness of his face fell away to white, and his hand went limp in hers. 

"Oh."

"My father's business is done. I'll be returning to Portnis with him. Maybe you can visit me there."

He looked stricken. "I would but... I can't. Not for a while anyway. Mas.. My father's business is here, and then further south."

She smiled at him. "Well, whenever you are in Portnis, then. You can come for di-"

Before she knew what was happening, Wilem's face was right up to hers, and his lips were on her lips. Her eyes widened in surprise, and she had to fight every instinct to punch him in the gut and throw him to the ground. 

She just stared at him when he backed up. She fought to disguise her anger. He was a friend, just a friend. Her first kiss, and it had meant nothing to her. 

"I just wanted to say goodbye," Wilem said. "My apologies if I offended you."

She took a deep breath and forced a smile. "You didn't offend me. I just wasn't expecting that. I like you Wilem, I do, but I have to leave tomorrow, and my father would never approve of me consorting with anyone who wasn't my betrothed."

It was a good lie, and it calmed the awkward moment. 

"Of course, I understand." Wilem returned her smile. "I'll miss you."

"I'll miss you, too. Tell your father I said thank you for his wonderful tales. Thank you for your company. You've made my visit here worth wearing these clothes." 

He gave a weak laugh at that. Eryn turned on her heel and went back into the inn, up the stairs to her room. 

It took three hours for her swordplay to put her to sleep.
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"I have everything you asked for," Davin said. 

They were in his true residence, a smallish mansion at the western edge of the Heart. They had traveled there separately through the streets, careful that none of them were seen together. The King of Hearts had wanted to use the underground tunnels, but he had been informed that the Overlord knew Silas was in the city, and he didn't trust that they wouldn't plant lookouts or ambushes in the underground routes. Even spiriting them into the mansion had been a calculated risk.

Eryn stood in Davin's study with Silas and Andreaus. A map was unrolled across the rogue's desk, showing them a more detailed depiction of the Washfall ore mine and its surrounds. 

"You have the coin?" Andreaus asked.

"Ames is keeping an eye on it downstairs, " he replied. "He and Lance will carry it, and a carriage will meet the three of you outside the walls to take you to Portnis. It's almost everything I've saved over these last twenty years, so don't waste it."

Andreaus bowed. 

Half of the gold was going to pay blacksmiths in villages throughout the region to start increasing their purchases of steel and iron ingots and begin fashioning them into swords and armor. The other half was going to be for more immediate use in procuring supplies for the rebellion, with the ultimate goal being to harry any of the armies returning from Elling should they try to return through the Killorn Pass. They would prefer the troops to have to take to the sea, because the route was longer and slower, but if they didn't, the rebellion would try to slow them as much as possible, providing time for Silas and Eryn to cut the head off the snake.

"How are you going to get that much gold out of the gates?" Silas asked.

"The same way I'm going to get you out. There's a fourth way to and from Varrow City. One that only my most trusted people and I know."

"Does your daughter know?"

Davin's face was grim. "No. It pains me to say it, but she can't be trusted. Building the tunnel came at the cost of many lives, lives that I don't plan to see wasted. I've saved more than I took in its making, and I intend to keep it that way."

"The setup?" Silas asked. 

"Two old nags pulling a wagon laden with grain. I also found a dozen brave souls willing to bring themselves and their supplies into your scheme. They'll be waiting in the woods between the city and the mines."

Silas nodded. He was the General right now, focused and intense. "Show us the mines."

Davin led them over to the table and pointed at the map. "The mines are a half-day's ride to the east of the city. They're below ground, dug out from a small mound of earth into a massive complex of caves. They are patrolled by soldiers at all times, a crossing pattern at the perimeter that never leaves the surrounding area out of their sight, and even more soldiers at various positions in the mine itself. The main entrance is here." He pointed to the side facing the city. "There's a guard station at the top of the mound, where a pair of soldiers and a Mediator keep watch." He looked up at them. "I never knew why a Mediator would be there, until yesterday."

Silas had told Davin all about the Mediators and their relation to the Cursed. The truth had made him livid.

"How many people are in there?" Eryn asked. All they were seeing was a map, a simple representation. It gave them only a vague idea of the size.

"It is hard to know for sure," Davin replied. "My estimate is at least one thousand."

"A thousand people?" Eryn tried to wrap her mind around the number. 

"There are over four dozen ore mines in the Empire," Davin said. "Washfall is one of the smallest."

"The East Killorn mine has over ten thousand people in it," Silas said. "Or it did some time ago."

Eryn couldn't conceive of it. How many people were there in the Empire?

"What does he do with it?" Eryn asked. "The weapons are almost unbreakable, and I haven't seen the ircidium used anywhere else except the top of the palaces. If the mines have been in operation for years, he must have collected more of the metal than he could ever use."

"It's a good question," Silas said. "I don't know if I ever knew the answer."

What they did know about the metal was that it had an interesting relationship to magic. The power couldn't penetrate it from the outside, and yet it was able to be conducted from the inside. Was there a prison hidden somewhere, a place where all of the Cursed that didn't become Mediators were taken and held until the Curse killed them? Were the cells made of the metal? The fact that there were many more Cursed collected than there were Mediators had been a revelation.

"They won't be expecting you today, Silas," Davin said, looking up from the map. "If word has reached them of your presence in Varrow, they'll be even more on guard."

"I know, but we dare not wait. I'm expecting that they'll continue to underestimate what we're willing to do to put the thorn in his side." He turned to Andreaus. "Do you have everything you need?"

The merchant nodded. "As long as we can get out of the city without being seen, I should be able to get the coin to the rebellion. I'll do whatever I can to get you the time you need."

"Lance will return to report once the vintner is safe," Davin said. He reached into a drawer in his desk and lifted up the note from Patmos. He tore it into pieces. "Consider your debt paid." 

"Come, my dear. We need to prepare."  Silas bowed to Davin and Andreaus, turning to leave. 

"If you die, she'll die," Davin said behind them. "If she dies, I don't want to live."

Silas bowed again, and led Eryn from the room. As soon as they had reached the hallway, he put his hand on her shoulder. "Are you sure you can handle this?"

She put her hand on top of his. "Are you sure you can handle this?" she replied. "You're putting a lot of faith in Davin."

"We have little other choice. We both want that journal he holds, and if Saretta can bring us to the Dark, we have to take the risk. I hate asking you to come with me, but-"

"Don't worry, Silas. Amman didn't give me this power in order to stand by while others like me are hunted and killed. If I die trying to help them, then I will sit at his His side and bask in His glow, knowing I lived my life to the fullest I was able."

She knew Silas didn't have the same faith in Amman that she did, but he smiled and took his hand away. He pushed open the door to the small guest bedroom where they had left their things and looked inside. "The clothes Davin left you are inside, and it looks like his people found our stash without being caught. He's a resourceful one." 

Eryn slipped past him and pushed the door closed. There were two stacks on top of the bed. One was a pair of leather breeches and a small leather vest, a black cloth doublet, and another dress, stained and torn and large enough to be worn over the armor. Next to it was Silas' change of clothes - a stained cotton shirt and cotton pants, along with a pair of hard-soled slippers. Davin had offered him more substantial armor, but he had refused. It wouldn't protect him against the Mediator, and he didn't plan on being struck with a sword.

The bundle they had buried outside of Varrow was also in the room, and Eryn opened it to find the wand with the white stone and her father's books. She put her hand to the journal. "Amman, bless me with the strength to right all wrongs, and make all of my family proud." She picked up the journal and kissed it, and then undressed.
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"I want to thank all of you for volunteering," Silas said to the merchants gathered around their wagons. 

They were out of Varrow City and into the Washfall Wood, a mile or more from the city walls. Davin had downplayed the impressiveness of the passage, which extended from a nondescript mound of manure behind his stables, travelled deep enough under the city to pass below even the ancient subterranean passages, and moved in a straight line below the walls and out into the trees. It had taken thousands of gold coins, years of digging, a creative dumping of earth around various points of the existing underground, and the death of hundreds to bring it to fruition. It was Davin's life's work, all in the name of his dream of one day overthrowing the Overlord of Varrow and holding the city as a stronghold against the Empire.

Now he's risking it all to save the woman he loves. I would do the same for you, Alyssa.

Silas' eyes passed over each of the merchants. Most wore the same stained and unkept clothes that he did. Most had little in the world besides what they wore on their backs or carried in their carts. They traveled from village to city, bartering for meats and grains and selling them to him at fixed prices, feeding the armies to earn barely enough coin to feed their family. They had little enough to lose, and Davin had promised them that their wives and children would be well cared for regardless of the outcome.

They were the people of his Empire. They were the forgotten, who moved about without notice from soldiers or the Overlords. Their anonymity made them the perfect accomplices.

"Thank you, Silas," one of the merchants replied. "Thank you for standing up to him. My son was brought to Washfall after he questioned the price of the grain we had brought in and threatened to sell it somewhere else. I don't even know if he's still alive."

"If he is, he'll be free by morning," Silas said. "We'll see to that." He looked over at Eryn, who was sitting on the bench of the wagon in the center of the train. 

"My girl," another said. "They took her and accused her of prostitution. My girl ain't no prostitute, my Lord. All she did was say no to a soldier. All she did was respect her pa's wishes to stay pure 'til she was wed." He had tears in his eyes and he used a dirty sleeve to wipe them away.

The merchants all spoke out in turn, expressing their anger and sadness at the treatment they had endured beneath his boot. Silas listened to all of them, offering individual words of comfort and thanks, and lifting their spirits the way only a leader of men could. 

"You think this plan will work?"  Sharl asked. His wife had been taken over a dozen years earlier for stealing a loaf of bread. He was one of the oldest of the bunch, and while he was certain his wife couldn't have survived the labor of the mines, he clung to the hope that he could earn revenge on her memory.

"I'm sure it will. Take heart in that. They'll be telling stories of this for years to come." 

It would work because his soldiers would be prepared for an attack. What Silas was bringing was something they wouldn't expect. He climbed into the wagon with Eryn. "We'll stop right before we enter the clearing, but only for a moment." He waved at the others, and they all gained their wagons and eased their horses into a slow trot. 




###




They could hear the sound of the mines as they moved closer to it, a murmur of voices rising into the crisp night air, backed by the muffled clang and thump of picks and hammers. Stars shined down from the sky above them, but Silas couldn't see them from his position underneath the center wagon.

"Are you well?" he asked. 

Eryn shifted slightly in the leather harness that was holding them off the ground. "I'm scared."

Silas smiled. "So am I, my dear. So am I."

They rocked and shifted as the wagon trundled forward, the makeshift straps groaning beneath their weight and threatening to spill them to the ground at any moment. The merchants around them were talking to one another, a nervous banter meant to try to fool the soldiers into thinking they belonged, though Silas was sure it would be a failed effort.

They spoke about their children. They spoke about their wives. They spoke of the simple pleasures like fishing and whittling, of minstrels and mummers. They tried to hide their fear. They tried to stand up to it and face it down. They showed the courage of a hundred soldiers, though none had ever picked up a sword in their lives.

Until tonight.

Silas heard the hoofbeats of the approaching soldiers. Judging by the speed of the caravan, they were almost two-thirds of the way to the front gates. Luck was with them - they had gotten further than he had hoped.

He couldn't see the mines, but he didn't need to. His nose caught the scent of heat and sweat and death, and at that moment he remembered. Not this mine, but the mines of Killorn, where ten times or more the number of people worked day and night to dig out the ores that he craved so desperately. How many people had General Talon Rast brought to those mines? How much pain and suffering was he responsible for?

"Hold!" The soldiers reached them. The wagons rolled to a stop.

"We... We have a delivery of supplies. A... A special replacement order." The merchants had put Oli in charge of speaking. He was the eldest among them, a kind old man who had lost half of his left hand in a farming accident years ago. Silas could hear him fumbling with the papers Davin had forged. A special letter from Overlord Prezi verifying the cargo.

"Give me that."

The paper rustled again while the soldier unfolded it. Silas could see the hooves of the other soldier's destrier, trotting slowly along the line. 

"The seal is missing," the soldier said. 

"Wh.. What?" Oli's fear made his voice crack.

"I said the seal is missing, old man. What are you trying to pull?"

"We have a message from the rebellion," Oli said. "Silas is coming. He's going to die, and you're going to die with him."

Silas heard the sound of old swords being lifted from the front of the wagons. He held his breath and closed his eyes.  "Too soon," he whispered.

Oli's scream followed a moment later, and the second soldier charged the nearest merchant. Another cry echoed in the night, and the two horses turned and raced away, back towards the mines.

"Where are they going?" Eryn asked. Her voice was thick with fear.

"It's time." He reached over and twisted his wrist, pulling on the strap and causing it to drop them to the ground. They could see the merchants' feet shifting around the wagons while they tried to figure out what to do. "Eryn, save us."

She closed her eyes. "Obex," she whispered. 

Heartbeats passed in tense silence. It appeared as though nothing was happening. 

Then the world exploded around them.

 It occurred in the space of one breath to another. The merchants shifted from foot to foot, uneasy, not knowing what to expect. The sky brightened as though it was daytime, and a rush of air blew leaves and bent the grass around them. Next came heat, unbelievable heat, and it poured down on the caravan like it had been dropped from the sky, igniting the wagons and their contents as no more than tinder, igniting the clothes the merchants wore and scattering them while they burned alive.

Silas and Eryn rested below the center wagon. The flames spread around them, but where they lay was cool and calm. Eryn's eyes were closed, her face peaceful and focused. He knew she wasn't aware of what was happening because she was so intent on holding back their enemy's power. 

Forgive me for what I've done.

He had known how the soldiers would attack. He had known the Mediator would use his power against them; that's why he was there, after all. The perimeter guards of his mines knew the truth of the Mediators. They were the elite of his ranks, former Commanders who had grown too old to lead, but still held great value and esteem. It was the fate that would have awaited him, had he never learned the truth of Aren's death.

The merchants had also known. Davin told them they were walking to their death, but the promise of comfort for their families was all the reward they needed. 

A dozen men, now charred and dead in a circle of ash.

The heat and flames vanished almost as quickly as they had risen. Silas reached over and squeezed Eryn's shoulder, hard enough to bring her from her trance. She took a deep breath in and opened her eyes. She saw the burnt devastation, and she looked to him for answers.

He held his finger to his lips. Hoofbeats again. Three horses now. They would come to ensure that everyone was dead. He reached up and grabbed the knife that had been stabbed into the bottom of the wagon and stuck it below his leg. Then he ran his fingers along the ground and wiped them on his face, smearing it with ash and dirt. Eryn watched and then mimicked him.

"Have you ever seen anything like that?" one of the soldiers asked. The horses stopped at the front of the line, and all three riders dismounted.

"Suicide." This was a new voice. It had to be the Mediator. "Why would they do that?"

"They said Silas was coming. Do you think they were telling the truth?"

They started walking down the line. 

"If he is, he's not here. He may be a liar, but from what I've heard he has a soft spot for mules like these. The so-called Hero of Elling wouldn't send a bunch of old peasants to their death."

They reached the wagon and stopped.

"These two tried to hide from it," the soldier said. 

"Walston, I don't remember seeing a girl be-"

Before he could finish, there was a knife in his foot. On the opposite side of the wagon, Silas had thrown his weapon, burying it deep into the other soldier's neck. He pushed himself out and to his feet, grabbing the hilt of the knife, wrenching it out and spinning in Eryn's direction. Her first attack had startled the soldier, but now he could see the crackling glow of blue energy arcing away from her hand and into his chest. He tumbled away, burning just as easily as the merchants had.

"Eryn!" Silas could hear the Mediator near the front of the charred caravan. He dove back under the wagon, rolling across at the same time a blast of flame raised a searing heat along his back. He saw a blue flash. He felt the second source of power. It was followed by the Mediator's screams.

He came up behind her, wasting no time leaning over into the wagon, pushing aside the ash and tattered remains of burlap sacks of grain. He found their ircidium blades at the bottom, undamaged, along with her wand. He also found a bow and a quiver of arrows, wrapped in leather and soaked in oils to help survive the flames. 

"Come on," he said, handing Eryn her sword and wand. He belted the sword to his hip, slung the quiver over his back, and strung the bow as they ran towards the soldier's horses. 

Hooves sounded out new enemies approaching, but the starry night wasn't bright enough to reveal them. Silas closed his eyes and tried to track the sound, notching an arrow to his bow and pulling back, ready to loose. 

"A little light, if you please, my dear," he said. "Just for a moment."

"Ignus," Eryn said, holding her hand out, palm up. A light grew there and shot ahead of them faster than an arrow. It grew as it moved, lighting up the incoming horses before vanishing into the night.

The whistle of an arrow reached her ears, and then another. The sound of horses remained, but the pace of their footfalls slowed to a stop. 

"Well done," Silas said. He slung the bow and hopped up onto one of the destriers. Eryn took the reins of the other and pulled herself into the saddle. Together, they urged the horses to a gallop, straight towards the gates of the mine.

 As Davin had said, what was visible of the mines was nothing more than a small hill of earth, with a large iron gate crossing an entrance that was big enough for an army to march through, and a small fortified guard station sitting at the mound's apex. The guards were gone and the station was deserted. All they had to do was go inside and crank the gate open.

More horses could be heard approaching in the short seconds it took them to near it, the alarm the Mediator had sent calling on all of the soldiers to return from their sorties. 

"Get to the guardhouse and start cranking the gate," Silas shouted through pounding hooves and wind. "I'll hold them off."

"I can stop them," Eryn replied.

"No. Save your Curse. Open the gate, and then wait for me." He eased up on the reins. "Oh, and a little more light would be helpful."

He didn't wait for her to respond, rearing and spinning his warhorse back around. A spear of light rose into the sky, illuminating the ground around them. Four soldiers approached from his left, two from his right. 

Silas took a deep breath and closed his eyes. He willed his nerves to calm, his muscles to relax, and his mind to remain clear. He felt the tension ease out of his limbs. He heard the wind against his head, smelled the smoke and ash and death. 

I am Talon Rast. General of the Northern Armies. Champion of Ares-Nor. 

Champion? Silas opened his eyes. He had never remembered that title before. Where had it come from? And what was Ares-Nor?

There was no time to waste on it. Silas urged the horse forward, towards the two soldiers on his right. He held his bow and notched another arrow, glancing up at the bright star of light that Eryn had left him. He looked forward again and jerked to the side, bringing his head down and over, hearing the whistle of an opposing arrow sail past. 

He wasn't the only one who could use the light.

He drew back and let fly, not bothering to aim, and just as quickly drew another. The soldiers were coming on fast, and he would only have one more shot.

He decided not to take it. He clutched the naked arrow and let the bow fall to the earth. He put the arrow between his teeth and drew his sword. It shined brightly, reflecting the magic light on its polished surface. Silas' eyes narrowed as he angled the blade, catching more of the illumination and using it to blind the soldiers.

One died with an arrow in his neck. The other lost his head to the sword. Silas rode past and forced his destrier into a sharp reverse, turning it around and accelerating towards the larger group.

There was no fear. There was no doubt. Silas commanded his warhorse to full speed, bringing his sword up and holding it forward as though it was a jousting pole, setting himself and signaling his intent to win the charge or die trying. The soldiers formed a horizontal line before him, and as he neared he could see them holding their bows, arrows notched and ready. 

He spared only a single shifting gaze towards the guard station, where Eryn's horse waited for its rider to return. He gave the barest hint of a smile, clenched his teeth, and continued forward. He knew the arrows were going to come, and when they did he relaxed every muscle in his body and let himself roll backward, straight off the rear of the horse.

The destrier cried, its chest pierced. Even as Silas landed on his shoulder in a controlled tumble, he could hear the animal whine and crash to the ground. He slid on the grass, bouncing and rolling, keeping his body tucked and his muscles loose, letting himself drop the sword as he came to a stop; far enough away to look like an accident, close enough to be in reach. His singular hope was that they would come in on foot, and not pepper him with arrows while mounted.

He heard them approaching. Hooves, not boots.

His luck had run out.
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Eryn kept her head down and her charger at a hard gallop. In the back of her mind she could sense Silas moving further away, headed off to engage the soldiers before they could reach her. She took a shallow breath and fought back against the dizzying fatigue of the magic. 

"Ignus," she said again, feeling the tingle run down her spine and watching a ball of light grow in her palm. She threw it backward, directing it up and out over the field. The light would help both sides, but Silas was alone. He needed to be able to see more than they did.

The warhorse skirted around the large iron gate in the center of the mound and began to ascend the side of the hill. It was dusted in grass and bushes, sixty feet high or more. The guard station was at the top, a simple stone structure with a short parapet where an archer could loose arrows without fear of reprisal. The soldiers had been stupid to leave the station to check on the carnage. They had underestimated Silas' ability to be as cold and hard as their master was.

He has made us that way.

She had known the plan, and while it had turned her stomach, she had complete faith in her grandfather. She had seen the scar that ran across his chest. He was a man who knew how to survive against all odds. The merchants had known what was going to happen to them, and they had remained. They believed in their fight, they believed in the free Empire, and they loved their families enough to sacrifice themselves to protect them. Eryn knew her mother, her father, and her brother would all have done the same. She knew that Silas would have done the same and that she would have done the same.

That's what she was worried about.

She nearly fell from the horse in her eagerness to dismount, tripping over her oversized dress and stumbling to the ground. She wrenched it over her head and off as she stood, happy for the freedom of movement the light leather armor provided. The motion pulled her wand from its loop on her belt, and she cursed while she bent to retrieve it.

She could hear the hoofbeats thundering towards one another, and then they stopped. She looked back, seeing Silas still on his horse, but the soldiers both off theirs. A quick survey found the other soldiers headed her way, and Silas turning to intercept. 

She needed to be faster.

The heavy wooden door to the guard house was hanging open, and she ducked inside, bypassing the small table where a stack of black tiles rested in a strangely organized pattern, past the soldier's bunks in a small armory, and past the Mediator's more grand accommodations. In the rear of the station was a winch connected to a chain. The chain was yoked to a muscular workhorse, who at the moment had his head down and was picking at stalks of hay that had spilled onto the ground.

"Hey!" She shouted to startle the horse, but it didn't pay her any mind. She circled around and leaned down, putting her head under its chin. "Come on, its time to work." 

It looked at her with indifferent eyes.

She could hear Silas telling her to conserve her energy. 

There was no time for that.

She took a deep breath, calming herself and feeling the magic rise in her. She pushed it towards the blue stone on her finger. "Litsum," she said, directing the smallest amount of the power she could manage towards the stone, and from the stone to the horse. 

A blue bolt struck its flank, and it's eyes widened. It jerked into motion, turning the winch in a desperate attempt to get away from any further shocks.

"Good horse," Eryn said. She ran from the room, finding the tight stone stairs that led to the parapet. Her heart pounded while she scaled them, terrified of what she would see when she arrived at the top.

Her light still hung in the air over the clearing. She swung her head to the right, to where Silas had been heading. She saw his horse on the ground, and the soldiers riding cautiously past it.

Then she found Silas.

He was on the ground. Hurt? Dead? She had no idea. The way the soldiers were moving towards him, she knew they didn't either. She took her wand from her belt and held it out of the small cut in the stone. She concentrated, calling on her Curse. She felt the tingle growing stronger.

"Algus," she said, pouring the extracted energy into the stone. It glowed a bright white, and the power released.

Out on the field, four soldiers reined their horses in over a fallen Silas. They looked down at him with cold stares, their arrows trained on him, waiting for him to move. In their glory over felling him, they had forgotten about his Whore. They had neglected to account for her Curse.

The wave of cold bit into them without warning. One moment they were prepared to end the life of General Talon Rast once and for all, and the next they were still, frozen so quickly that their hearts simply stopped and all of the moisture in the air glued them to their horses, and their horses to the ground.

Eryn saw them freeze. She let go of the magic and pitched forward, suddenly too weak to stand on her own. She caught the lip of the stone and held herself up, waiting to see Silas rise. She didn't know if she had killed him with the cold. She prayed to Amman that she hadn't.

A sudden pain in her thigh distracted her. It was flaming and intense, as though her skin were on fire. She looked down, afraid a second Mediator had been hiding somewhere, and had used the distraction to burn her alive. There was nothing there.

"I've used too much," she said. The world was growing fuzzy around her, but she forced her body to move to the stairs, She stumbled and rolled down them, landing at the bottom in a heap, cutting open her shoulder on the edge of a step. 

She didn't cry out. She breathed through it as Silas had taught her, focusing on staying alert and getting back up. She didn't know how long it took. Everything felt slow and murky, but she managed to find her feet and start moving towards the door. She fell into Silas' arms as he entered.

"Eryn?" She could hear the concern in his voice. 

"The gate?" she asked. She could smell the dirt and blood on his clothes, but he was here, which meant he was well enough.

Silas chuckled. "Open, thanks to you." He knelt down and held her out in front of him. "You should wait here."

"To Heden with that," Eryn said. "As long as I can stand, I can fight."

He didn't argue. There was no time to waste on that kind of breath. 

They made their way back to Eryn's horse. Silas mounted and pulled her up.

"I don't know what's waiting inside," he said. 

"I'm ready," she replied, drawing her sword. She would only use her Curse if there were no other choice. She was afraid the next time she did she wouldn't be able to stay conscious.

Silas ordered the horse back down the hill, and then turned him towards the open gate. Torches burned behind it, lighting up a huge room filled with supply wagons in various states of unloading amidst a number of wood and ircidium columns that prevented it from caving in. It was too dark to see beyond, but Eryn was sure they would find a number of branches of tunnels, all leading to different parts of the mine. 

Three soldiers waited for them inside. They were guards, not soldiers, and they were armed with regular iron swords and barbed cane poles used to keep the prisoners in line. Bodies lay behind them, men and women in stained cotton rags, their bodies lean and muscled from hard labor. Seeing them coming, the soldiers... surrendered? 

"Please," one of them said. "We didn't know it was you. Please don't kill us." They put their weapons on the ground at their feet. "We killed them. We shouldn't have, but those were the orders if anyone attacked, if anyone got in. Leave no survivors."

Eryn heard it now, the screams echoing from the shafts.

"They'll be killing as many as they can," a second soldier added, looking back towards the tunnels. 

"How many," Silas screamed. "How many guards are there?" He jumped off the horse and walked towards them. Eryn could see the anger and tension in his movements. She knew the guards in front of them were already dead.

"Please. One hundred, my Lord. One for every ten prisoners."

"Which tunnel leads to the most prisoners?"

He pointed back to the passage on the far left. "That one leads to the cell blocks. There are two shifts so that half will be there, and half will be spread throughout the rest of the mine." The soldier had tears in his eyes. Tears? He had killed those poor people in cold blood.

"For every one of them that dies, I'll kill ten of his soldiers. I swear it." His sword was a blur, digging and cutting through flesh, mixing their screams with those of the prisoners. "We can't trust that Saretta isn't in the mines."

"I'll go," Eryn said. 

Silas shook his head. "No. Go to the cells. The soldiers will be more concentrated there. You can stop them with your magic. I'm skilled, but even I can't fight fifty guards at once."

Eryn dropped off the horse, fighting to steady herself without him noticing. She didn't know if she could use the power again and stay on her feet, but they didn't have a choice.

"Silas, be careful," she said. "I love you."

Everything in him softened, and in that moment Talon Rast became Silas Morningstar again. "I love you too, my dear. Stay safe."

Then he was gone, running down the center tunnel. 

"Amman, keep him safe," Eryn said, rushing to the far passage, her sword at the ready. 

The tunnel wound down and around, looping over itself more than once. Eryn moved as quickly as she could, at times leaning against the damp earth and wooden supports to catch her breath and clear some of the fuzziness from her vision. Her shoulder hurt where it was cut, and her thigh stung with inexplicable pain. The cries and screams had grown louder, and she winced every time a new pitch joined the chorus.

She reached her first body before she realized it, nearly tripping over the small woman laying dead on the ground, blood pooled around her. She felt her stomach churn at the sight, but she fought it back. More would suffer the same fate if she didn't keep moving. There was no time for sickness.

She passed a few more bodies, and the cries gained in volume. Finally, the tunnel opened up into a larger cavern. There were wooden cages lining both sides of it, stacked four or five high, with planks and platforms giving access to the higher levels. The cages were empty, the bulk of the prisoners herded into the center of the cavern, ringed by soldiers who were grabbing them, stabbing them and pushing the wounded and dying back into the center. The scene was enough to peak her anger and horror, removing all of the fatigue she felt and bringing the magic instantly to the surface of her being. 

"Murderers," she screamed, loudly enough so that it rose above the cries and echoed in the expanse of the space. Every eye in the room turned towards her. "My name is Eryn Albion. Surrender your arms, or meet the same fate as his soldiers in Elling."

She could feel the magic coursing through her. She could feel the tingle everywhere. She was afraid to let it go. She knew she didn't have the control. She would kill everyone in the room, and possibly herself as well. She held it back and stared at them, daring them to resume their killing. If she could have seen herself, she would have known that blue and gold energy was arcing from her skin, and her eyes were glowing white.

Half the soldiers dropped their weapons. The other half thought to charge. 

They didn't make it far.

Seeing her had the opposite effect on the prisoners as it had on the soldiers. Those that remained unharmed swarmed over them, assaulting them with fists and feet and teeth. Those that had surrendered were mauled just the same as those who fought back. It was over in minutes.

Red tears mixed with salt. Eryn closed her eyes and forced the Curse to subside. Even though she had held back, she felt the fatigue growing, and the pain in her thigh increased. She clutched at it and gritted her teeth while a few of the prisoners approached her.

"Is it true?" The first to reach her was a young man, gaunt and tired but strong in his posture. He was stained with the blood of both prisoners and guards. "The Heroes of Elling are real?"

She started to fall, unable to stand any longer, but he leaned forward and caught her. 

"Silas," she said. "He's in the mines. He's looking for Saretta. Please. We need to save everyone."

The young man turned back to the others. "Toren, Pein, gather the strongest, take the guard's weapons and head for the mines. The Hero needs our help."

"I'm coming," Eryn said. She tried to move forward, but her head began spinning. 

"Don't worry, Eryn Albion," the man said. "If he needs saving, we'll save him." He pulled her back to a wall and made her sit against it. "My name is Loshe."

"Do you know Saretta? Do you know where she is?"

"I know her. She was working in the mine."














Chapter 14




Wilem
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Wilem was asleep when the pounding on his door began. He'd been there since the prior night after Eryn had said goodnight. He'd paced back and forth in embarrassed frustration until the ale he had drank and the futility of it all had driven him to a deep, restless sleep.

"Wilem. Come on, my boy."

Wilem opened his eyes and lifted his head with a start. Whatever was happening, it was serious. He fought to ignore the throbbing in his skull while he slid off the bed and stumbled to the door. 

"You hold your ale like a ten-year-old girl," Kelkin said when he opened it. 

Wilem was surprised to have found himself growing fond of the old Mediator during their time together. His stories were entertaining, he was relaxed and jovial, and he had done his best to begin imparting the wisdom of his years on the young man. He'd treated him like a son, or maybe a grandson, and even added a 'my' to his 'boy.'

"What's going on?" Wilem asked.

Kelkin held up the disc that matched the one held by General Clau. "We've been summoned. We need to make our way to the barracks."

Wilem took a deep breath. The relays were simple artifacts, only able to transmit a message that had been predefined by the holders. Clau wouldn't have used it unless it were important.

"Give me one minute."  Wilem closed the door, took advantage of the indoor plumbing, and rejoined the Mediator. 

"Ten-year-old girl," Kelkin said again. 

He led Wilem out of Waverly's, away from the Heart to the rear of the palace. The main barracks abutted the palace walls.

"State your name and business," the guard said when they approached.

"Move aside," Kelkin said. In an instant, he had shifted from the relaxed patron back to the intense Mediator. "We are on the business of General Clau." He held up the relay.

The soldier examined it for a moment, and then bowed. "As you say, my Lord." He stepped aside and motioned for the barrack gates to be opened.

Varrow was a large city, and as a result had a large complex for the soldiers contained within. Wilem and Kelkin passed through the open iron gate and into the training yard, where hundreds of soldiers stood in formation before their Commander. To the right, a smaller group clashed in a padded recreation of a battle, and to the left archers took aim at solid targets.

"This way," Kelkin said, leading Wilem to the left. Past the archers was a large stone building that bore a vague resemblance to the palace, but on a much smaller scale.

"You've been here before?" Wilem asked.

"No, but I know the officer's building when I see it."  His voice was cold and condescending. It was as though he were a completely different person.

A scribe sat behind a high desk in the corner. He looked up when they entered.

"General Clau," Kelkin said. 

"He isn't here. Follow me."  The scribe hopped down from a tall stool and led them back out of the building. They followed its length past the organized soldiers to a second door.  "This is the infirmary. The General is with a patient."

Kelkin nodded and the scribe went back to his post. "Come on, boy." 

They were greeted with a set of stairs leading below the ground, turning slightly as they did. When they were halfway, he began to hear the screams.

"That's why it's underground," Kelkin said, noticing his pale face. "So the others don't have to think about their brothers' suffering."

 The stairs led out into a long room lined with straw mattresses and lit by torches. The last five mattresses in the rear were occupied by unclothed soldiers in various states of injury. Men and women in robes moved to and from them, bringing wet clothes for their heads or fresh poultices for their wounds. The screaming soldier was in the last bed, a white cloth soaked with blood resting against his abdomen. 

Wilem felt his stomach churn. "Where is the General?" he asked. Clau wasn't in the room.

"You are here for General Clau?" one of the nurses asked. Her dark robes were darker in spots, stained with blood. "Through that door."

Wilem had been so engrossed by the wounded that he hadn't noticed the door on their right. It was open enough for a sliver of light to escape from it, but not enough for him to see anything. 

Kelkin went over to it and pushed it open, with Wilem right behind. Clau and Talia were there, standing on the left side of a brute of a man. He had a blanket over his legs, and his head and chest were wrapped in bandages. His arms rested on the blanket, and Wilem could make out a tattoo of what looked like a heart on his wrist. 

There was someone else in the room, standing on the other side. She was an older woman with long, wavy silver hair and a stern but attractive face. She wore a rich green velvet dress with a deep, plunged neckline. Resting between her breasts was a large green gem, held in place by an ircidium chain around her neck.

"My Lord," Kelkin said with a bow. "Overlord Prezi." He bowed to the woman.

Wilem felt his heart pound. He had never been face to face with an Overlord before. He became very aware of himself as his repeated Kelkin's motions.

"This is the boy?" Prezi asked.

Wilem's heart pounded harder.

Clau looked back at them. "Yes, my Lady."

She beckoned him to enter the room. "Come here, Wilem."

Wilem walked over to her on rubbery legs, fighting to calm his nerves. He wasn't a boy any longer. He was a Mediator. He forced himself to straighten up.

Overlord Prezi cupped his face in her hand and looked into his eyes. Wilem could feel the power of her Curse building, and then the warmth of it flowing through her fingers on his chin. 

"Are you sure?" she asked, holding his face but looking at Clau.

What is she talking about?

"What do you sense?" Kelkin asked.

She glanced at the older Mediator. After a moment, she let Wilem go and smiled. "Just a test, Wilem." She looked him in the eye, and then at Kelkin. "You've done well, so far."

Wilem looked back at Kelkin, confused. The Mediator was stone-faced.

A groan sounded from the man on the bed. His eyes lifted open. Overlord Prezi lost all interest in Wilem when they did. 

"Lance," she said. "This is General Clau. Tell him what you told me. It's very important."

"I... I..." His eyes welled with tears. "Sazi?"

"Sazi is well," the Overlord said. "Her husband is in the dungeon, under arrest for aiding a fugitive."

Lance smiled at the news. "I... I killed my brother."

"You served the Empire. Neither Sazi or I will forget it." Overlord Prezi looked at Clau. "Lance and his brother Ames are part of the Broken Hearts gang. It is run by a man named Davin Capaldi, a rogue who settled here some time ago and made the Heart his own. The peasants there call him the King of Hearts. I've let him operate because he helps keep the peace there and has been no real trouble before now."

"Has he been brought in?" Clau asked.

"No." Prezi's face darkened. "I sent the Constable to arrest him, but found his mansion abandoned. Somehow he knew we were coming. I had the mansion burned to the ground, in case he might be hiding inside."

"The Liar," Lance said. "Sazi...You promised."

"I will put in a very good word for you, Lance," Prezi said. "You will be recognized and esteemed for your service."

The big man smiled, but there was still a hint of sadness to it. "My brother."

"Where is he?" Clau asked. "Where is the Liar?"

"My brother. Sazi." The man was delirious. His eyes began to flutter closed.

General Clau rose to his feet and leaned in, wrapping his hands around Lance's neck. "Where did they go?" he shouted. "Tell me, and then you can live or die as you and Amman will have it."

Wilem swallowed the breath that was caught in his throat. Just because it was necessary didn't mean he enjoyed it.

Lance's eyes opened wider as he began to struggle to breathe. His hands came up to try to peel Clau's away. "Please..."

Clau released his grip. "Where is he?" he asked again, instantly calmed.

"Washfall."

Clau's eyes whipped over to the Overlord. "The mines?"

"There is nothing else at Washfall that he could want, but I can't guess why he would go there."

Clau's jaw clenched and his eyes narrowed. "Why would you go there, Talon?" he whispered.  "How long ago did this one turn up?"

"He stumbled up to the guards some three hours ago. I've had all of the guards questioned since. No one saw him leave the city."

Clau looked at the ground. "The three of you, go back to the officer's building and have Pendergast lead you to your things. Change your clothes and meet me in the courtyard in twenty minutes."

"I'm coming with you," Prezi said. 

"No," Clau replied. "Three Mediators are enough to handle the girl."

"General..."

"No," Clau said. "We can't risk it. Can you imagine what would happen to this city if Talon killed another Overlord? Have your stable master prepare our horses."

Prezi nodded and pushed her way past them.

"Why are you still standing here? Go."

Behind him, Lance's eyes closed. They wouldn't open again.




###




"What did the Overlord do to me?" Wilem asked Talia. He held out his arms, happy to be returned to the black cloth of the Mediators.

"She was measuring your Curse."

"She didn't sound pleased." 

She had said he was well, so far. He remembered the way she had looked at Kelkin when she said it. Immediately, he remembered the night before when Eryn had asked after the blood that the Mediator carried. Why had the box been open? 

"She has heard good things about you. Perhaps she discovered they aren't true?"

"They are true." Or at least they were true. 

"How have you been enjoying being a peasant?" Talia asked. They had been sent to separate rooms to change, and now they stood together in the hallway waiting for Kelkin.

Wilem's mind settled back on Eryn. She was beautiful. She was sweet. She was funny and exciting. He had kissed her, and it was the best experience of his life. Even if she hadn't returned his affection, he would always remember it.

She was a dream that could never be. 

"Dull," he lied. "Are you enjoying your time with General Clau?"

She shrugged. "I've barely seen him. He set me up at an inn near the warehouses to the south and checked in on me a few times a day for a report. Other than that I've been on my own."

The door opened, and Kelkin joined them. "Don't keep the General waiting," he said, making his way past them. They fell into step behind him.

Clau was waiting for them when they arrived in the courtyard. The General had eschewed his full armor for a lighter ircidium chain shirt and heavy leather pants. The Eye of the Empire was branded onto the thigh and stained such that it looked like real blood. He had also left his destrier behind, opting instead for a faster Portnis stallion.

"By my calculation, we'll be too late to stop him from getting into the mine," Clau said. "If we run these horses to the ground, we may catch him on the way out. Are my Mediators ready?"

"Yes, my Lord," they said in unison.

They moved to their horses. Wilem mounted Strider and patted his neck. "It's good to see you again."

"Wilem." The General sidled over to him. "Are you ready?"

He knew what Clau was referring to. He wished he could have said he was with confidence, but the Overlord's reaction had stolen that away. "Yes, my Lord." He was sure his hesitation was noticed, but Clau only nodded sharply and started riding ahead of them. 

"This may be our best chance. For the Empire!" 

"For the Empire," Kelkin and Talia said.

Wilem urged Strider forward, saying nothing. 

He had a bad feeling he was riding to his death.














Chapter 15




Silas
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Silas ran down the tunnel as fast as he could, sword in hand and scabbard tapping against his leg. It felt good to run, and to work out the cold that would have killed him had he not taken hold of the ircidium blade only moments before Eryn's rescue. 

They were killing the prisoners. He was willing to sacrifice everyone in the mine rather than set them free. The idea of it enraged and confounded him. 

The tunnel dove downward, the floor worn from thousands of feet carrying heavy loads of the ore up from the depths. He reached a few of these feet as he rounded a bend, bare and attached to prisoners who had already been put to the sword. He didn't pause to see their faces, but in his mind he swore to avenge them. 

It wasn't long before he had his chance.

A soldier, walking back towards the mines. He turned when he heard Silas coming, but his simple shoes didn't make much sound, and a masterful sword stroke dropped the soldier even as he raised his weapon to fight. 

Silas moved on without slowing, plunging into the depths.

At last he reached one of the larger shafts, a twisting mess of earth and wooden platforms that ringed dug-out walls of rock. He could see the prisoners shifting away from the soldiers, who approached with swords out, herding them backward and either stabbing them or throwing any they reached into the darkness below. If he had a bow, he could have taken them down one by one from a distance.

He didn't have a bow, so he leaped from the mouth of the cavern, dropping down to a platform below. His weight shook the entire structure, getting the attention of both guards and prisoners alike. 

"It's him," he heard one of the prisoners say. "The Hero of Elling."

The soldier rushed him, striking hard from the left. Silas parried, pushing the blade away and punching him in the side. It was enough to slow him, and he brought the sword back in and through his chest. He pushed the body over the edge.

A whistle in the air caught his attention, and an arrow smacked off the wall to his left and bounced away. Silas looked over and found the shooter, a soldier who had emerged from a second tunnel. He was already notching another arrow. 

"We need to get out of here," Silas said to the prisoners.

In front was an older woman with a head of straggly white hair, half of which had fallen out. "Back that way," she said. "Around to the other side."

Silas saw the opening to a deeper shaft there. He kept his eyes on the archer, dropping down when he saw him release. The arrow clanked off the wall over his head.

"Hurry," he said. He led some of the prisoners around to the tunnel, but there were still others deeper in the cavern. The soldiers down there had noticed their brother fall past and were increasing the killing pace.

Silas looked up at the archer, and then down at a platform on the other side of the gorge. It was twenty feet across and down, a crazy distance to try to jump. 

"Keep going." He found the dagger in his belt and handed it to the woman. 

I'm General Talon Rast, Champion of Ares-Nor. I'm not afraid of heights or dying.

He pushed himself back against the wall, took three short strides forward, and leaped. An incoming arrow buzzed his ear, striking the arm of one of the prisoners.

When he hit the lower platform, he hit hard, his whole body shuddering with the impact. The platform shuddered too, and he lunged forward to get to the next set of planks just in time to avoid being pitched over the edge. He took short breaths to fight through the pain, and moved towards a soldier who had cornered another group. He'd felt the vibrations, and turned at Silas' approach. Unlike his brother, he didn't get a chance to fight.

A woman in stained rags dashed up behind him, finding the dagger in his belt and using it to stab him in the back. Instead of attacking Silas, he fell towards him. Silas grabbed the soldier's sword and then pushed him off the ledge.

"Fine work," he said, handing her the sword. 

"The exit is back that way," she replied, pointing past him. 

Silas looked back the way he had come. A ten foot gap had been created when he'd knocked the platform over. "There has to be another way."

She shook her head.

Silas scanned the cavern. Had he just accidentally trapped them here? He went to the edge of the gap and looked down.  There was another set of planks there, twenty feet below. He'd been lucky enough to survive the first jump, and he was fit. The prisoners were strong from mining, but he couldn't picture them making the drop.

He heard shouting coming from above, and then the sound of steel against steel. He looked up in time to watch the archer who had been attacking him go tumbling over the edge. It was followed by the head of a prisoner looking down on them. 

"Hold there, Hero," he said. "Your army is here."




###




"I'm glad you're safe," Silas said, wrapping Eryn in his arms. He kept it short and simple, lest any of the questionable rumors spread.

"I was worried about you," she replied. She put her hands to a tear in his shirt and the deep cut in his arm, caused by the rough landing on the platform. He hadn't felt the damage at the time, but now it was beginning to throb.

Saretta approached them. Silas had been pleased to learn she was the one who had stabbed the soldier in the back. A strong-jawed woman with the wiry muscle of the undernourished but hard-working miners, with wavy brown hair and sparkling green eyes. "All of the men we sent out are back. These are the rest of the survivors." 

Silas looked over her shoulder to the forty or so prisoners being led towards them.  "How many does that make?" Silas asked.

"Four hundred and seventy-eight," she replied, unable to hide the sadness in her voice. They had lost more than half.

The rest had already been moved to the entrance of the mines, armed with anything they could take from the soldiers. It had taken some time for 'the Hero's Army', as they called themselves, to overcome the remaining guards and lower a rope to rescue Silas and the others. By his calculation, they had three hours remaining to get out and away before any reinforcements could arrive.

"May Amman bless you, Silas," Loshe said. He had half a dozen prisoners trailing behind him, haggard, worn, and scared. "I'll take the rest up to the entrance."

Silas nodded. He hadn't asked them to follow him, but every man and woman who had gotten within reach had bowed before him, kissed his hands or bent their knee. As the six prisoners passed, each of them thanked him and Eryn both. 

"Thank you, Loshe," Silas said. "We'll be right behind you."

He bowed his head and kept moving.

"Why did you want me to stay behind?" Saretta asked.

"We didn't just come here to rescue the people in this mine," Silas said. "I wish I could say differently, but we had a greater purpose."

Her eyes crossed over both of them. "I suspected as much. I'm no fool, Silas. You have nothing to gain by stirring up his armies over a thousand prisoners, especially when there are much bigger mines you could have targeted."

Silas smiled. "I find it hard to believe you were a librarian," he said.

"I've read many things in my life. While books on war strategy have been banned and burned, the principals of becoming a successful merchant are not so different. The most important rule of which is to pick your battles and win the war, not the skirmish. It's easy for a merchant to discount their wares to make them more popular, but if it leaves them no capital to expand-"

"We came for you," Silas said. "You are the prize."

She stopped talking and looked thoughtful. "Davin sent you, didn't he?"

"Yes."

"You want to go to the Dark?"

"Yes."

"And the journal?"

"Yes, again."

She paused, silent, and then her laughter echoed in the cave.

"What's so funny?" Eryn asked.

"The thought crossed my mind that if I had been killed, you would be in serious trouble."

It was Silas' turn to laugh. "The thought just crossed my mind, my dear, that you are not an easy woman to kill."

"You don't know the half of it," she said. "Lead the way, Silas."

They started walking through the tunnel back to the surface together. 

"Have you read the journal?" Eryn asked while they walked.

"The one I found? I've only been able to decipher bits and pieces. I worked very hard to spare the books that were found from the fires, and Davin helped me smuggle some of the more important titles away, but Overlord Prezi has always kept a close eye on our work. It is difficult to learn an alphabet without a volume of materials to cross-reference."

Somehow, Aren had done it. He was always a bright boy. His mother's son.

"What can you tell us about it?" Silas asked.

"Not much. Even though I have worked out some of the alphabet, many of the words have little meaning to me. As near as I can tell, it belonged to some kind of healer."

They walked in silence. The sounds of the prisoners organizing grew louder as they neared the surface.

"What of the Dark?" Silas said. "How did you find it?"

"A map. An ancient map. It was found after a heavy rainfall washed away some sediment not far from here. Only, it wasn't called the Dark. It was labeled in the ancient alphabet. I translated it to 'Genesia'. Davin told me to stay away from there, but I had to see if it still existed."

"What did you find?"

"I found that the stories parents tell their children about the Dark aren't that far from the truth. It is lost in a layer of fog that makes the skin tingle as soon as it makes contact with it. You begin to hear things and see things that aren't there. It's a strange feeling, a terrifying feeling. I made it a hundred feet down the slope before I could stand it no longer and fled."

"Not before you found the journal," Eryn said. 

"Not before I found the corpse," Saretta replied. "I don't know how long it had been resting there, but laying next to it was a thick leather sack, and in the sack was the book."

"There was nothing else in the sack?"

"A tooth. At least, I think it was a tooth. Whatever it belonged to, I hope never to cross paths with it. I left it with the sack. I only took the journal. I think the corpse was another fool like me, who made it further down into the Dark than I did."

They reached the mouth of the tunnel, exiting into the entrance of the mine. The prisoners were all there, huddled in groups and talking to one another. They had only taken a few steps when a hush fell over them all.

"Here's to the Heroes of Elling," Loshe cried. Shouts of joy echoed around them. 

Silas raised his hand, quieting them. "I haven't saved you," he said. "I've merely opened the door for you. Now you must work to save yourselves. Stay clear of his soldiers, spread out and vanish into the countryside. Find a small village to settle in."

"What about our families?" a voice asked. "I want to go home."

"You can't go home," Silas said. "If you do, you and everyone you love will be put to death. Your old life ended the moment you set foot in this horrible place. I'm afraid that leaving it doesn't change that."

A silence fell over the prisoners. Some of them were sobbing. 

"What about the rebellion?" Loshe asked. "I want to fight."

"Aye, I want to fight too," someone else said. 

"If I can't go home, I want to fight."

The sentiment traveled around the mine until it shook with their pleas to join the rebellion.

Silas looked at Eryn. 

"Go to Portnis," she said. "But not all together. You must spread apart, or you will draw attention and his armies will find you and ride you down. The rebellion is growing in Portnis. Find a safe place and ask after it."

The din of the prisoners grew as they spoke to one another of their plans. They could accept the loss of their families if they could serve them in another way. 

"Loshe," Silas said, motioning the man over. "Do you know these lands well?"

"Yes, my Lord. My father was a merchant. He was poor, but he worked hard. I traveled all over Varrow and Portnis with him, and even to Edgewater a couple of times. I know many of the villages and towns along the way."

"I want you to organize these people. No more than six to a group. Try to find someone who knows the land to lead them. You have to get them out of here as fast as you can because his soldiers will be on their way. Do you understand?"

"Yes, my Lord. I'm honored to have your trust. You can count on me."

Silas smiled. "I know I can."

Loshe bowed and walked into the crowd of prisoners, raising his voice above their murmurs and getting their attention. General Talon Rast knew a leader when he saw one.

"The three of us need to return to Varrow," he said. "Davin will be eager to hear from you, and Eryn and I will both need a day or two to recover before we'll be ready to visit this Genesia."

"I don't need to rest," Eryn said. 

Silas knew she was lying. Her eyes were bloodshot, and he had seen her reach out to steady herself against the walls of the tunnel more than once. He'd also seen her clutch at her hip, but her armor was unscathed.

"I'm an old man, my dear," he replied. He lifted his wounded shoulder. "I'll need Urla to stitch this, and a couple of days to make sure it doesn't get infected. I expect that we'll be able to make some progress on the journal in that time so it won't be for nothing."

 "As you say, my friend."














Chapter 16




Eryn




[image: Image]




"We can rest for a minute if you need," Silas said, putting his arm on Eryn's shoulder.

"No, I'm fine."

Eryn took a deep breath. Her thigh was on fire, burning from the outside in and threatening to drop her with every step. She was exhausted and dizzy, and something in her told her that to use her Curse again would be a huge mistake. 

They had left the mine an hour ago, riding horses to the edge of the Washfall woods and then abandoning them to travel on foot. Silas was sure his soldiers would be on their way, and that they would need to hide and skirt past them - something that would be impossible to do on horseback.

She could tell he didn't believe her, but he nodded. They were making a desperate pace through the woods: run, stop, listen, run again. As long as they could hear the buzzing of insects and the calls of birds, they knew they were fine.

They came to a stop behind a large, moss-covered boulder. 

There was no sound.

"Wait here," Silas whispered to her and Saretta. He moved slowly, skulking around the side of the rock and turning his head in every direction. The only light they had was the dim light from the sky.  It was just barely enough to move in. 

"He must be in a great deal of pain," Saretta whispered, pressing her shoulder against Eryn's. 

She had thought the same thing. The wound on his arm was deep enough that it was continuing to bleed, even after they had wrapped a bandage around it. 

Silas returned to them. "A single lantern, thirty feet away, held by someone on foot. It can't be soldiers."

They would have been on horseback, and they would have been picking their way through the forest as quickly as they could. 

"We should go see," Eryn said.

Silas nodded and led them away.

Who would be out here?

She could see the light now, an oil burning flame rocking side to side with the motion of its carrier. Whoever they were, they weren't moving very steadily, or very quietly.

They tracked closer until they were only ten feet away. That's when Silas broke into a run, charging towards the light. Eryn and Saretta were taken off-guard, and they lagged behind.

He had a knife to the wanderer's throat by the time they arrived. He pulled it away a moment later. 

"Ames? What are you doing here?" Saretta rushed to the man's side.

His shirt was a mess of blood and grime. His nose was broken, and a heavy flap of skin hung from the side of his face. 

"Saretta? They found you." His words were barely understandable through the wounds.

"What happened?" Silas asked.

Ames dropped to the dirt, all of the energy fleeing his body in an instant. Eryn couldn't even imagine how he had made it this far. 

"Lance," he said. "He betrayed me." He could have been crying, but it seemed impossible through the damage. "He killed Andreaus. We fought. I stabbed him in the chest, and he did this to me. He thought I was dead."

"Why would he do that?" Eryn asked.

"I don't know." He hung his head, his voice quieting. "I don't know." He sat like that for a few seconds, and then raised his head again. "I came to warn you."

Silas looked around again. Eryn didn't need to be able to read his mind to know he was doing the calculations, figuring out how long it would have taken Lance to get back to Varrow and tell the soldiers, and how long it would have taken the soldiers to get to them. 

"They could be here any minute," he said. "Put out that lantern."

Saretta reached down and grabbed the light from Ames' hands and snuffed it out. They sat in dark silence, their ears straining. 

Eryn swallowed, feeling the lump in her throat ride down her neck and bubble back up. The pain in her thigh was forgotten in the sudden fear. 

There was no sound in the woods around them. They waited to hear the return of the buzzing and chirping. 

Silence.

Eryn felt it then. A soft tingle in the back of her neck, like an alarm bell ringing. Someone was using magic.

"They're coming," she said. "A Mediator."

"They must have seen the light," Saretta said.

"We need to go, now!" Silas extended his hand to Ames to help him to his feet.

"If Lance betrayed Ames, he betrayed Davin," Saretta said. "He will have fled Varrow. I know where he would go. This way."

She pointed south. 

Eryn saw the light - a small blue ball darting through the trees and coming their way.

"Come on," she said. 

"I'm staying," Ames said. "They found me. Just me. Go. Run."

"Ames," Saretta said.

"Go. Silas and Eryn need to survive, and so do you." He pulled his knife from his belt. 

The light was getting closer, illuminating the woods while the Mediator sat back at a distance and waited for them to be revealed.

They didn't question, they just ran, flailing through brush and past trees as fast as they could move. Eryn looked back over her shoulder and watched as the light found Ames and circled his head. Whoever the Mediator was, he was skilled to have such fine control.  She could only move the light in a straight line, and not very far.

They kept moving, with Silas in the lead. He brought them back to the boulder where they had stopped the last time, and circled them around to the far side before coming to a stop. 

"We need to put some distance between one another. Saretta, where do we need to go?"

"You'll never find it in the dark," she said. "There is a small cave to the south of here, about half a mile from a stream. He'll have it covered over in brush so you won't be able to see it, but there is an owl that rests in the tree next to it. It is a fake. Look for the owl."

They heard a scream. Ames. Eryn felt the tears rush to her eyes unbidden.

"Eryn, stay here. Hide in the crook beneath the stone. Only you can fit there. You understand where to go?" He looked pained to ask her to hide, but if he thought it was best she would trust him.

"I know where to go. Do not worry, Silas. I'm a survivor."

He smiled at that. "I know you are." 

Another scream made them all shiver.

"He'll tell them we were there," Saretta said. "They'll make him."

"I know," Silas said. "Saretta, go south a bit, then find a tree to climb."

"What are you going to do?"

"Lead them away."

"What? Silas, they'll kill you," Eryn said. "Don't ask me to hide and then sacrifice yourself."

Silas turned and looked at her, his eyes narrow. "I am the Champion of Ares-Nor. There are no soldiers in his army that can kill me without my permission, Cursed or no."

Ares-Nor?

She had never heard him call himself that. She had never heard his voice take such a sharp tone with her before. There had been times when he had shown the wisdom and experience of the General he used to be. Now he was the General once more.

A third scream. She could tell by the sound of it that they had killed him. Silas' eyes were on fire, and she didn't consider questioning him again. She dropped onto her stomach and pushed herself under the stone. 

Saretta didn't question him either. She broke into a fresh run, away from the boulder. Eryn could hear horses now. 

"I love you," Silas said into the darkness. Then she could hear his feet moving away from her.

"I love you, too," she whispered, but he was already gone.
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Wilem closed his eyes when Kelkin finally put the large man they had come upon out of his misery, wishing he could cover his ears without drawing notice. 

The older Mediator had set his lungs on fire; a smoldering heat that caused immense pain without killing, to draw out the information he held. 

"Where are they?" Clau had asked. He was calm and forceful, a mountain of strength astride a heavy breathing stallion. 

The man had tried to hold his tongue. He had fought to stay loyal to the Liar and his Whore. He had even somehow managed to keep himself together while his lungs burned. 

There were other ways to make someone talk.

Clau had dismounted and approached the man. He had drawn his knife. He had cut off a finger.

"Where are they?" he asked again. He pointed at the ground. "The ground is soft here, the grass too trampled for one pair of feet. It's Ames, isn't it? I spoke to your brother. He thought you were dead."

One finger hadn't been enough. Pointing out that they knew he was aiding them had only increased his will. Had Clau miscalculated, or was he enjoying this game? He cut off another finger.

"You're going to kill me anyway," Ames said after he stopped screaming. "Even if you didn't, I'm going to die tonight either way."

"I can give you a swift end," Clau said. "I'm going to find them, even if I have to burn this entire forest down."

Kelkin created a ball of fire in his hand for effect. Ames' eyes went wide at the sight of it. 

"Your lungs, your fingers. That is nothing compared to pain I can have my Mediator inflict on you, Ames. Your brother betrayed you. Davin is dead. Silas will be dead soon, too. Why suffer for nothing?"

Ames looked up at the General. He licked his lips and let our a horrible, sad moan. "South."

Clau looked back at his Mediators. "Wilem, that way. Talia, that way. Kelkin, with me." He backed away from Ames. "You made the right choice," he said.

"Ustrina," Kelkin said. Ames was instantly engulfed in flame. His screams echoed throughout the wood.

"Go," Clau said, mounting his stallion once more.

Wilem held Strider's reins tight. He urged him forward into the wood, creating a ball of light in his hand as he did. He sent it ahead to help guide his way.

His mind raced. The Liar was near, as was his Cursed companion. General Clau was counting on him to find them, and to be able to neutralize her. 

He wasn't sure that he could.

There was something wrong with him. He knew it the moment he had called on his Curse. He felt the familiar tingle, he felt the power coursing through him, but it was different. It was weakened. Bringing forth the light had made his mind a little fuzzy and brought a slight throbbing to his temple, and creating a light was one of the first things they were taught because it was so simple. How could he stand up to someone who had overpowered an Overlord?

Because I have to, that's how.

 He didn't have a choice. If he found them he would need to defeat her, or he would die. It was as simple as that. He took a deep breath and resolved himself. If he were weakened, he would have to push harder, even if it left him unconscious. Even if it killed him instead. 

He still didn't know how it had happened. He still didn't know what was wrong with him. When they had left Edgewater, he had been fine. Up until a week ago he had been fine. His mind kept returning to the prior night at Waverly's. Kelkin carried the vials of blood everywhere; it was part of his duty never to let them out of his protection.  He had opened the case while he was alone in the common room. Why? 

He couldn't believe the Mediator would poison him. It didn't make sense. What would he have to gain by getting him killed? 

Strider navigated the woods, following his light without hesitation. It darted through the trees ahead of them, showing them the landscape, as well as trampled brush and spread branches that suggested something had passed through not long ago. 

"Hold," he said, breaking through the brush and coming to a stop next to his light. They were standing next to a large boulder. The grass was clinging horizontally to the ground, and a piece of moss had been brushed away from the rock. 

Which way did they go?

He moved the light along near the ground, shifting it with his hand, trying to determine which way they had gone. There were two heavy tracks, and one lighter one that headed directly south, leaving Wilem to try to figure out if they had split up.

Kelkin couldn't be trying to kill him. He had spent the last five days with him, and he had been nothing but friendly, warm, and helpful. He had spent hours talking to him about what he would be expected to do once he was Clau's personal Mediator. He had also spent hours talking about how he was going to spend his years in semi-retirement, teaching the incoming Mediators and taking frequent sabbaticals to go fishing. 

Kelkin was different around Clau. He was rigid and cold and condescending. It was like he was two completely separate people. 

"I don't know what to make of it Strider," he said to the horse, patting his neck. "I thought everything made sense. It clearly doesn't."  

"Wilem?"

The voice in the darkness startled him. The hair raised up on the back of his neck, and his Curse began flowing through his body. It took him a few seconds to recover, and he guided the light towards the vague outline of a person who had come around the side of the boulder.

It lit up her face, and his heart felt like it had stopped.

"Eryn?"

She was standing next to the rock, a shimmering blade in one hand, and a wand in the other. Her hair was windblown and matted, covered in dirt and leaves. Her eyes were narrow and fierce.

"How many are there?" she asked.

"Wh... what?"  

"Soldiers. How many?"

He could sense her power growing around her. He blinked his eyes, his mind still trying to deny the truth he didn't want to see.

He saw the white crystal at the tip of the wand begin to glow. His reflexes took over then, and the power he had instinctively summoned grew larger while he reached towards his saddle to find his own weapon. He took hold and ripped it from its straps, just in time to get it in front of the blast of cold that flowed from the stone.

Their magic crashed together. Wilem felt the pressure of it against his hands, and flexed his muscle to keep his weapon forward, using the ircidium to deflect the blow. She stopped it almost as quickly as it had come. 

Eryn was the Whore? 

His mind still hadn't completely accepted it. If that was true, Silas had to be nearby. It was his job to stop her. His duty. 

She was standing there, staring at him, her eyes as cold as death itself. She was waiting to see what he was going to do. She was testing him. He gathered his Curse and fed it to the green stone on his wand, targeting the moss on the boulder next to her.

It grew at an incredible rate, whipping up in thorny stalks that quivered and swung towards her. Their appearance took her by surprise, and she stifled a cry and fell behind the boulder, out of their path.

Wilem slid off Strider's back, keeping the wand out in front of him. He wiped the blood from his eyes and circled past the rock, taking a wide turn around the thorny moss. His magic still tingled along every inch of his body.  He didn't sense anything from her. Had she been knocked out?

He had caught her off-guard with the vines. She caught him off-guard with her fist. It smashed him in the gut, knocking the wind out of him and sending him stumbling backward. He lost the magic then, feeling it fade at the attack and taking all of his strength with it.

She was on him before he could blink, hitting him in the gut again, and then twice in the face. He kept backpedaling, trying to escape the assault, but she was relentless. Two more punches to the face, and he tripped on a root or a rock or something and found himself on his back. She was on him in an instant, 

Her knees pinned his arms, and she put a knife against his throat. Her face was framed by the starlight, ferocious and desperate, bleeding from a dozen cuts, and from her eyes. 

"How many?" she asked again. She pressed the knife against his throat, tight enough to draw a line of blood.

"Eryn... Eryn, wait." His voice was weak. He was almost embarrassed by how pathetic he sounded.

"Wait? Silas is out there, and your men are after him. I won't ask you again."

"Three," he said. His head was throbbing, and he was getting nauseous. He knew he shouldn't have told her, but what did it matter? She wasn't powerful enough to defeat Talia and Kelkin. "Two Mediators."

The news seemed to wipe away all of her fury. "Two?" The knife loosened from his throat. 

He wanted to take advantage of the distraction, to fight back, to try to push her off and run away.  He moved his arms, but they felt like lead. He hadn't used that much power, and he felt completely drained. 

"Eryn, I have a strange question," he said.

She looked down at him. Even with her hair a mess and her face cut open from the thorns, he still thought she was beautiful. 

Could I have killed her?

He wasn't sure.

She didn't say anything, but he saw the tears in her eyes. Not blood, water. She knew the Liar, Silas, was going to die. She knew she couldn't stop it. 

"What did you see at Waverly's? Did you see what Kelkin was doing with the vials?"

Her whole body lost its rigidness. All of her muscles fell slack, and he felt her weight press harder against him. "He poured something in your ale," she said. "If he was trying to kill you, I wish he had succeeded."

He felt like she had punched him again. Kelkin was trying to kill him, or at least get him killed. Why? Had Clau put him up to it, or was he acting on his own? He didn't understand. 

"Why do you hate the Empire so much?" he asked. He wanted a reason for something. He wanted to find sense in somebody. 

The anger returned to her eyes. "You hunt down Cursed. You kill their families and burn their villages if they don't come with you. You imprison innocent people and force them to a life of servitude in order to mine more ore than you could possibly ever use. You have the cure for magic, and instead of giving it away you hoard it for yourself and continue to inflict suffering on everyone around you." She watched his expression, and then laughed a laugh of disbelief. "You don't even know the pain he causes, do you?"

He had seen what Clau had done to the farmer. He had seen the pain, but it was necessary to protect everyone. "The Cursed are dangerous. Without someone to teach them to control their power, they could hurt people-"

"I never hurt anyone," she said, spitting the words out like a viper. "Not before his soldiers came for me. Not before they killed my entire family. That isn't half as bad as what they did to Silas. They lied to him and made him kill his own son."

Wilem drew in a sharp breath. He didn't want to believe her, but every word brought him back to Kelkin and his betrayal. He had always thought he knew the truth, but he could feel it drifting away from him like a cloud. 

"He poisoned you," she said, laughing again. "I take it Kelkin isn't your father?"

Wilem closed his eyes. He had been poisoned; he was sure of it. If the General's Mediator could do that to him, what was the General capable of? What was he capable of? He had asked Kelkin why they didn't refine the blood of all the Cursed, and he had given him an answer that was no answer at all. What was he hiding? What were they all hiding?

"No. He's supposed to be my mentor. I'm to take his place as General Clau's personal Mediator. How did you know he poisoned me?"

"You were too weak," she said. "I beat you too easily." She shifted her weight and rolled off him. 

"You aren't going to kill me?" he asked, pushing himself onto his elbows. He could see she was struggling to get to her feet.

"I don't know. You've been lied to, just like we have. Now that you know it, you get to make that decision."

He stared at her. There was no deception in her voice. There was no deception in her eyes. She was being honest with him at the same time he was questioning if anyone else ever had. He knew now why she and Silas had been able to bring so many to their side.

If I'm going to put my faith in something, it will be in her.

He made the decision in an instant, and in his heart he knew it was the right one.

 "What is this?" she asked him then, grabbing the waist of her breeches and pulling them down on the left side,  leaving him close to a dangerously indecent view of her skin. 

He created a new light in his hand and pushed it to her. He could see the flesh now, gray and scaled. He had never seen anything like it. "I don't know."

"It happens when I use too much," she said. "It will usually fade over time, but it has never hurt like this before. This has never happened to you?"

"No." 

She pulled her pants back up and stared at him. "Poison isn't the only thing in the old chicken's box, is it? The vials of liquid? It's the cure for magic." She turned and started walking away from him. 

"Where are you going?" he asked.

"I'm taking your horse, and I'm going to find Kelkin. He has the cure and I need it."

Wilem pushed himself to his feet, fighting his dizziness and nausea. "You can't beat him," he said. "He's too powerful."

"Then maybe I'll die," she replied, "but I'll die fighting."

"Wait. I'm coming with you. He tried to kill me. The least I can do is return the favor."
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Silas ran through the woods, somehow keeping his feet clear of any snags. He had his sword drawn, and was doing his best to make as much noise as possible, smacking the flat against the trunks of trees and catching branches with his free hand so that when they snapped back they would rustle and shiver. 

If he were going to die tonight, he would be sure that Eryn survived to continue their work. 

Die? I am the Champion of Ares-Nor.

He didn't know what it meant, but he found it a profound thought, a hidden memory that drove him forward and gave him strength. Somewhere in his past he had survived worse odds than this. Somewhere he had conquered the unconquerable. 

He could hear the horses behind him now. Three, if his ears were being true. They were moving faster than he was, and would be on him soon. He looked back and found the glow of the magic light, floating towards him between the trees. He knew he would have to fight, but he had to get as far away from Eryn as he could.

He leaped over a waist-high boulder, coming down on the other side with unerring agility. The force of the landing rocked his shoulder and sent waves of pain along it, but he didn't pay it any mind. He could see the light was growing closer. 

They hadn't been wrong to trust Davin, but the King of Hearts had been wrong to trust the two brothers. What could have caused Lance to turn on them so suddenly, and with enough conviction to attack his own flesh and blood? 

There was no time left to wonder about it. There was no time left to run.

The light caught up with him.

He stopped and turned, holding the ircidium blade in his good hand and waiting. There would be Mediators, he was sure. They would send their power at him from a distance. They would be afraid to get too close.

The light floated up over his head and hung there, a false star shining down on him. He could hear the heavy breathing of the horses nearby. A solitary figure rode through the brush, stopping close enough that he could feel the hot breath of the winded horse on his face.

"Talon," General Clau said. He slipped off his mount and looked around. "Where is your companion?"

Silas glared back at the General. He looked so familiar. "I know you."

Clau smiled. "You don't understand, do you Talon? I'm not here to hurt you or Eryn Albion. I came here to help you both before it's too late."

"Help us?" He laughed. 

Clau stepped in front of the horse. "I know what he did to you, Talon. I know about Aren. He wanted me to find you so that I could apologize on his behalf. He was trying to protect you like he tries to protect all of us. He's trying to protect Eryn, too."

"He took everything I cared about."

"I know. He made a mistake in trusting Iolas. It was never supposed to go this far. Please, Talon. Come with me, and give him a chance to explain. We'll fix everything."

"Can he bring Aren back? Can he bring Alyssa back? Can he bring the thousands he slaughtered at Elling back?"

Clau's eyes darkened. "You caused that, Silas. Not him. You."

"There was a time when honesty would have been all it took to pay for my loyalty," Silas said. "There is no honesty left in this Empire if it ever existed at all. Why can't you see that?"

He felt part of the fog in his mind lift. He knew the man in front of him. He was one of them like Feng had been. They were connected. 

"The truth is dangerous," Clau replied. "These people that you think you're protecting, that you're helping. If they knew his motives-"

"Do you know his motives?" Silas interrupted. "You defend them well enough, but do you even know the truth?"

"I know what he has told me. I know that I am loyal. It is not for me, or for you to ask questions. We are hard men, Talon. You and I both. We make hard decisions and do hard things. We cause people to suffer, but that is our fate, that is our burden to bear for the good of the entire Empire. For every person we imprison in the mines there are a hundred who get to live their lives nearly ignorant of the Cursed and the danger they represent."

"What danger?" Silas asked. 

"Come with me, Talon. I'll bring you back to Varrow, to the palace. Perhaps he will explain it to you himself."

"Why not bring me to him in person?" 

"I cannot."

"Why?"

Clau stared at him, silent. 

"You don't know where he is, do you?" Silas asked. "You can talk to him through the stone, but even his General doesn't know where to find him."

"It is for his protection."

Silas laughed. "You're so sure what he's doing is right, yet he needs to hide himself to be safe. He has brainwashed you, brother, the same way he once brainwashed me. Draw your sword, if you would fight. Otherwise, let me go."

Clau pulled his sword from its scabbard. It too was ircidium, but unlike the blade Silas carried there was a secondary blade connected to the pommel. It was ivory in color, long and curved like a fang or a claw.  "I don't want to fight you, brother."

Silas nodded. "In truth, I would rather not fight you either, but this is the path we've been set upon. I remember we were friends once. It isn't too late for you to open your eyes and see the truth. How many innocents have you slaughtered? How many more will die once I fall? When will it end?"

"Never. It will never end. That too is the path we've been set upon." 

They both bent their knees and held their blades level with their chest. They circled one another slowly, each waiting for the other to make the first move.

"Where is she, Talon?" Clau asked. "Where is Eryn?"

He smiled. "Safe."

Their blades met, their strikes coming at the same time and meeting in the center. Metal rang out against metal, and blue sparks ignited against the point of contact. They struck at one another a few more times and backed away.

"I heard three horses," Silas said, glancing over Clau's shoulder.

"I brought three Mediators to help me manage Eryn. I could have them strike you down where you stand, ircidium blade or no, but you deserve better than that."

Silas took two quick steps in and struck again, first a high cut at Clau's head, and then a strike at his feet. He blocked both and returned the favor, making two heavy slashes at Silas' midsection.

They backed away again.

"You're tired, Talon, and I can see your wound. You can't defeat me."

Silas didn't respond. Clau was right, and he knew it. His arm was throbbing, and his body was complaining with every motion. He didn't need to win. He only needed to keep them away from Eryn. He came in again, putting less power behind his strikes, using them only to distract and force Clau to block them. The ripostes came fast and furious, and he struggled to get his blade up to meet them in time, backing away as he did. The action drew Clau into the fight in earnest, bringing him to think the battle was already won, and giving Silas the opportunity to begin leading him away.

Metal struck metal, sparks flaring in the space around them. The light over their heads bobbed and followed as they backed through the wood, dancing in a rough pattern that continued to move them to the north. Silas kept his offense weak, conserving his energy to deflect Clau's blows, working hard to keep him occupied for as long as possible. He was sure they would head south once he was dead, leaving Eryn safely under the boulder. He could only hope Saretta would manage to avoid them as well.

The battle continued, sword ringing out against sword and echoing in the night, the two opponents sweating and breathing heavily, their original energy fading and being replaced with a dulled rhythm of thrust and parry, strike and block. Silas was tired and wounded, but he was the superior swordsman, and by conserving himself for the defense he was managing to wear Clau down. 

He didn't realize they had reached the river until he had taken a step into it, feeling the coldness of it shock his skin. He was almost defeated then, barely managing to knock aside Clau's blade and get his knife from his belt before he backhanded him with the secondary edge. The blow wrenched the knife from his hand, sending it splashing into the water.

"There's nowhere else to go, Talon," Clau said. He faked a strike to Silas' left, then redirected. Silas was ready for the maneuver, and he blocked the incoming sword. It was the move Clau had been anticipating. His free hand threw a heavy fist into Silas' face.

The blow almost knocked him into the water. He heard the crack of his jaw breaking, a sudden pain pulsing through his body. He got his blade up in time to block one more cut, but then Clau grabbed it away from him, leaving him bloody, unarmed and in his grasp. 

"I'll kill her quickly, Talon," he said. "I promise you that."

Silas knew he should have been afraid, or angry. Standing there, defeated, he felt nothing but calm. Even as Clau's sword drove into him, piercing his chest, he was relaxed. 

"I'm sorry, brother," Clau said.

Silas looked him in the eyes. "I'm sorry, too." 

With the last of his energy, he put one hand on top of Clau's, holding it against the hilt of the sword. He put his other hand on the General's shoulder and used the leverage to pull the two of them together. The smaller blade jabbed into the General's chest, piercing his armor, tearing into his skin and hooking between his ribs. 

Clau's eyes widened in surprise, and he used his free hand to punch Silas in the face again, and again, but it was no use. 

Silas smiled the smile of a man victorious. Then he threw himself backward, taking both of them into the deeper water. 

Survive, Eryn. Survive and fight. Go to the Dark. Learn what he doesn't want you to know. I will always love you. Alyssa, I will find you, wherever you are. 

He felt the cold seep through his clothes to his skin. He felt the water make its way into every opening of his body, filling his nose and pouring into his mouth. He felt his lungs burn, his heart stop. 

Still, he was calm.
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"Wilem, hurry."

Eryn kept her eyes closed, her thoughts focused only on Silas. She could hear the sound of blade against blade, and her heart raced in rhythm to the combat. Wilem had said he was here with a General, likely another of Silas' contemporaries. If Silas were healthy she wouldn't have been so concerned, but she knew he was tired and wounded, and that put him at a huge disadvantage in the fight. 

Every second was a labor, her intense emotion the only thing keeping her conscious. Her position slumped over the back of the stallion behind Wilem was sparing her body some effort, but she didn't know if she would be able to lift herself up to fight, let alone somehow defeat Kelkin and take possession of the cure.

She knew she was going to die without it. Die, or worse. The throbbing in her thigh had continued, but now it was spreading along the entire upper part of her leg, leaving it burning and itching. She also felt like her mind was suffering along with it, her thoughts beginning to form more slowly. She hoped that was only a symptom of her exhaustion.

"Shhh. We're almost there. I hope you're right about this." 

She had been surprised to learn that Wilem was a Mediator. She had been surprised to have overcome him so easily. She was even more surprised to find out that he too had been tricked and lied to. They had brought him out here to die. She could understand why he felt angry and betrayed. Still, he had agreed to help her with hardly any hesitation. Was that because of his anger, or his heart?

"Wilem?" 

She heard the older Mediator's voice as Strider slowed to a stop. 

"I have her," he said. 

She could see the glow of light through her eyelids.

"Alive?" Someone asked. A woman. Wilem had said her name was Talia.

"I thought Clau might want to question her."

"Remarkable," Kelkin said. "I didn't think you had it in you, boy."

Eryn could feel Wilem shaking, bristling at the remark. His hand shifted back to the saddle, his fingers finding the strap that held her wand. "I think the rumors may have blown her ability far out of proportion. It was barely a challenge," he replied. "Why aren't you helping General Clau?"

"He ordered us to wait here. I suspect it will be over soon. Morningstar looked like a limp rat before the fight even started."

"It's over then," Wilem said. "The Liar dead, his Whore on the back of my horse. I suppose you get to retire early, Master Kelkin."

The older Mediator was silent. Wilem's fingers slowly manipulated the strap, loosening it so that Eryn could reach it without trouble. Once he was done, his hand moved to a second strap that held her sword. 

She heard the sound of hooves and felt the breath of a horse on her face. 

"She's younger than I expected," Talia said. "Barely more than a child."

"Let me see her," Kelkin said. 

Eryn heard rustling, the Mediator dismounting and approaching on foot. 

His fingers finished with the second strap at the same time Eryn felt a warm hand on her chin, lifting her face towards the sky. She heard Kelkin gasp.

"Wilem..."

"I know," Wilem said. He kicked Kelkin in the face.

They'd needed to get close because Eryn knew they'd only have seconds. She felt the tingle run down her spine. She thought of Silas somewhere out there, fighting a fight he couldn't win. She thought of Ames and Lance, and of how he forced brothers to become bitter enemies, and young girls to become killers.

She was sure that Kelkin could have created a distortion field if he had been prepared. Instead, he was left off-balance, clutching at his face. Wilem couldn't make the field, but he was ready, and he joined in hers.

Everything around them stopped for a few brief seconds. The field took so much energy to hold, and she had little enough to spare. She rolled off the horse, sword in hand, stumbling towards the older Mediator at the same time her knife sprouted from Talia's chest. She was thankful the ircidium was so light when she lifted it and jabbed it into Kelkin's back. 

She fell over. Time regained itself.

Both Talia and Kelkin were screaming. She felt a wave of cold above her. Wilem had used her wand to attack them. 

The screaming stopped.

Every ounce of her being wanted to drop. Every inch of skin burned and itched in horrible agony.  She writhed on the ground, shaking and convulsing, refusing to fall unconscious. She had to reach Silas. She had to save him. 

She looked at her hand. It was curled and tight, the skin turning gray. Her fingers didn't look real to her. They looked like they belonged to something else, on something else. What was happening? What had she done?

The sound of swords dancing in the night vanished. 

There was nothing but silence. 

There was nothing but darkness.







II. Darkness
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Eryn opened her eyes. It was bright. So bright. 

She closed them again.

She could hear the wind rustling through trees and the sound of water running over stones. She could feel the crispness of the air and smell the dampness of the morning. 

Silas.

Her eyes opened again, and she forced herself into a sitting position. Her head pounded, and every muscle ached. It was morning. She was next to a narrow river. It must have been the Wash. 

"You're awake," Wilem said. His voice boomed in her ears, and she winced. He knelt down in front of her.

"Silas?" she asked. It was morning. Hours had passed. Where was he? 

The answer was in Wilem's eyes. 

"No," she said. She struggled against her tears.

"I found this laying halfway in the river." He leaned back and picked something up. 

Silas' sword. 

The tears came.

"I don't know what happened," Wilem said while she cried. She could tell he wanted to comfort her, but she didn't want that.

She wanted Silas.

"I left you back with Kelkin and Talia. You were unconscious. The fighting stopped, so I ducked out of sight and waited for Clau. I was ready to attack him. He never showed.  I followed their trail here, but there was no sign of either of them. The water was red with blood. I think they killed each other."

She stopped sobbing at looked at him. "You didn't find his body?"

Wilem put his hands up. "Eryn, the water was red. No man can survive that much blood loss."

"He could be alive. Washed downstream." She shifted onto her feet and tried to pull herself up. Her head began to spin, and she had to crouch back down.

Wilem was shaking his head. "The falls are only a half-mile or so downstream. If he were unconscious when he was pulled over them, he would have died when he hit the bottom."

She didn't want to believe it, but wishing for something to not be so didn't make it not so. He was gone. She was alone. Again.

She reached out and took his sword by the hilt. "I promised my family I would survive. I will shed more tears for you, grandfather, but not today." She swallowed the pain, tucking it into her chest and holding it. She would add that pain to the fuel for her anger, and that anger would be the end of him.

Amman, hold him gently in your arms, and bless him with the peace that he never knew in life.

"Grandfather?" Wilem asked. 

She ignored his question. "Where is your horse?"  

"Eryn, you're in no condition to ride. You can-"

"Where is your horse?"  She needed to find Davin's hiding place. Silas would want her to continue to the Dark, and not waste time mourning him.

Wilem held out his hand. "Here, I'll help you."

She took it, and he pulled her up. His arms wrapped around her waist when she started to topple again. She let him hold her against his chest while everything stopped turning, and then she pulled away. "Soldiers?"

"Not this far south," he said. "I could see their torches during the night, heading for the mines."

"We need to cross the river and follow the bank." She walked over to Strider, still struggling to find her balance. 

"Where are we going?"

"You'll see when we get there."

"You don't trust me?"

She put her hand on Strider's flank, steadying herself before she tried to mount. Wilem had killed his master and his mentor to save her life. He had protected her while she was unconscious. "I do trust you. Come on."

Wilem followed behind her. When she hopped up to get her foot in the stirrup, he grabbed her waist and helped lift her. She got her legs over and the Mediator brought himself up behind.

"Let's go, Strider," he said, patting the stallion's side. Eryn leaned over and took the reins, and the horse headed towards the water. 

Eryn stared down its length while they crossed it, searching for Silas though she knew he wouldn't be there. He wasn't supposed to fall. He wasn't supposed to die. 

How am I going to do this without you?

She felt Wilem's breath against the back of her head. Even in her grief, she found a measure of comfort. Wilem was a Mediator. Not only did he have the Curse, but he had been trained in it. He could teach her things that Silas would never have been able to.

She hoped it would be enough.




###




"How are you feeling?" Wilem asked. 

They had been riding for almost two hours, following along the Wash as it gently meandered its way south. Eryn was keeping a lookout to the trees they passed beneath, searching for the owl that Saretta had promised them. 

"Better every minute."  She twisted so she could look back at him, putting their faces only inches away. Wilem's began to turn red. "How does it work?"

"How does what work?"

"The cure for magic."

Wilem smiled. "You keep calling it 'magic.' Why?"

"That's what my father, my birth father, called it. He said it was a disease that will first weaken you, and then kill you, unless you have the cure." She looked down at her hand, remembering how it had been gray and distorted before she had blacked out. "You must have given it to me, or I would have died."

"I did, though I wasn't sure it was going to help you. I've never heard it called a disease before. They teach us that when we use the Curse, our life force drains with the blood that runs from our eyes. Over time we grow weak."

"What do they tell you the Curse is?"

"A fault in our design. That we were made wrong, but that we can turn the weakness into a strength for the Empire. We don't hunt the Cursed because we are monsters. We hunt the Cursed to protect them from themselves and to protect others from them. My teachers told many stories of unreported Cursed destroying entire villages, and killing hundreds of people."

"Are you sure they weren't talking about themselves?"

He was silent for a moment. "Not anymore. My family is from Edgewater. It is where the Cursed are brought to train as Mediators. My father... My real father is a carpenter. When I told him I was Cursed, he called them right away. I never considered running." 

"Then why did you help me? Why are you here? Why do you believe in me?"

"The 'cure' as you call it, is no cure at all. When we are brought to the Academy at Edgewater, the first thing they do is stick us with a thin rod of ircidium that is hollow in the center. It is attached to a glass tube, similar to the vials in the box." He leaned over and patted the saddlebag where he had placed the remaining refined blood. "They pull our blood out. We are then sent to our quarters to rest. We must remain there for a week or more until the Carriers return."

"Carriers?"

"They are soldiers in the Empire. Special soldiers. They wear ircidium armor that covers them from head to toe, including their faces. They ride horses plated in ircidium. Their job is to bring the blood that was taken to be refined."

Eryn shook her head. So little of what Wilem was saying made any sense to her. "Refined?"

"There is a place called the Refinery. I don't know where it is. No one knows except for the Carriers. They bring our blood there. Something is done to it, and then it is returned. The ranking officer or Mediator is in charge of holding our refined blood, for use when we become weak from the Curse. It is injected back into our bodies through the use of the ircidium rod, and our health is restored."

Eryn looked at her hand again. "You mean to say you put someone else's blood into me?"

"Yes. Talia's blood. I wasn't sure it would help you since it was hers and not yours, but you are both female, so I was hopeful."

Eryn licked her lips and closed her eyes. She was stronger and healthier, and the scaliness on her skin was gone, but otherwise she didn't feel any different. Had Aren known anything about this?

"What I was trying to tell you is that I asked Kelkin why we don't collect the blood of the Cursed and bring it to the Refinery."

"What did he say?"

"He said it wasn't that easy. I don't know what that means, but considering he was poisoning me, he was probably trying to keep me from the truth. That is why I believe in you, Eryn. From the moment we met you haven't hidden anything from me."

She couldn't help but laugh. "I lied to you about everything."

"Not your name," he said. "Where you were from, what you were doing in Varrow, yes. Maybe some of the stories you told of your childhood."

"Those were as true as I could make them."

"You never hid your feelings. Your excitement about being in the forest with your brother. The love you felt for Silas." He paused, giving her time to absorb the statement. "The fact that you aren't attracted to me."

That surprised her. "You knew?"

"I had a feeling. That is why I tried to kiss you. Mediators are forbidden from relationships, so it would never have gone anywhere, but I needed to know."

"I'm sorry," she said.

"For what?"

"I knew you liked me. I wore the dress the other night to tease you. I've never been wanted before. Nobody wants a Cursed."

He didn't say anything. He looked past her, to the trees and the river before them. He was still staring straight ahead when he spoke.

"I still want you." 

Eryn felt her heart begin to pound, but she didn't respond. 




###




They found the owl a short time later. A quick glance into the tree wouldn't have been enough to attract attention to it, but Eryn stopped Strider beneath the branches and stared up at it until she was certain it was made of carved and painted wood.

"There should be a small cave here somewhere."

It might have been easier to find if the entire area hadn't been a mixture of stone, trees, and grass. The rock jutted out from the earth without rhyme or reason, some of it launching as high as fifty feet into the air. Spindly trees grew on the stone, the roots hanging along the sides and digging into the moss that grew there, or dipping down and creating curtains on the way to the soil below. In others, it was barren and lifeless, the earth little more than sand and the stone a pale yellow, as though it were sick. 

Eryn had never seen anything like it.

"What should we do, just feel along the sides of the rock?"

"Saretta didn't say how to find it."

She had explained everything to Wilem as they had ridden, starting from her discovery of Aren's secret cellar all the way up to when they had found Ames in the woods. When they had been at Waverly's, he had seemed so out of place and lacking in self-confidence, stumbling over his words and turning red with every turn of her wrist, or flash of a smile. Since then, he had shown a strength, determination, and decisiveness that she would never have expected. He had given up everything he had ever known because of her word, her conviction. 

It wasn't just me.  He holds his power through lies. Such power is destined to fail. He still turns red when I smile at him, though. 

She liked that.

She slid off the horse, finding her legs more easily now. She bent and straightened them a few times, and flexed the rest of her muscles as well. It might not have been a permanent cure, but she felt better than she had since the night she had met Silas.

She closed her eyes and fought back against the threatening emotions. There was no time for that now. The best way she could honor him would be to finish what they had started. 

"So many roots," Wilem said, dismounting behind her. "Lychnus," he said. A light formed in the palm of his hand.

"The words," Eryn said. "They help control the power of the Curse. Did your Academy tell you how?"

The light moved from his hand, floating to a stone wall and ducking behind a curtain of roots. It gained in brightness until they could see through to the sheer rock face behind it. 

"You don't need them, if that is what you are asking. They say it helps our mind to focus on the task we wish to complete, like training a muscle to fight with a sword. The more familiar the motion, or the action, the easier it becomes. Creating light is the first thing we're taught, so the mastery comes from its manipulation." The light vanished. "If I wanted to tire myself, I could focus the light so tightly that it would become hot, and burn a hole right through that stone."

"Really?"

"I was considered quite gifted at the Academy," he replied. He looked down, and his face turned red. "My assignment was to replace Kelkin as General Clau's personal mediator. I considered it an honor at the time."

"What about Kelkin? What was going to happen to him?"

"Once a Mediator has reached fifty years they are replaced in the field. Kelkin was going to become a teacher at the Academy."

"Replaced? Why?"

"I don't know."

"Do you know how many Mediators are in the Empire?"

"Not enough," he replied. "The number of Cursed has been growing, but I don't think the number of Mediators has." He put his hand on his chin. "The Academy has twenty-four students at any one time. Never more, never less."

"That doesn't make sense. If there are more Cursed, and they are being brought in from the villages around the Empire... what happens to them?"

Wilem looked up at her, his face paling. "Before we get into the Academy, we have to pass a test. They have a way to draw out the Curse. It is a large purple stone that they keep in an ircidium box. A Carrier leads you into the room and removes the stone from the box. It pulls on you, your 'magic' as you call it. You have no control over it. When you pass out, the Carrier covers the box again. Many Cursed do not survive."

The thought made her cold. "Surely more than twenty-four must pass the test?"

He looked like she had punched him again. "I... I never thought about it. I was grateful just to wake up. I don't know what happens to them."  

"Killed, if I had to guess," Eryn said.

She scanned the outcroppings of stone again. Saretta had said they would never find it at night, but they couldn't seem to find it during the day either. She looked back to the tree with the owl in it. "Maybe it's on the other side of the river?"

"You're on the right side," Davin said, stepping out from behind a large stone. He was holding a crossbow, and had it leveled at Wilem. His hair was tousled, his eyes bloodshot, his clothes caked in mud and grass. "What are you doing with this?"

"Davin, wait," Eryn said. "He's a friend."

He looked at her, his eyes narrowing. "A Mediator? Do you think you can trust him? I couldn't even trust my best. Lance and Ames were like my younger brothers." He shook his head. "Where is Silas?"

He must have seen it on her face. He pursed his lips and lowered the crossbow. 

"There's been enough killing for one night, eh? I'm sorry, Eryn. I hated him for a long time, but he was a fine man in the end."

"A fine man who died so that we could carry on," she replied. "Is Saretta here?"

He smiled at that. "She is. You have my eternal thanks for rescuing her."

"I don't want your thanks. I want the journal and a guide to the Dark."

"The Dark?" Wilem asked. "The Dark is a myth."

"No, it isn't, Mediator. Come, Eryn. I have your other things, too." 

"The Dark isn't real," Wilem said again as they followed behind Davin.  

He brought them through a maze of stone and wood, to a twenty-foot mound of rock made almost invisible by the density of the roots hanging from the trees at its peak. He swept some of the roots aside, revealing a small, dark hole, just big enough for them to crawl through on their hands and knees.

"It is real, and it's where I'm going. If you don't wish to follow, you can turn around now."

"I'm staying," he said without hesitation. 

"You can leave your horse out here," Davin said. "I trust a stallion of his quality will stay quiet."

"One minute," Wilem replied. He undid the straps to one of the pockets of a saddlebag and withdrew the lacquered box. 

"What is that?" Davin asked.

"It's a long story," Eryn replied. "I'll tell you inside."
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18 Avrille, 2904




We're leaving tomorrow. Abandoning this place. Will we ever return? Will we survive to have the option? The future has become so unclear. 

 I regret the day we reached the ebocite. I regret our pride and our confidence that we were the masters of this world and that our simple human hands could maintain control of such power. We never fully understood the reactions. We never spent enough time studying the effects of the resonances. 

I will go with Rossum and the others to the source. It is a risk to use the subroutes, but it is the only way to make it in time. 

Everything that we have left is waiting there. An army almost two hundred thousand strong. It is a grand feat to hide them, and it comes at a grand cost, but this is our last stand. This is our darkest hour. Two days from now either the tides of war will have shifted or the downfall of man will have been decided.

This should never have happened. We came here as men of science, seeking to ease the burden of life, and use our gifts to  heal the fractures in the world. Instead, we've broken them wide open.

If you've found this journal, if you've read its pages...

I don't know to celebrate you, or to weep for you. 

Know that I have prayed for you, but He is no longer listening.




- Jeremiah




###




Eryn took a deep breath and closed the journal. She looked at its worn back, and then at the paper she had written the translation on. The words left her shaking and cold. 

"What does it say?" Wilem asked. 

She picked up the paper and handed it to him. He read it quickly, his face losing its color while he did. 

The inside of Davin's cave was livable but hardly luxurious. A simple table assembled with branches and the cut trunk of a tree, a pair of chairs made of the same, a bit of straw and old cloth for bedding in the corner, and a chamber in the rear rigged with the tiniest of flus, allowing a small fire to burn inside without notice and without suffocating them. It had never been intended to be occupied by more than one or two people, so the space was cramped and forced all of them into a level of closeness that would have been uncomfortable under most circumstances. As it was, it had taken some time to calm Saretta enough to Wilem's presence that she would even allow him in.

Wilem had accepted her upset without anger or judgment. He had offered to stay outside if need be, to sleep under the stars with Strider. He surprised Eryn again with his kindness and understanding. 

Davin had refused. If their intent were to go to the Dark, they would need to be able to work together and trust one another. He had seen General Rast become the Hero of Elling. If he could see the other side, certainly a young Mediator could as well. 

He had spoken to Saretta, and when Wilem entered she greeted him with nervous warmth. He apologized for her imprisonment in the mines and promised her he would do what he could to end the suffering of all of the Empire. Being cured of Kelkin's poison had done more than return the strength of his magic. 

The librarian looked different after a night of freedom - her stained and torn rags replaced with a green blouse and dark pants, her hair washed and falling straight over her narrow face.  "May I?" she asked, crowding close to Wilem to read over his shoulder. 

He gave her the page. "I don't understand it," he said. "Resonances? Subroutes? Ebocite? War?"

 "Davin, where is Aren's journal?" Eryn asked. She didn't understand everything either, but she knew where to find some clues.

Davin grabbed a canvas sack from its place next to the bedding and untied the top. He located the book and handed it to her.

They were standing around the small table where Eryn had laid out the journal. Light filtered down on them from an oil lamp, a tiny star rocking in a glass enclosure that hung from the ceiling. "Thank you." She put it on the table next to the other and opened it up, flipping through to the middle. "Aren spent some time studying and observing the stones. The ones he had in his cellar were poor quality, but he was able to experiment with them." 

She held out her hand, showing them the blue stone on the ircidium band.

"According to his journal, using magic on the different types of materials causes them to shake at a speed that can't be seen with your eyes, but that he was able to watch with the device he made." Her finger trailed along the page, through a series of short notes. "Here. He said he found a lot of references to different stones and crystals. The word he wrote: 'resonance'."

"You're saying that the journal is referring to a stone?" Saretta said. "This other word, 'ebocite,' it must be one."

"It must be," Eryn said, "though I have not seen or heard of it before." She moved back a few pages. "The red crystal was called 'sphalecite.' The green is 'verdite.' They amplify the power of the magic but only in very specific ways. Sphalecite can help create fire, for example."

"The ebocite must have done something that they weren't expecting. Or maybe it got out of control somehow?"

"It sounds like there was more than one stone involved," Wilem said, "but we can't feed our power to more than one at a time."

"What if two Mediators use them at the same time?" Davin asked.

"Each works in its own way, they don't interact. If we are being attacked, we can defend ourselves with the ircidium," Wilem said.

"I don't think it's wise to try to make too many conclusions from one entry," Saretta said. "We don't even know if the Cursed existed when this was written, or if they were using the stones the same way they are used today. Somehow, whatever they did caused a war that the owner of the journal, Jeremiah, was not sure could be won. He called it the 'downfall of man'. Whatever they were fighting against, that means they weren't human."

"Or he didn't consider them human," Davin said. "I feel that way about him. Conclusions, my love."

"Yes, of course. We know only that there was a war, a massive battle." She scanned the translation again. "Who is Jeremiah? Who is Rossum? What and where is the source? The final page has more questions than answers. Maybe the rest of the book will shed more light."

Eryn closed both journals. Saretta's words continued to echo in her mind. What she and Silas had fought in the Rushes was definitely not human. What Malik had become... would he still be considered human?  "Silas believed the answers were in the Dark. He was certain they would give us a lead on where to find him."

"I know," Saretta said, "and I'll take you to the Dark, I promise, but we need to wait a few days. His soldiers will come through here, and we can't afford to be caught out in the open."

"What about Strider?" Wilem asked.

"Your horse? You'll have to send him on his way. We'll head to the Dark on foot. It's the only way to be sure to avoid being seen."

Wilem didn't look happy, but he nodded. "I'll go get the rest of our things and send him off. Either he'll return to Edgewater or the soldiers will find him, but either way I hope they'll think I'm dead."

"I'll come with you," Eryn said. "Half of what he's carrying is mine."

Eryn followed Wilem out of the hideout, crawling back through the small tunnel on her hands and knees and out past the curtain of roots, which Wilem held aside for her. Strider was waiting where they had left him, grazing on the grass.

Wilem held out his hand and helped Eryn to her feet. She leaned forward as she came up, brushing her lips against his cheek. 

"I don't know if I said thank you. For saving me, and for being here."

His face turned red, but he didn't look away. "You're welcome." He gave her a sheepish smile. "Thank you for that."

It was her turn to be embarrassed. She made her way over to Strider, putting a hand to his neck and stroking it. Anything to keep him from seeing her blush.

He joined her a moment later, and together they undid the straps and buckles that held their equipment. 

"You should leave the wand," Eryn said. "It will look less suspicious."

"Good idea." He returned it to its place. "I'll miss it. I've always had an affinity for manipulating plants. One time at the Academy, I created a vine that was large and heavy enough that it allowed a few of us to climb over the walls and get out into Edgewater for the night. The others wanted to go to a brothel, but..."

"Go on, but what?"

"You know we aren't permitted to be with anyone because it may spread the Curse. That wasn't why I didn't though, I mean... I just..."

Eryn laughed.

"What's funny?"

"You." 

"I'm not trying to be funny."

"I don't mean it that way. Before I came to Varrow all I'd seen of the Empire, of the soldiers and the Mediators, they were all so rigid, so cold, so evil... like monsters, and the monsters outnumber the people. I met a soldier in Varrow; he saved me from a beating by another soldier. He was kind, and he believed in Amman. I didn't believe there were any soldiers like that. Then I met you. I know you were playing a part, and I understand why, but the person that you were at Waverly's is still here." She paused and looked at him until their eyes met. "Only better."

He smiled at her. "Better?"

"Why didn't you go to the brothel with your friends?"

He didn't hesitate this time. "This will probably sound stupid, but I always had it in my head that I would marry first. Being a Mediator didn't mean going against that. It meant going without."

They kept their eyes locked until Eryn finally turned her head back to Strider. "I think we have everything." She patted the horse's head again. "When we kill him, I'll come back and free you, too."

Wilem took the stallion's reins and guided him back through the twists of stone. Once they were near the river, he put his hand on the horse's rump and sent a small charge of power through it. The horse whinnied and took off at a run, vanishing from sight within moments.

"If you'll excuse me, Wilem," Eryn said, "I'd like to take a bath. If you can keep yourself facing that way, I wouldn't mind your company."

Wilem turned around, putting his back to her while she stripped off her clothes and jumped into the water. 

I don't care if he looks, but I'm sure he won't. 

He didn't.




###




06 Maro, 2901




Genesia. I still cannot believe that I'm here. All of these years of study, all of these years of hard work and dedication, and my dream has come true. They call this place the 'Jewel of the Empire', and I can see why. The tower is already under construction, an amazing work of craftsmanship unlike any the world has ever seen before. And surrounding it... a beautiful forest, so green and full of life, nestled in a valley with a crystal clear lake nearby. I can't wait to get away to see it once I'm settled. 

Assuming I ever get away from the work. The research we are undertaking is more exciting than any water could ever be. Scholars have been theorizing about the existence of ebocite for years, but to have actually located some? Based on the samples we've taken of the bacteria that are drawn to the crystal, we may yet discover a sizable deposit.

My room is small but comfortable. All of us will be staying below ground in order to stay as close to the work as we can, but Mapheus has worked hard to make it feel like home. He had a copy of my favorite book waiting for me in my chambers, and he filled my belly with the finest meat I've ever had the pleasure of chewing.

I know this is going to be the greatest experience of my life. I know one day I'll look back on this journal in wonder at the things we've accomplished here. The discovery of ebocite will be one for the histories.

To know I'll be part of it... there are no words.




- Jeremiah




###




Eryn closed the journal and rubbed her eyes. It was a painstaking process to translate the text, both because of her unfamiliarity with the contents and the sweeping hand of its creator. While the others had gone to sleep hours ago, she had been determined to at least finish reading the first passage, in order to arrive at an understanding of the beginning and the end. 

He'd been excited to go to Genesia. He said it was beautiful there.

"Eryn? You should get some sleep." Saretta slid up next to her on her knees. Wilem and Davin slept soundly on the blankets behind her.

"I know, but when I lay down..." She didn't finish the thought. 

"Silas?"

Eryn nodded. "I miss him."

"Davin was telling me about him while you were outside with Wilem. It sounds like he was a great man in the end."

She fought back against her tears, unsure why she was speaking of it. Would talking about it help anything? "He was more than that to me. You can't tell anyone, but he was also my grandfather."

She didn't look that surprised. "I thought I saw a resemblance between you. Now I understand why."

"You were the head librarian in Varrow City?"

"Yes."

"Did you know Aren Rast?"

"I take it from what you've said that he was your father. No, I never knew him, not directly. We did exchange letters on occasion, in relation to our duties. I became a librarian because I had a love for knowledge. It took me a long time to discover how he was keeping knowledge from us."

"They burned down all the libraries." 

Saretta looked sad, her eyes tracking to the floor. "It was only a matter of time. Elling was just a good excuse. Knowledge is power, isn't it? Power in the hands of the oppressed can only lead to rebellion. I regret the hundreds of books I burned in the furnace below the library."

"You should celebrate the ones you saved," Eryn said. "Davin brought us to the house where you kept them."

She looked back at him and smiled. "I never would have been able to do it without him."

"I never did understand, where do all the books come from?"

"The history of the Empire, the real history, is buried under our feet. When a farmer digs new ground, or a landslide washes part of the land away, that is when things are revealed. Most of the books are damaged by the elements or time, but some are found in containers, or in dry areas where they are preserved. He has the Mediators to track down the Cursed. He has the Historians to gather the books. They take them from the finder and bring them to the nearest library to be destroyed. It is still a mystery how they know they've been unearthed so quickly, but as you've seen the alphabet is completely different. You may be the only person in the world who can read it."

"And not very quickly at that." She shook her head.  "Historians? I've never heard of them before. Are they soldiers?"

"They're worse than soldiers. Soldiers follow orders. The Historians account to no one, so long as they retrieve the books and have them burned."

"How does he know they burn them instead of keeping them?"

"General Spyne." She paused, her body quivering with a sudden cold. "I've met three of his Generals - Feng, Thorn, and Spyne. Feng was always polite. Thorn was all business. Spyne..." She closed her eyes. "I can't see him in my mind without feeling soiled."

 It was clear she didn't want to speak of it, so Eryn didn't ask. 

"He brought the map to you?"

"Not him. His men. I was supposed to burn it with everything else, but once I had seen the spot, once I saw how close it was to Varrow, I knew I had to see if it was real. If he were hiding things - I could understand why he would burn histories and try to erase any knowledge of the people that came before. But a place? How do you remove an entire place from the consciousness of the Empire? How do you keep it undiscovered when it sits so near? You can see the mountains it is nestled in from here. I'll show you tomorrow. People look at those mountains, and they say, 'those are the Evenhorns.' They don't realize that the symmetrical spikes are guarding one of his best-kept secrets in plain sight."

Eryn was silent while she considered. She ran her hand absently across the back of the journal, tracing the scuffs and scratches that marred the protective cover. Then she smiled.

"What is it?" Saretta asked.

"Please don't take this the wrong way, but Silas died as part of freeing you, so you could lead us to the Dark. Now you're telling me the Dark is visible from miles away?"

She put her hand on Eryn's shoulder. "I'm sorry, Eryn. Perhaps you regret saving me now. Even so, the Evenhorns are large enough. You may have been searching for weeks before you discovered the exact spot."

She turned so she could look into Saretta's eyes. "I don't regret it. We saved more than four hundred people. I just wish the cost wasn't so high. Not just Silas, but the merchants, and all the prisoners the soldiers killed."

"I wish that as well."

They sat together for a few minutes. Saretta left her hand on Eryn's shoulder, and Eryn appreciated the comfort. She'd been so long without a female presence in her life, someone strong and resilient like her mother had been. 

"Tell me if I am prying, but from what Davin said, your daughter, Sazi, is a loyalist?"

"She is. Don't ask me how it happened, because to be honest I don't know. Davin has always worked at the very edge of Overlord Prezi's vision, keeping a balance between outright rebellion and providing her with minor but valuable information in exchange for her ignorance. I think that she was always in awe of the Overlord's power. The palace, the guards, even the Overlord herself. Prezi is a beautiful woman, and she dresses in the richness of her station. These are the things that Sazi covets. 

"I love my daughter, but she is shallow in her desires. She agreed to marry Mackle because he would make her clothing to match what the Overlord was said to be wearing." She sighed. "Don't misunderstand me. She's very intelligent, but she puts that intelligence to use manipulating people. She uses her cunning to further her own ends. It's difficult not to be able to trust your child, but we love her too much to try to force her to not be who she is. It would only make things worse."

Eryn leaned over and pressed against Saretta, wrapping her up in a large hug. They both found comfort in the embrace. "Perhaps when he is dead, she will change her mind," Eryn whispered into her ear.

"I hope you are right, but I fear she will only cling to the next thing that will serve her best. That is the nature of her, and nothing will change it."

They broke the embrace. Saretta smiled and pointed at the blankets. "Do try to get some rest. The journey to the Dark will not be an easy one."

"I will, thank you, Saretta." Eryn put her hand on the journal again and closed her eyes. 

Amman, please don't let these losses be for nothing. That is all that I pray.














Chapter 22




Wilem
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They left three days later. 

They took everything they could carry, with Davin shouldering the most load, stuffing the canvas sack he had brought and strapping it to his back. It left him less able to maneuver if they ran into trouble, but Wilem knew he and his wife were counting on Eryn and him to protect them. 

Three days had given Eryn more time to read through Jeremiah's journal. So much of it made little sense to any of them. It was filled with numbers, calculations, and shorthand words and diagrams that they would need much more than an alphabet to decipher. What they were learning was coming in bits and pieces, fits and starts.

They had figured out who Rossum was. Either he was Jeremiah's assistant or Jeremiah was his assistant, but they were two of a small number of 'wizards' that had come to Genesia to do research on the ebocite. What their goals were was still unclear, though Eryn had decided that they did have some kind of power at their disposal that they could use to create resonance in the crystals. It was magic, but not of the kind they controlled now. There was no mention of limits to it, no mention of sickness or blood. It was as though they had infinite ability at their fingertips. 

Which gave the final entry more meaning, and made it all the more frightening.

Worse for Wilem: he was pretty sure that he was in love.

He told himself he wasn't. He tried to ignore the feelings that the sight of Eryn brought to him; feelings that had exploded in the days they'd spent together in the cave. It wasn't just the forced closeness that had done it, or the sheer hours they had spent with one another talking about their true pasts or their shared situation as Cursed. He found Eryn truly remarkable. Her strength, her conviction, her compassion and sense of humor. She was everything he had dreamed of, and better yet, he was no longer a Mediator. He wasn't compelled to follow his laws that forbade him from marrying. Once they had a cure, once the Curse was no longer, perhaps things would be different.

Of course, he wasn't going to tell Eryn how he felt though knowing her she had an idea of her own. Her affection for him had grown, but he knew her mind was elsewhere, and the last thing she needed was anything to steal away from the focus and determination that drove her. She saw him as a friend and companion in her fight, and he was satisfied with that.

"Where are we?" Eryn asked. 

They had traveled south through the Wash, skirting the few small villages they had come across and sticking to whatever wilderness they could find. They had been forced into hiding twice by large contingents of soldiers who had been passing through, but not exploring, the area. They had no idea which way Eryn had gone, and that was a good thing.

"Thirty or so miles southwest of Varrow," Saretta said. "We have another ten to travel before we'll reach a small series of foothills. After the foothills, we will come to the base of the Evenhorns. We need to skirt along the base until we reach the path that leads to the lip of the Dark."

"There's a path?" Eryn asked.

"Not in the sense of it being an easy journey. It is more of a series of inclines and climbs that is difficult but possible to traverse. It is too hard for anyone who doesn't have good reason to do it, which is why it remains mostly unexplored."

"What does the Dark look like?" Wilem asked. He still had trouble believing that it was a real place. He had heard the same stories as all children did, and while they had frightened him then, in his adulthood he had dismissed the entire thing as nothing more than fantasy. 

"It's dark," Eryn said, turning her head and rolling her eyes at him. He laughed.

"You can't see into the Dark from the lip," Saretta said. "A mist hangs over the place that makes it seem as though stepping off will send you tumbling into eternity. Beneath the mist is fear and death. It is a cold place. A harsh place. And I only made it a hundred feet down."

Wilem swallowed the lump in his throat. "Right. Ten miles. We should be there tomorrow morning then."

"We can be there tonight," Eryn said, "if we don't stop to rest. This whole journey has taken far too long already. Every day we waste gives the armies in Elling a chance to cross back past the mountains, and since Andreaus never made it to Portnis with the gold, there will be little enough the rebellion can do to slow them. We'll have lost our best chance."

"Killing him will always be the best chance," Davin said.

"Maybe, but we don't know his armies will just submit once he is gone. Someone else may just be waiting to take his place. Our hope lies in convincing the people that they can have their say in an Empire that is ripe for change. Too many will be too afraid to rise up if the full might of his armies is consolidated here."

Wilem stared at Eryn, feeling his heart ready to burst with pride and affection. She had a gift of speaking and inspiring.

"You're right," Davin said. "Yet I don't wish for us to walk into the Dark exhausted. Rushing to the edge may only rush us to our doom."

Eryn put her head down. "I know. Perhaps I am a little eager."

Davin laughed. "It's no weakness to have passion. I suggest we make camp at the base of the incline. That will put us at the Dark's door, and hopefully we can all rest without fear of soldiers finding us. I think it's unlikely they'll be looking for us there."

"As you say," Eryn said. 

Wilem kept his eyes on her for a few more moments, looking away when she glanced towards him. 

It was love. He was certain.
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Eryn
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The Dark. It was real, and they were standing on the edge of the valley, looking down into the mist. There was nothing much to see from here, save for the bright sky above and the white layer of fog that settled in front of them, as far as their vision could reach. It was larger than Eryn could ever have imagined though from where she was standing it didn't look very frightening at all.

"I understand now why no one ever ventures here," Wilem said, looking down at his scraped hands. 

The climb up the rough terrain had been anything but easy, leaving each of them with an assortment of scrapes, cuts, bruises, torn clothes, and faces grimy with sweat. It had taken all morning to pick their way through jagged rock and steep inclines, with frequent stops to recover from a painful slip or to take a minute to overcome the inevitable exhaustion of the journey. 

"I'm not afraid of mist," Eryn said.

"Are you trying to convince us, or yourself?" Davin asked. He had taken the worst of the damage, his balance difficult to maintain with the large sack on his shoulders. He was slumped against the flat side of a jagged rock that punched through the earth like a giant arrow tip, wrapping his torn hands in shreds of cloth from his formerly long-sleeved tunic.

"There is no benefit to being afraid," she replied. "We have to go down there. Amman willing, we will come back up again. Is this the same spot you were in last time, Saretta?"

"Near enough."

Eryn looked back at Davin. "You're carrying the heaviest load. We'll go whenever you're ready."

"Are you sure we shouldn't leave the pack?" Saretta asked. "I think it will be safe enough up here."

Wilem walked back to where Davin was resting. "I can put a marker here, so we can find our way back, but anyone with the Curse who comes near will be able to find it."

"If any other Mediators are up here, we'll have worse problems than them taking the journals," Davin said.

"I have a better idea," Eryn said. "Davin, let's empty the sack and wrap the contents up in Wilem's cloak. That way we can carry anything we find down there."

"We'll need to bring the box I gave you also," Wilem said.

Davin slid the sack off his shoulders and opened the ties while Wilem removed his cloak. It had been decimated by the climb and was covered in tears and stains. He removed the red clasp and tossed the cloth to Davin.

"Without the cloak to hold the ircidium clasps, I won't be able to use this without harming myself."

"If you need to use it, you won't care if it hurts," Eryn said. 

They waited while Davin finished unpacking the sack, leaving it empty but for the case holding their supply of purified blood, three water skins, some salted meat, and hard bread they had brought for the journey. He wrapped everything tightly in Wilem's cloak and tucked it behind the arrowhead stone. Wilem joined him there, bending down and putting his hand on the cloth. Eryn could feel the energy gather in him when he marked it. She wanted him to teach her that trick.

"We're ready," Davin said. He put his hand on the hilt of Silas' sword, resting against his hip. Eryn had been reluctant to give it to him, but the weapon was far superior to regular steel.

"Let's stay close," Eryn said. "If anything comes at us, Wilem and I will try to handle it before it gets near." She lifted her hand to her mouth and kissed the ring on her index finger. Silas' ring.

Amman, protect us. Silas, look after us. 

They started climbing down.




###




The decline on the inside was more gradual than the outside, making the descent easier on their bodies, but not on their minds. 

They had only gone thirty or forty feet when the mists had begun to wind their way around them, tendrils of vapor that seemed to Eryn as though they were reaching out. They swirled and twisted, growing thicker and thicker the farther they went, leaving the world around them to slowly fade from view. In the beginning, they could see a dozen feet ahead, to the rock and earth and grass that led the way into the valley. Before long, the Dark had left them in a sea of white so dense they could see nothing at all.

"This is where I turned around," Saretta said. Her voice was shaking with fear.  Eryn reached out with her hand and found the woman's shoulder.

"I can't see anything," Wilem said from the other side. "How do we know we're going in the right direction? How do we know this blindness will end?"

They didn't know, and it was this uncertainty that threatened to turn their fear into panic. 

"Just keep making noise," Eryn said, fighting against it. "That way we know we're still together."

"A good idea," Davin said. His voice sounded murky in the fog. He coughed to clear his throat and started to hum.

"The Dance of Light?" Saretta said. "Fitting." She began to hum along.

Wilem knew the melody and added his voice to the mix. 

"I don't know this song," Eryn said.

"Just follow along," Wilem replied. "It's not-"

He shouted, and then Eryn heard a thump. 

"Wilem?"

"I'm well. I - ahhh!" 

"What is it?" Davin asked. "Wilem?"

"A... a corpse. A man, I think. It is nothing but bone and shreds of clothes. I tripped over it."

Eryn stopped walking and looked down. She couldn't even see her feet. She crouched and felt along the ground, her hand brushing against damp grass and rounded stones. At least, she thought they were rounded stones. She wrapped her hand around one and lifted it directly in front of her eyes, and then dropped it with a gasp.

"Another here," she said. She shuffled forward, keeping her hands near the ground, feeling more of the stones that weren't stones. 

"Here," Davin said.

"Here," Saretta said.

"It's like a battlefield. The bones and corpses are everywhere." Wilem's voice was dry and brittle. "I haven't found any weapons. What if they were trying to get in, and this is what happened to them?"

Eryn tried to calm herself. She took deep breaths and closed her eyes, preferring the gray blindness to the white. 

"What if they were trying to get out?" Davin asked. "What if something chased them down?"

It was impossible not to wonder about, but it wasn't helping. 

"There is no way for us to know what happened here," Eryn said. "We need to get past it without tripping and breaking our own bones."

She had heard the first few notes of the Dance of Light, and she started humming. She had to repeat what she knew a few times before Wilem joined in. Davin and Saretta followed after.

Travel was slow. They were all on their hands and knees, picking their way blindly across a descending slope covered with the remains of the dead. As Wilem had noted, none of them carried a weapon, and Eryn found none laying anywhere on the ground. Even more frightening to her was that for all the corpses she ran her hands across, every bone was smooth and full, unbroken by the elements, or by whatever had killed them.

She lost track of time. She lost track of where she was. She fell into a rhythm of inching forward, shifting around the corpses, keeping her eyes closed and humming the Dance of Light over and over again. Her voice was growing hoarse, and she was so thirsty she wanted nothing more than to stop singing and give her throat a rest, but she didn't dare. They had to make it out of the mist, if there was an out of the mist. She tried not to think what it could mean to spend days trapped in this state of blindness. She tried not to consider that they would have to do the same to get back up. Maybe the other side was an easier climb?

Silas, if you are with Amman and watching over me, please help me find a way through this. Please give me the strength to go on. I hate it in this place.

Still, the mist continued. Hours passed. Her throat was on fire, and she could hum no longer. She stopped and listened.

There was only silence.

"Wilem?" She tried to shout, but it came out only as a whisper. "Wilem?"

There was nothing. 

She had become so consumed by moving forward she had stopped paying attention to the others. She felt the panic rise in her chest.

"Davin? Saretta?" She couldn't raise her voice. She put her hands to her face, trying not to sob.

Why wasn't I listening?

She tried to look around, but there was nothing to see. She was still blind. How far had they gone? A thousand feet? A hundred? The only reason she knew she hadn't gone in a circle was because the slope had continued downward.

"Eryn." Davin's voice was loud in the mist. He had the water skins, he must had saved his throat. "Eryn."

"I'm here," she said. She couldn't make enough noise.

"Eryn."

She leaned down and found two larger bones, and began to hit them together.  

"Eryn." Davin's voice was louder. A moment later his face appeared right next to hers. "There you are."

She threw her arms around him without thinking. His hand found her back and held her for a moment. "We need to find Wilem and Saretta."

Echoes sounded in front of them.  Someone was copying Eryn's effort. 

"I can find Wilem," she said. She forced herself to calm and reached for her Curse, feeling the tingle move its way along her spine.

A face formed in the mist; a dark, boney face composed of sharp angles and hard flesh. Yellow eyes peered out at her, and lips twisted in an evil leer.

Eryn pushed herself away from Davin and fell backward. Her magic moved through her and into her ring, sending a bolt of blue energy into the fog over Davin's shoulder. He shouted in fear.

The face was gone. She let go and lay prone on her back, her breath ragged and her heart pounding. Davin leaned in over her. 

"What happened, Eryn? What did you see?"

"I don't know. Did I hurt you?"

"No."

"Eryn?" Wilem's voice cracked, but he was there, his hand reaching out and finding hers. She took it and held it tight.

"You found me."

"I felt your magic. Are you injured?"

"No, no. I thought I saw something in the fog, but it was just my imagination. This place is going to make me crazy."

"Me too," Davin said. "We need to find Saretta."

Eryn shifted off her back. As soon as she was back on her knees she reached out and found Wilem's shoulder, tracing it until she could take his hand again. "Don't let go."

"I won't."

The sound of bones banging together was still coming from ahead of them. They crawled downward, soon finding that their hands were no longer touching anything but grass and dirt. By the time they reached Saretta, the fog was thinning, and they could see one another once more. 

"What took you so long?" Saretta asked when they appeared. Davin wrapped his arms around her and kissed her forehead.

"We made it through," Wilem said. He tried to pull his hand away, thinking Eryn didn't need him anymore.

"I said don't let go." She tightened her grip and leaned her body into him. It was comforting to have someone close who could always find her, even when they couldn't see. 
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The heavy clouds above them didn't block the light of the sky, but it did diffuse it in a strange way, causing the illumination that navigated through the fog to cast an eerie, almost purple glow on everything in the valley. The mist itself had never dissipated completely, continuing to hang around them as they moved as if to remind them that it could take back control of their senses at any time. 

They had found no dead and no bones beneath the fog. Instead, the slope had taken a sharp dip downward another two hundred feet or so, and then leveled out into the edge of a thick forest. The trees and brush here were densely packed, leaving low, heavy branches and thorny bramble for them to navigate around or pick their way through, making travel continue almost as slowly as it had been inside the mist. 

That anything was able to grow at all was a mystery of its own, but everything seemed to have adapted to the ethereal glow that surrounded them, and indeed the leaves and needles of the vegetation appeared to feed on it, with nearly every plant sharing an awful purple, brown, and blue coloration that reminded Wilem of bruises.

Much like he was from the trip down.

He squeezed Eryn's hand again, taking comfort in the soft feel of it in his own. He felt his heartbeat increase when she squeezed it back. He wasn't expecting any affection from her, so even this small symbol of care was enough to help give him strength to fight the fear he had felt since they had entered this place.

He wondered if the others felt it. It wasn't a normal fear, or even the same fear as had been born of the white-blindness they had experienced. It was almost as though his Curse, his magic, his disease, was afraid of something and was passing the emotion on to him.

"Eryn," he said, getting her attention. "Do you feel it?"

"Feel what?"

"The Curse. The magic."

"It's afraid."

"Yes. It feels weird."

"I agree."

The other thing that was making him uncomfortable was the landscape. It wasn't just the mottled, ugly color of the foliage that was unnerving him. It was that the plants were all there was. No chirping, no croaking, no insects or deer or rabbit. No stones, no water, no wind. 

Nothing.

"Have we reached the bottom?" Davin asked. His eyes continually scanned the area around them, and he held his sword ready in case anything living or otherwise made an appearance. 

"We don't seem to be descending any more, but with the fog I don't know how far down we've dropped." Saretta looked back the way they had come, but the mist made it impossible to judge the distance.

Wilem took a deep breath to calm himself, and summoned his magic. He reached out with it, trying to find his cloak at the lip of the Dark above them. 

He was rewarded with a sharp pain in his temple that caused him to release Eryn's hand and stumble to his knees. He gripped his head and cried out, the tingle of his magic growing into a furious cacophony of wild energy that made his whole body go numb.

"Wilem?" Eryn knelt down next to him, putting her arm around his shoulders.

"Hurrrrtssss," he said. He held his breath and tried to relax, to calm his out of control power. 

"What did you say?" Eryn asked. Her face had turned white.

"I said it hurts." The pain was subsiding. "The Curse. I tried to find the cloak, to see how far we had come. Don't use your magic. It isn't safe."

She nodded and helped him to his feet. 

"No Curse?" Saretta asked. "Let us hope this place remains as dead as it seems."

Eryn put her hand to the hilt of the sword on her hip. "I've trained with Silas for over a year. I'm not half the swordsman he was, but I'm not defenseless either."

"I'll hide behind you," Wilem said. "Most Mediators are given basic melee skills, but we aren't required to be very good at it."

She laughed. "As you will." She clapped his shoulder and moved ahead of him.

They walked for another hour, picking a path through the wood, headed towards the center of the Dark. Like the mist, this new landscape seemed to continue forever, and like the mist in time they began to lose all sense of where they were, or how long they had been there. What was clear was that though they were all tired, no one wanted to waste a minute to rest. If there was something useful to find here, they wanted to find it and escape.

More time passed. Wilem was sure that the sky must have darkened hours ago, and yet the purple glow around them remained undiminished. He took a deep breath and stretched his neck, rocking it back and forth, and then shook out his arms. His legs were exhausted, and his attention was fading.

Eryn had been walking in front of him, and he nearly collided with her before realizing she had stopped. Stepping behind her, he could see why.

The trees were gone.

No. Not gone. They're still here.

They were spread on the ground around them, the path of destruction stretching in a circle almost as far as they could see. They were dead husks, having lost their leaves and branches to the decay a long time ago, but they revealed a clear source to their demise through the pattern in which they had toppled.

There, in the center of the devastation, a thick cloud of white mist rose in a column from the ground, like smoke from a fireplace. 

Wilem felt a pain in his gut like something had just kicked him in the stomach. His whole body wrenched and knotted, and he felt the tingle begin to run along his spine. In front of him, Eryn dropped to her hands and leaned over, the little bit she had remaining in her stomach finding its way to the grass ahead of her.

"Eryn? Wilem?" Saretta put her arms around him, keeping him from falling over. "What's happening?"

"No," Wilem said. "Let go." He tried to get his hands up, to get her to safety.

It was too late. 

The crystal clasp in his pocket scalded his leg at the same time a burst of flame launched from it, catching Saretta full on. She screamed and fell away, landing on her back and reaching for her face. Her hair was on fire, and she rolled and writhed on the ground, smacking at it in an effort to put it out.

"Saretta!" Davin rushed to her side, joining her in the frantic effort to extinguish the fire while Wilem collapsed onto the ground. The clasp had burned a hole in his pants and it fell away, deactivating as it lost contact with him.

Wilem joined Saretta on the grass, convulsing and coughing, his insides feeling like something was ripping him apart. He closed his eyes and shook, bile rising into his mouth. 

"Wizards. It has been such a long time."

He opened his eyes again, searching for the source of the voice and seeing nothing but chaos around him. Eryn had fallen on her stomach, and Davin was leaning over Saretta. The flames had gone out, but his cry of anger and sadness told him what the result had been.

"Only the Nine may return. Only the Nine." 

He got onto his side just in time to vomit onto the grass. He could sense Eryn's power growing, and he watched an army of lightning bolts explode from the ring on her finger, lancing into the trees around them and setting the dead trunks ahead of them aflame. 

"It knows. It knows to be afraid. Turn back wizard. There is no succor for it here."

Wilem took a deep breath, using every technique he knew to try to keep his magic calm. He could feel the pressure of it, the terrifying fear of whatever it was whose voice was in his head.

He sensed Eryn's power growing again. He had to get the ring away from her! He pulled himself forward on his elbows, fighting to remain as calm as he could and at the same time ignore the throbbing of the burn on his leg. 

"It is the directive. Protect the secret of the Nine. None are to leave Genesia, and none are to enter. Wizards least of all."

He put his body on top of Eryn's, pinning her to the ground. He grabbed her hand and twisted at the ring. If she activated it now, his whole arm would be burned to ash.

Davin screamed behind him. He turned his head to look, and saw only that he was no longer hunched over his wife. He didn't have time to find him. He pulled at the ircidium band, turning it and trying to get it over her knuckle. 

Eryn groaned, her body spasming so hard the motion almost threw him. He finally wrenched the ring from her just as he felt her power release. There was nowhere for it to go, and so it went everywhere. Her head lifted up, and she cried out in pain as a shockwave of magic sped away, sending Wilem into the air and uprooting the trees behind them. He fell a dozen feet or more, coming down hard on his back and remaining still.

"It cannot fight. It cannot hurt. It never could. It never did. It doesn't fear wizards. It fears the Nine."

Wilem could still hear the voice, which meant he was still alive. He opened his eyes.

Something was standing over him.

It was vaguely humanoid, large and black, all sharp angles and jagged edges. It had a face of some kind, with yellow eyes and a small mouth from which rolled waves of moisture. Its skin was thick and scaled, and it reflected the purple glow of the mist as though it were made of dark iron. 

In its jagged left hand was a large, straight sword, the blade so thick and wide that it looked more like a butcher's cleaver than a weapon of combat. 

Blood dripped from its edge.

"It should never have come to Genesia."

Wilem tried to move. He tried to pick himself up. He couldn't fight on his back. He couldn't run away on his back either.

He couldn't get up.

His legs were too tired, his body too battered. His magic was reacting violently to this place, and it had left him exhausted.

His attacker raised the sword up and stepped forward. Wilem could see the blade above him. He could see it descending on his stomach. He fought against the tiredness, against the fear. He fought against everything there was to fight against. He needed to get out of the way. He needed to live, or this thing would kill Eryn next.

His body refused him.
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Eryn choked and gasped, fighting for even the smallest intake of air. Her lungs burned, her heart burned, and every inch of her skin felt like it was being pricked with needles.

She had lost control of her Curse. It had gone wild in an effort to somehow defend itself, and in doing so had left her spent again. She was glad to have the cure Wilem had taken from Kelkin. She was going to need it.

She could still feel power tingling inside her, along with the strange feeling of intense fear. She gritted her teeth and forced it away as if she could will the disease into remission, or at least into hiding. The fear didn't vanish, but she did feel a small amount of her strength return.

"It cannot fight. It cannot hurt. It never could. It never did. It doesn't fear wizards. It fears the Nine."

She heard the voice again. It was dry and raspy, and sent waves of dizziness through her head. She focused on her anger, pulling herself to her feet.

"Wilem?" She didn't see him. She looked back, finding Davin and Saretta on the ground. Her face was unrecognizable. His body was covered in blood. "Wilem?" She was more desperate now. 

Where is he?

She saw his attacker first, its dark skin and angled body standing over his prone form. She saw the huge sword it held and the blood that ran along the edge.

"It should never have come to Genesia."

It lifted its sword and shifted forward. 

He was going to die if she didn't do something. She knew using her power might kill her, but she had no choice. "Opire!" She called on it, bringing it forth, begging it to slam into the creature and knock it away. 

The magic came.

It flowed outwards from her, a stiff wind that bent the grass at her feet and slammed headlong into the monster. 

Nothing happened.

"No," she cried. Her head felt like it was about to burst as she stumbled forward, landing on her knees, blood and salt mixing in her eyes and blinding her. 

The creature didn't even notice.

There was nothing she could do but watch. The blade started its descent, gathering momentum. 

Something shimmered in the air, throwing odd reflections of mist and light, turning end over end and smacking into the back of the monster. Where it hit, chips of flesh broke away, revealing a second layer underneath.

It stopped moving, lifted the sword again, and slowly turned.

Eryn looked back. Davin was on his knees, his head split open, blood running from a gash on his stomach. She didn't know how he could even be alive, let alone manage the strength to throw Silas' sword.

"It lives."

It started moving towards Davin, forgetting about Wilem. It raised its sword up in front of its face, still paying Eryn no mind.

She forced herself to stand and drew her sword from her hip, barely able to lift it. She could see Wilem clearly now. His eyes were open, and his head had flopped over towards her.

"Eryn, get out of here," Davin cried. He was defenseless against the creature, too weak to even move.

She wasn't going to abandon him. She hobbled to where he was kneeling, falling across the monster's path and raising her sword. 

It paused, its yellow eyes regarding her. Mist poured from its mouth in even puffs. 

"It is brave. It is strong. It... is familiar." 

It didn't move. It stared down at her, and she glared up at it, keeping the sword between them. 

"It came in the subroute. It escaped. It hides. It hides. It hides. It hides."

The voice exploded in her head, forcing her to use every bit of resistance to keep from clutching at it. Her eyes watered, her ears began to bleed, and still the voice continued.

"It hides. It hides. It hides. It-"

She heard a cry from behind the creature, and then the tip of Silas' blade exploded through the heart of the monster in a flood of black blood. It didn't scream, or cry, or show any sign of pain or emotion. It just fell onto her, lifeless.

"Get it off," she said. She pushed against the creature, but it was no use. She was too weak, and it was so heavy. Its blood was spilling out onto her, and she could feel her clothes being soaked through. The blood was warm, almost hot. She struggled against its grip, becoming slick with its life force. The moisture helped her slide out from under it.

"Eryn?" Wilem was there, his face weary and covered in dirt. He held out his hand to help her up.

She ignored it. She turned herself around and crawled to where Davin was laying with his body draped across Saretta's. Dead.

"The cure," she said. "Wilem, we need the cure."

He knelt down next to her. "No, not yet. We only have three more vials, and we can't replace it. What we need is to rest." 

"This is all my fault," she said, unable to hold back the tears any longer. "They're dead because of me."

She fell into Wilem's chest, and he wrapped his arms around her. The adrenaline fled, and exhaustion caught up with them, leaving them both on the ground asleep within minutes.




###




There was no way to know how much time passed. When they woke, everything was just as they had left it, cast in the endless purple hued luminescence created by the fog. 

Eryn's eyes were open, but she didn't move. She could smell the wood she had burned with her power, and the flesh that Wilem had burned with his. It was the scent that reminded her what had happened.

"Wilem?" She found his hand resting across her shoulders, and she took his arm and shook him. "Get up."

His hand shifted as he woke. "I fell asleep. I'm sorry."

She pushed herself away from him. Every muscle in her body ached, but she was able to stand without much difficulty. The dread she had been feeling wasn't gone, but it was greatly reduced.

"We need to bury them," she said, forcing herself to look at the corpses. She considered both of them friends. It was only right to see them safely to the arms of Amman.

"Here?" Wilem asked. "This place is evil."  He stepped up next to her. "It was my magic that killed her," he whispered, his eyes red. 

"It isn't your fault. Davin knew it. He saved your life." She kneeled down and pushed the mercenary's eyes closed. "That thing... The Curse was afraid of it." She looked back to where the creature lay face down in the grass. The area around it was dark with its blood. It reminded her that she was coated in it as well.

"It still is, but not as much. I have a bad feeling that there are more of them."

She had been thinking the same thing. She looked down at her clothes. They were stained, but the stains didn't look like any blood she had seen before. "It was immune to magic," she said. "I tried to knock it over, but it didn't even notice."

She remembered the way its skin had flaked away when Davin had struck it. She got back on her feet and approached it. 

Sure enough, the area around the wound had also flaked away, revealing a layer of radiant metal beneath it. "It isn't skin," she said. "It's armor. Ircidium armor."

"No wonder your magic did nothing," Wilem said. "The Carriers wear ircidium armor, but I've never seen anything like this. Where are the seams? Where are the joints?" He bent down and lifted the monster's arm, straining to do so. The armor around the elbow looked creased, but it was all one piece. "Nobody can wear armor this heavy." He dropped it and then looked at his hands. They were covered with flakes of the deep red that coated it. He wiped it off on his pants.

"Let us see who is inside. Help me turn it over."

They positioned themselves on one side and took hold of the heavy arm, using it as a lever to flip the monster onto its back. It offered only the resistance of its weight, rolling over in a cacophony of scraping metal. 

"How does it come off?" Wilem asked.

Eryn knelt over it, running her hands along the roughness of the flaky scales in search of a hidden seam. There had to be a clasp or something holding it on the wearer.

Her eyes landed on its fatal wound, and she gasped.

This can't be real. This can't be true.

She could see down into the wound. She didn't see any flesh.

"Wilem, can you make a small light, one that will fit in the wound?" She didn't have enough control to guide it.

"Ignus," Wilem whispered. A tiny light flitted over Eryn's shoulder and landed at the edge of the hole before diving in.

Eryn felt her heart begin to pound. There was still no sign of any living thing beneath the metal suit. She got to her feet and found Silas' sword laying in the grass. She picked it up and examined the black blood that clung to the metal. She brought it to her face. It didn't smell like blood. It smelled musky and slightly sweet. 

"What are you doing?" 

"There's nobody in there," she said, taking the sword and stabbing it into the armor. She sawed with the blade in a line along its chest and then shifted and cut another. As she did she heard a click, and the whole chest opened.

What she saw confused her, amazed her, and frightened her. 

There were ircidium rods attached to ircidium gears, attached to strange rubbery strands that lined the underneath of the thick ircidium shell and a secondary set of clear strands where random drops of the dark liquid still hung. The strands spread along the guts of the creature in an intricate patchwork she didn't understand, but she traced the bulk of them back to the center of the chest, where a thick ball of ircidium rested. It swung open as she watched.

The crystal inside was pitch black and nearly opaque, and she could feel the energy pouring out the moment the ircidium was no longer blocking it. It soaked into her, and she felt a rush of excitement and happiness at the sight. 

"It's amazing," she said. "Beautiful." She reached out to touch it.

"Eryn, don't." Wilem smacked her hand away, and then reached into the monster's chest and pushed the tiny door closed.

It was like jumping into a cold river. The excitement vanished, leaving her feeling empty and alone. She stared at the ball. "It's ebocite, isn't it?" 

"I don't know what ebocite looks like, but if I had to guess, I would say so. I felt such a pull towards it. That I wanted it more than anything."

"So did I. How did you fight it?"

"I was ready to hurt you to get it. I didn't like that."

She smiled at him. "Really?"

He nodded.

"Thank you for caring for me," she said. "I care for you, too." She blushed. "In case you hadn't guessed already."

His voice was soft. "I hope we survive long enough to escape this place. I hope we have more than these few days together. You are a wonder to me." He smiled at her, a hopeful, sad smile. "We should see to Davin and Saretta, and make sure they didn't die for nothing." He looked back towards the plume of mist that was rising at the center of the Dark. "As much as it frightens me here, the thought of what we don't know frightens me more."

"It seems strange, doesn't it? They call this place the Dark, and yet I have the impression that the world beyond this valley is where we are truly in the dark."
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They buried Davin and Saretta together at the base of the wood, placing them side by side in a deep ditch dug out with the help of the monster's massive sword. It too was made of ircidium, and that made it light enough for Wilem to manage for the job, though he had no intention of keeping it. The size was fine for an eight foot metal man. It was unmanageable for a much smaller 'wizard.'

That was what the creature had called them. Wizards. They had seen the word before in Jeremiah's journal. He had called himself a wizard. Did that mean he had the Curse or was there something more to it? A different kind of power or the same power? Wilem didn't know and couldn't guess.  

It was clear the thing recognized them by their magic and was able to communicate with them through it. Was it the ebocite that made it possible? Or was it that the thing was powered by magic itself? Had it been in the valley since it had been abandoned, waiting to kill any who tried to enter? An adventurer had managed to get in and take Jeremiah's journal, and nearly escape with it. Had he somehow evaded the creature? If so, how?

There were so many questions and so few answers. As they made the trek through the line of dead trees towards the center of the Dark, they argued back and forth about what it all meant. It was a good argument, a healthy argument. In other circumstances, Wilem would have enjoyed it so much more. Even so, the comfort of the exchange only cemented his feelings.

Not only that, but Eryn had admitted to some of them herself.

The truth motivated him to keep fighting against the fear that threatened to chase him from this place. He was certain that he would do whatever he could to protect her. 

He laughed at the thought. 

She is the last person here who needs protection.

He had heard the voice of the metal giant. It had said she was familiar before it lost its mind. There was something about her that it recognized, something in her that it knew. 

"What do you think it meant when it said 'it hides'?" Eryn asked. 

They were halfway through the graveyard of trees. The plume of mist had continued to grow thicker and larger in front of them, proving that it was much grander than they had originally realized. They had no indication of anything else alive with them, and his Curse had remained quiet.

"I don't know. It sounded angry. Like it was upset that something was hiding from it. What puzzles me more is that it acted as if it thought it knew you, and was trying to tell you about it. Almost as if to warn you."

"I don't like the sound of that."

"I don't either. It doesn't make sense. It clearly didn't like wizards, and it wanted to keep us out of this place. Why did it pause? Who are you?"

Eryn stopped walking. "Right now, I wish I knew. I wish Silas were here."

They stood silently together, working through their thoughts.

"Maybe Silas was descended from one of the wizards who live here?" Wilem said at last. "That would make you a descendant as well. What if it knew that somehow?"

"It could be. Do you think it wanted me to help it find whatever was hiding?"

"I don't know, but if the metal man was afraid of something, I think we should do everything we can to let it stay hidden."

"I agree."

They continued walking, covering the remaining distance within a few hours. The plume of mist spewed up a hundred feet in front of them, pouring into the air without a sound, as big as the palace in Varrow and so thick that even the purple hue couldn't penetrate it.

"I don't see anything," Wilem said. 

They had been hoping that once they grew near there would be a cave, or a door, or something obvious to signal that there was anything in the Dark besides the mist and the metal man. 

What would he be trying so hard to protect if there wasn't?

Instead, there were the dead trees, the dead grass, and the fog. If Eryn hadn't been with him, he was sure he would have gone insane from the loneliness of it all.

"It must be inside," Eryn said. "Take my hand, and don't let go no matter what. We don't want to get separated."

Wilem reached out and took her right hand. She held her sword in her left. 

"If anything attacks us, try to steer me towards it."

"Instead of running away?"

She smiled. "If we run we may get turned around and lose our sense of direction. I'm counting on you to stay facing forward. I'll protect you."

He was sure she would. He squeezed her hand, and she squeezed back. He shifted his shoulders, making sure Davin's pack was secure there. "I'm ready."

They walked forward, back into the mist. They were blind four steps later, the already dense fog growing thicker and thicker as they moved. By the twentieth step they began to struggle to breathe. By the thirtieth it felt as though they were pushing against it, like trying to walk through water.

"We can't make it," Wilem said. He tried to take a deep breath, sucking down the vapor. He felt its weight in his lungs and little else.

"We have to." Her voice croaked. There was no air for the sound to ride on.

"No. Eryn, we need to turn around. I can't breathe. There has to be another way." He clutched her hand tighter and started to turn. 

She pulled against him. "Then we need to run for it," she said. "Get as much air as you can and hold it."

"What if we don't make it? What if we're too far away and there's nothing in front of us? We're going to die."

"We're not going to die." She sounded angry. Her fingers dug into his hand, and she tugged him forward. "Get as much breath as you can." 

Wilem sucked in the mist and spat it out as quickly as he could. He could feel the oxygen collecting and the feeling of choking recede. Eryn squeezed his hand again.

They ran.

He lost count of how many steps they took. They moved as fast as they could, arms and legs flailing, fighting to keep their hold on one another. They raced into the fog, feeling it solidify further as they moved, dragging against them and threatening to bring them to a stop.

His lungs burned. His muscles ached. All he wanted was to open his mouth and exhale and to try to inhale again. He whole chest was on fire, and he didn't want to die.

Eryn kept going, so he kept going. He couldn't believe how long she was able to hold her breath. His eyes began to water and droop, and still they ran. The mist was trying to stop them, like phantom hands gripping at their arms and legs, but they denied it. They kept moving, kept fighting, even as the white blindness began to fade to black. Even as their bodies started to shut down.

They were near collapse when they gave one last shove through the wall of vapor, miraculously falling through. They tumbled to the ground, laying on their stomachs and taking huge gulps of air. 

"I'll never complain about anything else, ever again," Wilem said, once he was able to speak. "That was terrifying."

Eryn rose on her elbows next to him. "I knew you could-" Her eyes widened. "Do you see that?"

Wilem lifted his head up. He noticed now that the grass beneath him was green, and something was casting a shadow ahead of them. A shadow?

He rolled over. The bright blue sky greeted him. It was daytime. 

"The sky," he said. 

"No,  not the sky. That."

He shifted his head so he could see what she was looking at. It wasn't hard to find because it rose hundreds of feet into the air. A tower. A shimmering tower made of ircidium. 

The metal reflected the light from the sky, catching it and throwing it out into the mist. They could see if diffuse as it entered the fog way up above, shooting away in rainbow colors before settling on a purple hue. 

"Amazing," Eryn said. "The mist hides the tower so that it can't be seen from the edges of the valley." 

"Look, there's a door."

It was minuscule against the immense scale of the structure; a single archway defended by a pair of wooden doors. 

"If a man made of ircidium and magic, and suffocating fog can't keep us out, I don't expect a door will give us much trouble," Eryn said.

Wilem smiled and got to his feet. He was still holding Eryn's hand, so he circled in front of her and pulled her up.

"How could you be so sure we would make it?" he asked, looking down into her big brown eyes.  

"I made a promise," she replied. "Giving up isn't an option."

"I... I... Uh..." His heart filled with emotion, and he was tempted to say it, to give voice to his feelings, but he stopped himself. She had made a promise, and he wasn't going to complicate it with his desires. 

I love you.

"What is it?" she asked, her eyes searching his.

I love you.

He didn't say it. He couldn't imagine telling her, and then dying and leaving her alone. Instead, he smiled sheepishly, his face turning crimson. "It's a bit embarrassing. I have to relieve myself."

She laughed and put her hand to his cheek. "I'll wait for you up ahead. Don't worry, I won't look."

Their eyes met one last time as she walked past him. 

Was it disappointment he saw?
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"It isn't locked," Eryn said, pushing against the door and watching it swivel open without a sound. The inside of the tower filled with sudden light.

There wasn't much to see. A stone dais extended forward past the archway and ended in a large, dark hole. On either side of the platform were plain iron slats that twisted around the shell of the tower, rising up into the high reaches of the structure, and falling down into its depths.

They made their way to the edge and looked up, but without any windows the light could only make half the journey. They looked down, and again saw nothing.

"Which way?" Wilem asked.

Eryn put her hand up and closed her eyes. "Do you feel it?" There was a pulsing in the air around them, a steady rhythm that she could feel in her soul. It reminded her of the forge, and of days spent with her father.

"I don't feel... wait." He too closed his eyes. "Yes, I feel it."

"Down," Eryn said.

That was where it was coming from. That was where they were being pulled. 

A light appeared in Wilem's hand, small at first. It grew nearly to the size of his head, providing enough illumination for them to see the steps clearly. There were no rails, no guides. One slip would send them tumbling to their death.

They started the descent. Eryn took the lead, navigating slowly at first, but picking up speed as she became accustomed to the distance and angle between the iron beams. They spun around the tower, making their way downward, but still not finding the bottom.

They had lost sight of the entrance when they heard the first bang. It came from the depths and echoed up the tower, sending a vibration through the iron at their feet, and shaking their courage to the core. It came again a few seconds later, and then was joined by a second.

"What is that?" Wilem asked. 

Eryn stopped moving. "Do you think someone is alive down there?"

"I think we should check ahead, just to be sure it's safe." Wilem guided the light away from them, floating it further into the dark below. He weaved it from one side of the tower to the other until it threatened to be absorbed by the black. Just as he started to pull it up, Eryn pointed at something.

"Do you see that?"

He followed her finger down until he found it, against the wall near the light, a dark red smear. 

"It looks like blood."

"It looks like fresh blood," she said. "It's still moist." She looked back at him. "Bring the light back so we can go down to it." 

Another bang shook the beam. Two more followed close after. Wilem's light floated back towards them.

"This is taking too long," Eryn said. She starting running down the steps, her feet light and agile along the iron bars. 

Wilem hesitated for a moment, and then continued behind her. 

They raced around the inner wall of the tower, feet treading lightly on the steps, which shook every few seconds from the pounding below. Around and around they went, Wilem's light joining them and guiding them down to the spot where they saw the blood. 

Eryn stopped when she reached it. She leaned in close, smelling it to make sure it wasn't the strange black liquid of the ircidium man. It wasn't. It was blood; she was sure. It was smeared on the wall like whatever had left it was injured and had bumped against it on its way down. 

She drew her sword. 

"I don't know if whatever left this is a friend or a foe. Be ready." 

The banging continued, so much louder than it had been before. It vibrated the beams so strongly that her vision shook with each strike. She noticed that the strange rhythm had grown stronger too, turning into a throbbing like a heartbeat.

They continued down, circling and circling, the pounding growing in pitch and intensity. The darkness below finally began to subside, and now they could see a ring of light at the bottom of the tower, It was surrounding a large stone disc positioned in the center of the floor. There was no sign of anyone else and no more bloody stains.

"We're almost there," she said. Her legs were tiring from the descent, but she felt rejuvenated by the sight of the ground. They rounded the tower another twenty times or more, and then finally reached the bottom.

 The center of the floor was occupied by the disc, a single stone block only inches deep, resting on the ground between flat, round stones from which the light was emanating. To their immediate left was an archway, and on the right side of the wall was another. The glow revealed a handprint on the frame of that entry. A bloody handprint.

"It looks human," Wilem said. He clutched his ears as the banging continued. Now that they were at the bottom, it was loud enough to drive them mad.

Eryn walked across and examined it. "Still damp." She winced at a particularly loud bang.

"Do we follow?" Wilem joined her at the arch.

"Of course." 

They moved through the archway, into a long corridor lined with what looked like a mixture of iron and ircidium. It twinkled against the magic light, making it look like they were walking among the stars.

"If I weren't so scared, I would think this is beautiful," Wilem said.

The corridor went straight for a hundred feet, and then split in half. The passage on the left ended with another set of steps. The right went on into the darkness. Another handprint was on the wall near the stairs.

Bang!

The noise was louder, and they could tell it was coming from down the stairs. 

"Maybe whoever is in here is making that noise," Wilem said. "Maybe they're trying to scare us off."

"I don't think they would know we're here," Eryn replied. "The banging is too loud for them to hear us on the steps." She walked to the stairs and went down. It dropped at least another hundred feet, 

The banging stopped.

It had been with them so long that the sudden silence was more frightening than not knowing where the noise  was coming from. Eryn held her breath, feeling her heart pounding and gaining a new sense of the throbbing she had experienced when they had entered. It was stronger now, much stronger. Underlying it was a renewed feeling of discomfort, similar to what she had felt in the mist. 

"I think there's another metal man down here," she said. She could tell by Wilem's face that he felt it too. "We need to concentrate on keeping our magic under control."

"At least we'll know when it gets closer, and we can try to get away."

Eryn wasn't sure. She had thought she had seen its face in the mist before the fear had gotten too strong. What if it was watching them right now?

 They kept moving, following the corridor back the way they had come. The steel and ircidium were gone now, replaced with flat earth, as though the dirt that had once occupied the space had been compressed around the open area to create the shaft. The flat white stones were embedded in the ceiling over their head, casting an eerie light that allowed them to see the length of the corridor.

"I think we're back beneath the center of the tower," Eryn said when they passed out of the hallway and into a large room, similar to where they had landed at the bottom of the spire. Instead of a stone disc in the center of the floor there was a steel lattice. Or, what used to be a steel lattice. The iron curled outward, leaving a wide hole through the grating to whatever waited below.

 They approached it cautiously, inching over to the opening and looking down. The thick mist rose up from the depths and was being pulled into a dozen holes encircling the floor below them. 

"Something came up from down there," Wilem said.

"What could have made a hole in iron like that?" Eryn asked. The metal man's warning echoed in her head. 

It hides. It hides. It hides.

Was it still here? 

"Eryn, look. More blood." Wilem pointed to another passage on their left. Sure enough, there was a small red smear at shoulder height.

She swallowed her fear. If they hurried, maybe they could get out before anything could find them, or before they could find it. "Come on." 

They walked quickly, following this corridor until it ended in a large, open room.

"This doesn't look good," Wilem said.

Wooden tables had been arranged in a barricade, pushed over so the tops faced them and stacked together to give them height. A number of chairs lay in pieces around the room, many broken into sharp spears. The earthen walls were dented and impacted with bits of stone and pieces of the chairs, and dark stains of dried blood caked the floor. There was a red hand-print on the corner of the barricade. Whoever had gone through had pulled themselves over it.

"They were trying to defend themselves from something. Like they knew it was going to get through the floor."

Only, there were no bodies. No clothes. The stains were the only sign that people had died there. What had taken them away?

Eryn held her sword in front of her and approached the barricade. She leaned over when she reached it. 

The other side was clear. No bodies, nothing.

Wilem joined her there. "I'm beginning to think the bones we passed outside... they were running away from whatever got in here. The metal men, they haven't been able to stop it, or catch it."

Eryn planted her hands on the table and vaulted over. "If they couldn't stop it, we can't either. Let us hope if its still here, that we can stay out of its path."

Wilem's face was pale. "We don't even know where we're going. We're following someone's blood, for Heden's sake. I'm sorry, Eryn, but this is making me think coming here was nothing more than a big mistake. We aren't going to learn about him down here. We're going to die."

Her voice was a harsh whisper. "If you want to leave, the exit is back that way. You can wait for me up on the ridge, or you can go back to Edgewater. Even if there's nothing down here, Silas didn't die for us to give in to fear. Davin and Saretta didn't die so we could put our faith in our cowardice. I'm going to search this place until I'm satisfied. If I live, if I die, that is in the hands of Amman."

She stood there, staring at him, fury in her eyes. How dare he suggest that they leave after all they had sacrificed to get here? She would rather be dead than abandon the promises she had made. If Wilem had learned anything from their time together the last few days, he should have learned that.

"Well?" she asked. "Are you going?"

He took a deep breath, and then reached out and wrapped his arms around her. Before she knew what was happening, his lips were on hers, pressing against them with a mixture of fear, passion, and desperation.

She didn't resist him this time.

His lips were warm and soft, and they tasted like salt and heat. She had never kissed anyone before, and in the moment she forgot almost everything else. Almost. She pulled away as abruptly as he had swooped in.

They looked at one another in silence.

"What was that?' she asked him at last.

"I didn't want to die without having kissed you again." His face flushed. "You kissed me back."

She tried to ignore the pounding of her heart. "I didn't want to die without having kissed someone."

The statement made them both laugh softly, their tension and nerves finding the release they needed. 

"Like I said before, I'm not going to leave you. Not now. Not ever. I'm sorry. I let my fear get the better of me."

"You're still here. That's what matters. Come on."

They passed through into the next room, finding another mess of furniture and stains of blood. 

The banging started again.

It was close, so close. Close enough that they jumped in fear and turned around, facing back towards the twisted metal grate. 

Bang!

It was a little louder.

Bang! Bang!

Louder still. 

They were sure it was coming from the depths, from the mist below. Only now they weren't moving, and it was getting louder.

Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang!

It vibrated the floor. Bits of dirt and dust shook loose from the walls. 

Bang! Bang!

They ran back towards the barricade together, ducking down behind it and peering over when they reached it, sure of one thing.

Something was coming.
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Wilem glanced over at Eryn. Her eyes faced forward, her jaw set in defiance. She was so strong, so brave. He took a deep breath and tried to counter his desire to run. He pulled Silas' sword from his hip, holding it at his side and trying to remember his lessons.

Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang!

It sounded like it was right on top of them, but they couldn't see anything. The broken floor was visible in front of them, bathed in the light of the flat, white stones. His own light faded out of existence.

"If we need to fight, we'll fight," Eryn said. "Be at peace, Wilem. I won't let anything happen to you."

He was surprised by the sentiment.

I'm supposed to be taking care of you.

A hand appeared on the metal.

It wasn't a human hand. It wasn't the hand of an ircidium man. 

It was grey and scaled, the fingertips ending in sharp points. It was large, larger than a man's hand by three at least. It was followed by a muscled arm, and then a grey head with sharp, tall ears and a bony face. Dark eyes peered out on opposite sides of a wide, flat nose, which led down to a large mouth.

It rose past the hole and shifted forward on its hands and feet. Massive, claw-like feet attached to huge, bent legs. It wasn't wearing any clothes, but there was nothing to indicate that it had a sex.

It lifted its head into the air, looked back and forth a couple of times, and then motioned with a claw. A whole group of the things climbed out.

That can't be what was causing the banging. They're too small to make so much noise. Besides, how can anything hide being so loud?

Eryn tapped on his shoulder. "If they come this way, we need to ambush them. I can create a distortion field, and we can kill them all before they can move."

"You'll use up your strength," he whispered.

"My strength won't matter if I die, and anyway you have the cure."

He didn't like it, but he nodded. He leaned up to see past the barricade. The monsters had moved away from the grate, but he could hear their hands and feet scraping on the ground. 

Bang!

The noise sounded near the floor. 

Bang!

Wilem didn't understand the banging. Why were they doing that?

A creature appeared in the doorway. Wilem ducked his head, his breath catching in his throat. 

"They're coming," Eryn whispered. "Get ready."

His heart was pounding, and he could feel a cold sweat forming. He held the sword ready and tried to calm himself enough to summon his magic. He would need it to not be left outside of the field.

He looked over the tables. All of the monsters were moving towards them. One pointed at them. No, past them. To the blood stain on the wall. They shrunk back for a moment as if the sight of it frightened them. 

"Get ready," Eryn said again. 

He could feel her power growing. He summoned his own. The monsters' ears perked up, and they looked at the barricade as though they could see right through it.

"They can sense it," Wilem said. 

"Chronus," Eryn whispered. 

He felt the wave as she released her energy. It ran through him, and he focused, fighting to keep himself in sync with her power.

They planted their hands on the tables and vaulted over. The monsters were still, motionless, caught in the field.

Except a new monster had joined them.

It was ten feet tall, with a broad, sharp head of points and ridges, and pale blue eyes set deep under a heavy brow. Its flesh was a dark, mottled gray, its limbs angled and stiff, as though it were fashioned from stone or wood itself. It bore a resemblance to the ircidium man in size and shape, like one had been modeled after the other. It too was devoid of clothing or gender.

They hadn't seen it climb out of the depths. It hadn't been there even a moment ago. It saw them and smiled.

 "Wizards." Its voice found their minds. It was cold and rich, almost melodic. "Not what I was expecting to find."

Eryn didn't hesitate. She charged the creature, her sword coming down in a quick stroke that would have bit deep into its side. 

If it hadn't caught her wrist.

A long arm reached out, so fast it made Wilem wonder if they were trapped in a distortion field of their own. It held Eryn's arm tenderly and used its other large hand to disarm her, careful only to touch the hilt. 

The blue eyes stared into hers. "Could it be?"

"Eryn!" Wilem started to charge. The creature's head swiveled back towards him. 

Then it was gone. 

So was Eryn.

Everything began to move at regular speed. The distortion field had fallen, but somehow the... thing had kept Eryn in it and made its escape. Or had it? Maybe it was still there, invisible outside of the altered timeline. 

Wilem stumbled to a stop. He was surrounded.

He felt the wetness of his blood on his cheeks. He gripped the hilt of the sword a little tighter. 

The Curse was shifting inside of him.

It was afraid.

"It is near."

The monsters around him cried out, and an ircidium man erupted into the room behind them, blocking their escape. They ignored Wilem, launching themselves at it in a flurry of weight and claws, desperate to escape it. 

It punched one in the side with its free hand, launching it into the wall with such force that Wilem could hear its body shatter. The huge sword cut another in half. 

"It is near. It is near."

The monsters jumped on it, pushing it backward. It reached up and pulled one off, crushing its head in its massive hand. The sword swung in a tight circle and killed another. 

There were only three left. Wilem swallowed heavily. Eryn had to be alive. It had taken her, but she had to be alive. How was he going to find it if it was invisible outside of a distortion field?

It has to have gone back to the depths. What does it want with her?

He clenched his teeth and tightened his abdomen, fighting to keep his magic under control. He could feel the tingling building on his spine. 

He couldn't scale the walls like these creatures could. He couldn't do anything if the metal man killed him. 

He did the last thing he wanted to do.

He did the only thing he could do.

He ran.




###




He didn't look where he was running to. He vaulted the barricade and dashed into the corridor beyond, hearing the cracking of bones and the smooth sliding of the metal man's limbs. A few seconds later, it stopped.

"It hides. It is lost."

He could still hear the creature in his head. His bloody tears were mixed with salty ones, and he sobbed while he ran. He didn't pay attention to his surroundings. He wasn't careful about where he was going. He needed to get away, to escape the ircidium man and have a moment to compose himself and work out what to do. Eryn had to be alive, and he was the only one who could save her. 

He came to a long hallway lined with doors. A few were open, and he glanced inside to make sure there was no better route. They were living quarters. Small, with a flat wooden platform holding a mattress, a wood desk and chair, another of the flat white stones for light, an armoire and a bookshelf. 

Wilem forced himself to stop. He ducked into an open room and swung the door closed behind him. There was a bolt attached to it that could be slid across to lock it. The mechanism wouldn't stop the ircidium man, but he used it anyway, and then pushed his back against the door and closed his eyes.

"Wizard. It knows it is here."

He heard it in his mind. Its booming voice shaking his thoughts. 

"It feels the wizard's power. It should not have come here. It knows it is banished from Genesia. It is banished from this world. It is not safe." 

Wilem tried to calm himself, to slow his breathing. He could hear the creature in his mind. Could he speak to it that way?

"Not safe?" He said it out loud, but at the same time tried to push the question to the front of his mind. He felt a shiver in his spine.

"It speaks? It is strong. It is infected. The infection cannot be allowed to spread. It will destroy everything."

"I don't understand."

It need not understand. It is a wizard. It is infected. It must be destroyed. 

The voice was growing louder, and he knew from the growing fear that it was drawing close.

"Infected with what?" he asked. Eryn had told him the power was a disease, but he had a cure. How could he be infected?

"It is a parasite. It is feeding. It is the end of it."

Wilem had never heard the word 'parasite' before. He didn't know what the creature was saying. "Where did it come from? How did I get it?"

"The subroute. The ebocite. It does not belong. It must be contained."

Heavy footsteps shook the ground. The metal man was in the corridor. Wilem held his lips tight together, holding back the screams of fear he wanted to release. He tried to quiet his thoughts, as though that would keep the creature from finding him.

He could hear it approach. He heard silence when it reached his door. He skittered away on hands and knees, moving to the back of the room just as the huge sword splintered the wood behind him, blasting the door apart.

"Where is it?" he shouted in deathly fear and anger. He slid Davin's pack from his back and frantically fought to untie it. 

The ircidium man stopped. 

It hides. It hides. It hides. It hides.

He undid the strap and reached in, finding the box and pulling it out. He flipped the clasps and opened it, keeping his eyes on the creature.

"It hides. It hides. It..."

Its head moved. It looked down at him.

He found a vial of Kelkin's blood and the injector - a small contraption that pushed the contents of the vial through a thin vein of ircidium. The metal man took a step forward.

He placed it in the injector and jammed it into the back of his neck. It was awkward to administer himself, but he was desperate. The blood flowed out into him. He had never taken it like this before. He had never taken it when he wasn't exhausted. Talia would have chided him for wasting it.

The creature raised its sword, ready to end his life for a second time. Wilem closed his eyes, expecting the killing blow to fall at any moment. He could feel the new blood taking effect, calming the magic. 

If I die... I'm sorry, Eryn. I love you.

He waited for it to end. He waited for the moment of pain and the fading of his existence. When it didn't come, he opened his eyes.

The metal man stood over him. Its sword lowered. Without explanation, it turned around and left.

I did it! It worked!

Wilem felt his fear replaced with joy. He bent over and cried, his tears clean and clear. He was going to find her. He was going to save her. He had to. 

He tried to get to his feet. The world started fading away, the full effect of the injection taking hold. His legs turned to mush, and he fell forward onto his stomach. 
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Eryn struggled against the creature's grip, trying to shake herself free. It held her tight, though the actual force on her wrists seemed as light as a feather. 

"Let me go," she cursed.

It didn't respond to her. It was leading her away, still trapped in the distortion field. She could feel her magic throbbing and pulsing, as though it were laughing or dancing, or celebrating her capture. As if this thing that held her in its grip was the very place it wanted to be. 

She could see Wilem, frozen in time, thrown from her field by the creature's power. He was surrounded by the other monsters. He was going to die.

She kept struggling. She kept fighting. It was no use.

It pulled her along, back towards the open hole in the metal grate. Back towards the mist. It didn't speak to her again. 

Wilem. Wilem, I'm sorry. This is my fault. I'm sorry. 

She used her thumb to push her ring, rocking it and shifting it, trying to get it from her finger. If he found it, he would know she was still alive, and if she wasn't, at least he would have something of hers. She knew he loved her. She could tell by the way he looked at her. She had spent her entire life watching her father look at her mother that way. She could tell by the way he had kissed her, too. So full of passion and emotion. She had liked it more than she had even expected to.

That he had never told her what he felt... she could guess why, and she admired him for that, too.

They were moving away, getting further and further from him. She shoved as hard as she could, sliding the ring forward until it hung from her knuckle. 

"Let me go," she said again, loud enough to mask the sound of the ring falling from her finger and bouncing onto the floor. It ricocheted across the ground and came to rest not far from where he was standing.

Please see it. Please take it. Please know that I'm sorry. Please know that I love you, too.

Tears came to her eyes at the thought. It was a new thought to her. One she had never considered before. Was it true? Could it be true? Had she found it, only to lose it again?

She watched him disappear as they passed through the doorway and reached the opening. The creature turned and released one wrist, just long enough to pick her up in its arms. She struggled twice as hard, but it seemed unimpressed with the effort.

I'm sorry. Oh, Wilem. We should never have come here. I will get free of this thing. I will find you. If you die, I will avenge you. I'm sorry. I love you.

There was no trick to the monster's exit. It reached the hole and jumped.

They fell thirty feet or more, before landing on something. It was dark green, with gigantic overlapping plates of thick hide. A large yellow and red eye turned and shifted, so a black orb was peering up at them. It rocked and swayed, but the creature that held her didn't even need to steady itself.

Bang!

It moved downwards.

Bang! Bang! Bang!

That was what they had heard. Not the creature that was holding her, but something much, much larger.

How was something this gigantic hiding from the ircidium man? How had it even gotten in here?

It was the distortion field. It was as though these things lived inside of it, part of their world and yet separate. Existing in time, but askew of their time. Would it have been able to capture her if she hadn't used her magic? Had she made a fatal mistake?  Could it come out of its field and become real enough in their world for someone to kill it?

The huge beast climbed down, taking much longer than Eryn expected to reach the bottom. She could hear the ethereal throbbing they had felt the minute they'd entered. It had grown so much stronger that she knew she was right on top of it. 

The creature held her in its arms and carried her down a serrated back to a stone platform. There was light here, an odd black and gold light, and she could see the full mass of the thing in it. At least a hundred feet long, and forty feet wide, with huge, thick hind legs and a long, spiny tail. Its head had the shape and sleekness of a horse's, but in heavy leather scales, with long, curved teeth that jutted from its mouth.

It also had wings. Huge wings that were folded in on themselves in this small space, unable to spread fully. Its forearms gripped each side of the stone well, and it pulled itself up away from the platform. The mist was above them, pumping out of another series of holes in the wall. 

The ebocite was below them.

It was sitting at the very bottom of the well; a single, tremendous black crystal. It rested in an ircidium dish, with dozens of smaller colored crystals placed around it. They were suspended in some kind of liquid. It was clear like water, but it looked much thicker. She could see the waves of the vibrations moving through the liquid and connecting in criss-crossing patterns around the ebocite.

The resonance. 

She knew that was what she was feeling, and what the throbbing represented. She could sense the resonance, even from hundreds of feet up. Jeremiah had regretted creating the very thing she was now looking at because it had led to some kind of massive war. Against these creatures? Had they come from somewhere to claim the energy that the ebocite was emitting? These things didn't exist in the Empire, except...

The creatures in the Rushes had blinked in and out of existence. That had to mean something.

What if they thought they had won the war, but a few stragglers remained?

What if it wasn't that simple?

Eryn winced, feeling a sudden pain in her thigh. Her spine was still tingling, her magic still active. She closed her eyes and tried to calm herself, to force it away. 

"Two thousand cycles, I have waited." The creature's voice was soft in her mind. "Waited for my brethren to return. Waited to have our revenge against those who plucked us from our home." Its mouth curled in a mixture of a snarl and a smile. "I never expected this. I never expected you."

The pain in her thigh was growing, and she was getting dizzy.

"You will be our Queen. You will bring us back. You will help us survive."

He lifted her up, closer to his face. Stiff, wooden lips brushed against her forehead. She wanted to scream, but she didn't have the strength.

"Who am I?" she whispered. She was losing control of her thoughts. The world was spinning out of control. 

"The daughter."
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Talon opened his eyes.

It was still dark. He wasn't sure where he was yet. 

He knew he was on his back. He could feel the cold harshness of a metal table on bare flesh. It was a strange feeling. His eyes began to focus, and he could see the light of a white stone above him. It was too bright. It washed out everything around it, and left him unsure. 

"Hello, Talon," a voice said.

He licked his lips. They were dry and cracked. He tasted blood.

"If you want to drink, then you must get up." 

He opened his eyes again. He forced them to stay open while they adjusted. He tried to remember how he had gotten here, but couldn't.

There is nothing to do but get up.

He shifted his weight and brought his torso upward, planting his arms so he could stay sitting. He was in a small room. The walls were stone and the floor was covered with rugs. The table was ircidium, as he had suspected. Channels around the edges were stained red, having caught his blood and collected it in a  basin at the foot. He could see into the basin. He had lost a lot of blood.

He felt a pinch in his chest and looked down. A long scar crossed his body from chest to gut, and another rested near his heart. That one was fresh, the thin ircidium wire still holding it closed.

"If you are sitting up, then how do you feel?"

His jaw hurt. He turned his head. The speaker was in the corner of the room. He was an older man, bald, with drab grey eyes and heavy jowls surrounding his mouth. He was wearing a white robe covered in blood. 

"Where am I?" he asked.

"If you ask where am I, then you are home," the man said.

Home? He didn't know where that was. 

"If you are ready, then do you remember the promise?"

The promise? He remembered. If he was here, it was because he had fallen in battle. They had taken him from the field to heal him. "I need to report," he said. 

"If you need to report, then you are ready. If you are ready, then you remember the promise. If you remember the promise, then you can go."

He saw a flow of water from a small pipe next to the bed. He slid off of it and onto his feet. His legs were unsteady at first, but he found his strength. He leaned down and drank from the pipe. The man waited patiently in the corner.

"Where are my clothes?"

"If you ask where are my clothes, then your clothes are in the room across from this one."

He started for the door.

"If the materials are gone, then I must tell you that you cannot be fixed again. If you cannot be fixed again, then the seven become six."

He didn't know what that meant, but he felt it had meaning. "Who are you?" he asked, trying to remember the healer's name.

"If you ask who I am, then I will tell you my name is Rossum."

Rossum? It sounded familiar. "Thank you, Rossum."

A slight smile creased the man's mouth. "If you say thank you, then I will say you are welcome, Talon Rast, First of Nine, now First of Seven."

Seven? He remembered his brothers. That meant two had fallen. How? When? He opened the door and stepped out into a long corridor, lit by the stones embedded in the ceiling. He looked both ways. The door in front of him was closed. The door next to it was open. He didn't go to his room. He crossed to the other.

A man was standing there, already dressed in black leather pants, a cloth tunic and leather vest. He was lifting a chain over his head, with a red crystal eye hanging from the end. He turned around.

"Talon?" the man asked. His eyes shifted downward. "You couldn't wait to put on some clothes before  you came over to check on me?"

He was suddenly aware of his nakedness. He smiled and laughed. "I don't think I'm back to being myself again just yet. Are you well, Clau?"

"As well as can be expected, considering I'm back in the infirmary." He lifted his shirt, showing him the stitches. "I don't remember the bastard that got me, but I can assure you if I find him, I'll return the favor."

"Do you remember the battle?" Talon asked.

"No. It must have been a big one to have brought us both here. Rossum says that there are only seven of us left."

"Who has fallen?"

"Feng, and Reyzor.'

Feng? He lowered his head. They had grown up together. Known one another almost their whole lives. 

"We need to go into the tower and make our report," Clau said. He bent down and lifted his sword from the bed, strapping it around his waist. Talon wold recognize Clau's blade anywhere.

"Let me get my clothes on, and I'll join you." He retreated from the room and entered his own. He put his clothes on quickly, the black cloth and leather of his army. The red crystal eye and the five ircidium bands that denoted him as a General. A sword had been laid out for him, and he picked it up and examined it. 

This isn't mine.

He knew it instinctively. He wondered what had happened to his blade. Maybe he would know. He strapped the ircidium sword to his waist, and then reached up and pushed his long white hair back, tying it in a short tail behind his head. 

"I'm ready," he said.

They walked together, side by side, in lockstep. They didn't speak to one another. They didn't joke. There would be time for that later. It was essential that they made their report to him immediately. Those were the orders.

They moved through the corridors without thought, their memories guiding them through the passages. They didn't notice the ruined door, shattered into splinters. They didn't notice the body of the person laying inside.

He noticed them. 














Chapter 31




Wilem




[image: Image]




Wilem heard the boots on the floor. They weren't loud enough to be an ircidium man. The steps were too short and regular to be a monster. 

He opened his eyes.

He had fallen unconscious, but for how long? He didn't know. What he did know was that Eryn had been a captive for as long as he had been out, and that truth made him angry at himself.

Two men walked past the broken door. Two men in black cloth and leather. Two men with red crystal eyes hanging from their necks. One of them looked just like... General Clau? 

He shook his head, thinking he was seeing things. Maybe he was still asleep? He blinked his eyes and pinched himself. He still heard the boots.

"General, wait," he said, too softly for them to hear. He pulled himself up and grabbed the box. He threw it in Davin's pack, and then slung it over his back again. "General." He tried to say it louder. 

He got out of the room just in time to see them turn the corner. He wondered if the General had come to find him. To rescue him, or to kill him for betraying them? He had to take his chances.

"General." He ran after them, reaching the corner. They were only a few feet ahead. "General," he said again.

They both stopped and turned. At that moment, he wondered if he had made a mistake.

"Are you well, Mediator?" Clau asked.

Wilem tried to calm himself. While his clothes were torn and dirty, they were still the clothes of a Mediator.  Clau had recognized him as such, but he didn't seem to know who he was.

His eyes shifted from the General to the other soldier. He was tall and wiry, with long white hair and blue eyes. 

The same description Clau gave me of Silas Morningstar.

His eyes grew wide, and his heart began to race again.

"Mediator? Are you well?" Silas asked.

"I... uh..." He wasn't sure what to do. Silas was here. He was alive. He wasn't capable of working through the hows and the whys. He was so excited he could barely think. With Silas helping him, he was sure to be able to save Eryn. "No, I'm not well. General Clau, do you know me?"

Clau looked at him. "Should I? You seem familiar to me." He waved his hand. "If you are in trouble, state your concern. Otherwise, General Rast and I are due to make our report."

General Rast? It was Silas!

"I... I... General Rast, my apologies, but perhaps you can come with me while General Clau makes the report? There... there is a Cursed we brought in. She escaped from our custody. She's hiding somewhere, and we haven't been able to find her. It's the luck of Amman that you both are here. We need to find her before she loses control of her Curse and kills us all. She would have killed me already if not for my sword."

It was the best he could do. He held his breath, waiting to see if they would help him.

"We have orders to report. Both of us," Silas said.

"Please, General. Certainly he understands the importance of not allowing a Cursed to roam freely, especially inside the walls of Genesia."

The last word made both of them pause. Didn't they know where they were?

"He's right," Silas said. "If there's a Cursed in here, we need to capture her. Go and make your report, Clau. Tell him I will report as soon as this business is finished."

Clau bowed to Silas, glanced at Wilem one last time, and continued his journey alone.

"Where did you see her last?" Silas asked.

Wilem waited until Clau's footfalls faded. They were acting so strange. He wondered if Clau would think anything of the barricade, or of the dead monsters that the ircidium man had left.

"Silas, they've taken her," he said."They've taken Eryn."

He stared at him. "I don't understand what you're saying, Mediator? Where is the Cursed girl you spoke of?"

He didn't remember. That much was clear. He was supposed to be dead, but he had turned up in Genesia, alive. There was something strange going on. 

"I'm not sure. This is my first time to Genesia. I don't know it very well."

Silas rubbed his chin with his hand. "Genesia is the smallest of the reactors," he said, "but there are still hundreds of places to hide. How many soldiers do you have with you?"

Wilem shook his head. "None, my Lord. They're all dead."

"What? The Cursed killed all-"

"No, my Lord. Not the Cursed. There is something else in Genesia. Something much worse than a Cursed girl. I didn't want to say it in front of General Clau."

Silas nodded. "A wise idea. One of us must make the report." He put his hand on the hilt of his sword. "What have you seen?"

"I'm not sure. Monsters. They were gray, with long fingers like claws."

"Here? In Genesia? Are you certain?"

"I'm certain, my Lord."

"Where did you see them?"

Wilem wasn't sure. He had run from the metal man and lost his bearings. "There was a floor, with a large metal grate in the center. The grate had a hole in it, and they came up from there."

Silas' eyes narrowed. "They're inside the reactor? How could that happen? Follow me, and be ready." He turned and started walking the same way Clau had gone.

















Chapter 32




Talon
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Talon jumped over the barricade without using his hands to brace himself. He came down on the other side with his sword drawn and ready. The Mediator trailed behind him, choosing to stay in the safety of the barrier.

"There is nothing here," he said. 

The Mediator's head appeared. He looked surprised.

"They were here, my Lord. I swear it."

Talon was having trouble keeping his thoughts steady. The mention of Genesia had stirred so many memories, but they existed only at the corner of his consciousness. He knew there was something there he should know, but he couldn't quite get a grip on it.

"I can see the hole you spoke of," he said, spying the torn grating. "They may have fled back to the core."

"The core, my Lord?"

He nodded, and then put a hand to his head. It was starting to hurt. 

Am I ready to get back into the field? Perhaps I need more time to recover?

"What is this place, my Lord? What is Genesia?"

He was confused by the question. "You don't know?" 

"They didn't tell me where we were taking the Cursed girl. They didn't tell me why we were coming here."

"Who brought you here?" he asked.

The Mediator didn't answer. His face paled, and he looked down.

"Who brought you here?" Talon grabbed the edge of the table he was hiding behind and threw it against the wall. His head was pounding, and he could feel his heart rate increasing. Something was wrong. Something was out of place. He needed to make his report. His orders were to make his report.

"Eryn," the Mediator said.

"Who is Eryn? Is she an Overlord?"

He shook his head. "No, my Lord." There was fear in his voice, but also determination. "She is your granddaughter. She thought you were dead."

His eyes weren't lying. Talon backed away. His headache was worsening, throbbing so hard he couldn't think. Eryn? The name was familiar. Granddaughter? How could that be? "I don't remember a granddaughter."

"I don't understand what's happening, Silas," the Mediator said. "I don't even know how you got here. Do you?"

"Silas? Who is Silas?" He put his hand to his head. The pain was growing unbearable. He was supposed to make his report. Those were the orders. Leave the infirmary, and make the report. He hadn't followed his orders. He shouldn't have listened to the Mediator. "I have to make my report."

He started walking away. 

"No. Forget your report. Silas, we need to help Eryn. She's in trouble."

"I don't know who Eryn is."  

How did he get here? He tried to remember the battle. It wasn't uncommon to lose the memory of the injury or the fall, but why couldn't he remember who they had been fighting, or what he had been doing? 

"I told you, she's your granddaughter, and she's going to die if you don't help me."

Talon felt like his head was going to explode. He gritted his teeth and closed his eyes. "I need to make my report," he yelled. He started walking again. It was the only thing that made his headache better.

The Mediator ran past him and put himself between Talon and the archway that led to the exit.  "General, please. You have to help me." He put his hand on Talon's shoulder.

"Don't you dare touch me," Talon said. His hand came up and grabbed the Mediator's wrist, twisting it and bringing him to his knees. "You're out of line." His held his wrist for a heartbeat, and then let go. "Move aside. That's an order."

The Mediator looked up at him, tears in his eyes. He reached down and picked something up off the floor, holding it out to him.

"Does this look familiar to you?" he asked. "Please tell me this looks familiar to you."

He was holding a ring. A simple ring, with a small stone on the top. Talon stared at it, feeling his headache returning. The ring. He knew that ring. He was sure of it. 

He put his hands to his head and groaned. The pain was becoming intense. Why was there so much pressure to report? What was happening to him? He fought against the agony and reached out, taking the ring from the Mediator.

"You know what it is, don't you, Silas?" he asked. "You gave that ring to your wife, Alyssa. Alyssa gave it to your son Aren, who gave it to his wife, Kaelyn. He wanted to give the ring to Eryn, but he lost it in the woods before he died. She found it, and then she found you." 

Talon stared at the ring. He could see it all in the reflection of the light against the stone. He held it between his thumb and forefinger and joined the Mediator on his knees. Tears burst from his eyes, but the pain in his head began to subside. What was happening to him? What had happened to him? Who was he?

What was he?

"Eryn." He saw her face. Her short brown hair. Her long, thin limbs, strong from spending so much time at her adopted father's forge. He smiled when he remembered their time spent training together, the laughter and joking amidst the seriousness of their duty. 

He remembered Aren. He remembered Feng and Overlord Iolas. 

He remembered Alyssa.

Murderer.

He remembered that, too.

The boy kneeling in front of him was a Mediator. Where had he come from?

"Who are you?" he asked.

"My name is Wilem. I'm a friend of Eryn's. We met at Waverly's."

"Waverly's?" He stared at Wilem. "This is the Dark? Genesia is the Dark?"

"Silas, what is Genesia? What is this place?"

He wanted to answer. He thought he knew, but the memories were fading from him. "I'm losing it," he said. "Losing the memories. As if, the more I remember of the recent past, the more I lose of the distant." He stood up. "Wilem, come with me, quickly."

They ran back the way they had come.

"Where are we going?" Wilem asked.

"Rossum. We need to speak to Rossum. Remember that, in case I forget it."

They passed through the living quarters, winding through a maze of passages and corridors until they were back where he had woken. He was still there, standing motionless in the corner.

"Rossum," Silas said. The man didn't move. "Rossum!" He walked over to him, put his hands on his shoulders, and shook him.

Rossum's head tilted to the side. "If Talon has returned, then he has not made his report."

"No, I haven't made my report. Something is going on here. I need you to tell what it is."

"If Talon does not make his report, then Talon is broken. If Talon is broken, then Talon will not make his report. If Talon will not make his report, then Talon has broken the promise. If Talon has broken the promise, then the event will recurse."

"I don't know what you're saying." 

"If the event will recurse, then he must be warned. If he must be warned, then-"

Silas curled his hand into a fist, and punched the other man. His head rocked to the side, and then straightened. 

"Rossum was a wizard," Wilem said. "He was Jeremiah's assistant. I don't understand how he can be here. Silas, this man would be over four hundred years old." His expression changed. "If he's that old, and you know him..."

Silas looked back at Wilem. "It's been more than four hundred years." He grabbed Rossum's robe, pulling their faces close. "How is that possible?" he asked.

The other man was silent. His dead eyes stared straight ahead.

"There's something odd about him, too," Wilem said. "The way he speaks."

The memories were there, just out of his reach. They were riding the edge of his mind, and he fought to catch them. Every time he drew close, they slipped away. 

He remembered Rossum though, and Genesia. He was sure he wasn't supposed to. He was certain if he had made his report, he would have been ordered from this place, and by the time he left he would never recall having been here. What had he done to him?

Footfalls echoed in the corridor. Silas let go of Rossum and turned towards the door. He noticed Wilem as he did. The Mediator looked frightened.

"An ircidium man," he said. "Silas, we have to get out of here."

"If Talon has broken the promise, then Talon must be destroyed," Rossum said. "If Talon must be destroyed, then the juggernaut must destroy Talon."

Silas drew his sword. The sound of scraping metal echoed through the passage. Heavy feet vibrated the floor.

"Silas, we have to go," Wilem said.

Silas looked back at him. "No. I'm the First of Nine. I don't fear the juggernauts. The juggernauts fear me." 

He crouched with his sword up over his head. As soon as the juggernaut came into view, he leaped forward, high into the air. He tucked his legs up tight as the metal man's huge sword cut through the air beneath them. His ircidium blade took a wide arc and powered into the thing's neck, severing its head in one lightning fast stroke. The body fell forward with a loud clank, and the thick black blood poured from severed tubes.

He landed behind it, then walked across its back to where Rossum stood. "Tell them if they come, they'll be destroyed. All of them. He doesn't control me anymore. He doesn't own me."

At first, there was no motion, no acknowledgment. Then Rossum's hand whipped out and grabbed Silas' wrist. The pupils of his eyes dilated, and then focused, as though he had only now come to life. 

"You made a promise, Talon Rast. You made a promise to him, to fight for him until your final breath. You, above all, must keep your promise. You, above all, must remain loyal. You don't remember the reasons, I know. Please, trust me that they are sound. All of us have suffered, and all of us have lost. We have made the hard choices, not out of malice but out of need. Go and make your report. Go and fulfill your promise. Genesia is supposed to be forgotten. Leave it that way. Let it be the lost symbol of a dead civilization."

Silas shook his head. "No. I can't. Something took Eryn. Something took my granddaughter. If I make the report, I'll forget everything. I'll be a slave again."

Rossum smiled, a sad, comforting smile, letting go of his wrist. "Ahh, Talon. You aren't a slave. You knew what you agreed to. You knew the price. We had to pay it. We all had to pay it. We made a promise to right what we had done wrong."

"I never would have promised to kill innocent people. I would never have promised to give the order to murder my own son."

"Talon, you don't have a son. You can't have a son. It isn't possible."

"I had two sons, by Heden. Two sons and a wife. I remember them all."

"You should have made your report. There's still time. I don't want to see you destroyed. Not you."

Silas stared into the man's eyes. He could almost see the truth hiding inside of them, laughing at him for his inability to understand. He shook his head. He didn't need to understand the past. He had been different then. He had been a monster.

A murderer.

"Who am I?" he asked. "Who is he? Tell me. Please."

"I can't. I'm sorry, Talon. I made a promise, too. One that I won't ever break, even though it means a cold existence in this place, locked inside myself for all of eternity, waiting to fix the Nine when they return. Six, now, I suppose. I don't have the materials to fix you again. Your strength and courage have returned you to me more times than any of the others. That's why he didn't have you killed. You should be grateful."

Silas watched the past in Rossum's eyes. What he saw was selfishness, greed, pain, suffering, and control. Whatever had been done to him, it had been done to Rossum, too. How else could he still be here after nearly a thousand years? 

"Six brothers," Silas said. "I couldn't convince Feng. I couldn't convince Clau."

"They remember they made a promise. They are loyal."

Silas licked his lips. "Maybe they remember they made a promise, but this could not be the promise they made. To protect a tyrant, a murderer, a cold-blooded killer who oppresses innocents to maintain his grip on control? Everything about his Empire is a lie. How can you base loyalty on a lie? He made me kill my son!"  The walls shook with the effort of his anger, his raised voice echoing around them.

Rossum was calm. "Talon, you are wrong. You don't have a son."

The fury grew in him, turning from explosive heat to dense cold. "How can you tell me that? I remember him. I remember the day he was born. I remember watching him grow."

"No. Talon, if you won't report, you will be destroyed. The Six will hunt you to the ends of the earth. They won't have a choice. If you break the promise, you threaten everything we have worked to build. A thousand years of effort. Open your eyes. I'm telling you the truth. I have nothing to gain by lying to you, and you are the last person I would ever lie to. You can't have a son, Talon. We aren't human. Not anymore. Not in a thousand years."
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Eryn
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Eryn rolled over onto her back, her sleep interrupted by nightmares of monsters, fire, and death. She lay in the dark, her body wracked with pain, her mind becoming... what? 

She let out a soft moan, a desperate whimper, and opened her eyes. What were they doing to her?

The creature had called her 'the daughter.' It had carried her from the platform overlooking the ebocite to a small, dark corner of a much larger room. This room had a complex system of ircidium gears and pumps and pulleys all clattering and clacking and speaking some strange machine language, and venting off immense amounts of smoke, easily recognized as the heavy mist that filled the valley. The original path of the steam had been altered, the ircidium tubing that carried it redirected. By the monsters? Or by someone else?

My name is Eryn Albion. Daughter of Jaerl and Pash, daughter of Aren and Kaelyn. I came here with Wilem. Wilem is here. Wilem will save me. If he can. If anyone can.

They were changing her into one of them. She was sure of it. She would lose her mind, lose her self, and want only to die. 

It's the ebocite, isn't it? The magic is drawn to it. It feeds on it. It's doing more than living inside of me.

Was that what had happened to Malik? She hadn't known to look for ebocite in his cave, and she had been too scared and inexperienced to understand any signals her magic had been sending her. Could he have been poisoned by it, too?

She doubled over, clutching at her stomach. The pain had spread from her thigh, and when she lifted her shirt she could see the gray scales bunching and growing along her skin. 

The creature had been surprised to find her. It seemed to think she was special in some way. It had called her 'the daughter.' It had called her 'queen.'  It had been gentle with her, so gentle, placing her here in the corner on a large mattress. It had sat with her while she cried. It had stroked her hair. 

She shuddered at the thought. It was a monster and wanted her to be a monster, too. 

She looked around the room in search of it or its brethren. Not seeing either, she pushed herself onto her hands and knees and started crawling. She moved from the shadows and leaned forward to see the length of the room. 

It was empty.

She got to her feet, strengthening her resolve against the pain that spiked from her thigh and abdomen. The creature had dropped her off like a sack of wheat, expecting her to remain there until it returned. It would be in for a surprise when it came back. 

She started walking, slowly at first, but with increasing confidence as each step forward distracted her and lessened the pain. 

One of the creatures appeared in the doorway at the far side of the room, carrying a water skin. It lumbered towards her, its long legs causing it to move with an exaggerated rocking motion. 

Eryn slipped into the shadow of a huge ircidium piston and looked back at the mattress. She had gone too far to get back in time. She scanned her surroundings. There was nowhere to hide. 

Wizards are never unarmed.

She smiled at the thought and took a deep breath. She could feel the magic responding, coming to her call. She was weak from the change, but she wasn't powerless. If she was going to succumb to the Curse regardless than there was no reason to hold back.

It must have felt her power building. Its head turned to where she was standing in the shadows.

"Ignatus," she said, throwing her hand forward. A pair of small, bright bolts of energy formed there and shot ahead, launching towards the creature, sliding and curving like a snake. The monster tried to cry out, but it was too late. Both of the bolts struck it in the chest and traveled beyond. It fell to its knees and clutched at the burning holes, never even noticing the bolts doubling back. They struck it in the head and exploded in a flash of light and blood.

I'll save myself.

She stepped out from the shadows and kept walking. She could hear the throbbing of the ebocite in her head. She could feel the gnawing of the magic in her body. If the missiles had weakened her, she didn't notice. She was going to get out of there, she was going to find Wilem, and she was going to tell him how she felt while he gave her the cure, and saved her from what she might become.

Amman help them if he is dead.

They must have heard the commotion because two more of the creatures appeared in the doorway. They chittered at one another when they saw her, and then bunched their legs and sprang towards her.

Eryn brought her hands together, and then slowly spread them wide. "Firenze," she said. A wall of fire grew from the ground in front of her, rising ten feet into the air. The monsters' leap carried them right into its path, and they fell on either side of her, burned and dead.

She dropped to a knee and put her hand down to steady herself. Her heart pounded. Her muscles ached. She focused her energy, her anger, and got back up.

"Litmus," she said. A gust of power swept up behind her, catching her and lifting her, propelling her forward much faster than she could walk. She flew through the air, landing at the doorway out of the room. She steadied herself against the frame and leaned forward. The room was attached to a split corridor, and she turned her head to the left and right. 

She was alone.

"The daughter is all I have expected." 

She felt the distortion field overcome her. It was there, and it placed a gentle hand on her shoulder. As soon as it did, she was able to move.

She spun quickly, dropping low and throwing a fist into the creature's abdomen. Her hand scraped against thick skin, her flesh torn open by the friction. 

It put its hand to her head, and she began to feel dizzy. "Be still, my Queen. Inciting the prozoa will only make it more painful."

She looked up from her kneeling position in front of it and stared into its blue eyes while her consciousness faded. 
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Silas
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The words struck him like a hammer, pulling all of the air from his lungs and forcing him back a few steps. He closed his eyes, trying to make sense of it all. 

Not human? He looked human. He felt human. He could remember making love to Alyssa by the light of the fireplace. He could remember the feel of her flesh against his, the warmth, and the passion. 

Rossum was lying. He had to be. Another of his lies, another effort to control. 

"Let them hunt me," he said. "They won't have to try hard to find me. I'm going to find out where he is, and I'm going to kill him. I'm going to end his lies, end his oppression, and earn vengeance for the thousands of lives that have been destroyed." His hand tightened on the grip of his sword. "Let them come for me. Let them try. I'll put a blade in their hearts, and they'll have no one to put them back together."

He lunged forward. Rossum's hands came up, and he tried to defend himself, but he wasn't a warrior. He had never been in a fight of any kind. Silas' sword plunged through his chest and burst from the other side.

"See the truth, Talon," Rossum said, his face turning pale and tears building in his eyes. "See yourself in my end, if that is the only way you will see at all. Accept what you are, and make your report for the sake of what remains. I'm sorry, my friend. I'm sorry we failed you." 

The life in his eyes faded again, and his body pitched forward. Silas caught him, pulling his sword from his chest and flipping him over. He laid him gently on the floor and knelt next to the body.

"I don't understand," he said.

Wilem knelt down on the other side. "I do." He had his sword in his hand. "This isn't going to be pleasant." He jammed the blade into the dead man's chest, pulling it along and cutting it open. Red blood poured from the wound, and then mixed with black. Wilem closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and reached in.

"What are you doing?" Silas asked.

He opened his eyes and looked down, searching for something. He peered up at Silas when he found it and pulled it out of the body.

An ircidium ball, with tubes running from it. He wiped it on Rossum's robe, cleaning it off, and then pushed on a small latch. The ball opened, revealing a shard of ebocite inside.

"I'm sorry, Silas," he said. "Eryn and I killed a juggernaut. We found one of these inside. He was alive because of this. If you're as old as him, I would guess that you are, too. He may not have been lying about Aren." He pushed the latch closed and dropped the ebocite heart on Rossum's abdomen.

Silas stared down at it. As much as he didn't want to admit it, that much had to be true. How else could he have lived so long? He lifted his shirt, running his hands along the scar that stretched the length of him. How else could he have survived such a wound? He looked at Rossum's face, peaceful in his death. He had no one to fix him. Now, none of them did.

If Aren wasn't his son... whose child was he? Did Alyssa love another? Did Alyssa exist at all? Was anything he knew real and true? He was lost. Completely, and utterly lost. 

"I can't know what you are thinking or feeling right now," Wilem said. "The only thing I can know for certain is that a monster took Eryn and brought her to a place you called the 'core.' She's in danger, and whether you are related to her by blood or not, we both care for her. We can't leave her to die down there."

He put his gaze on Wilem. His words had meaning. His words were true. He nodded. If there was nothing else to hold onto, he would hold onto them. "She can't know about this," he said. "No good will come of it."

"My Lord..."

"No. Please, Wilem. I have nothing else to put my faith in at this moment. I need her to have faith in me. I'm frightened that she won't. If she learns that I'm a monster..."

"You're no monster, my Lord."

"I don't know that, and I can't believe it right now." He got to his feet. "If she's alive, we'll save her."

Wilem stood up. "I know. You're the First of Nine."

"I'm the First of One. The One who is going to right his injustices. Perhaps he was being truthful about Aren, perhaps not. I may have a crystal heart keeping me alive, but even some of his blood runs red. If I'm not wholly inhuman, then maybe he was wrong. I'll ask him myself, right before I kill him."

"What about General Clau?"

"He's made his report. He'll send him back for me, when he learns I'm still alive and didn't come report with him. We'll fight again, I suppose, unless I can convince him to help me."

"You couldn't convince him before."

Silas looked down at Rossum again. "We were all close once. All twelve of us. I don't remember how or why, but I remember that. I can't just kill him without giving him a chance."

"Are you sure you can defeat him? He already took you once."

"I was injured, and tired. We're both 'fixed', according to Rossum." His eyes were dark, his expression grim. "He can't win. Not in a duel. No, he won't come right at me. He's too careful for that." He was silent for a moment. "He brought three Mediators with him. Three, to keep Eryn contained. You said you met her at Waverly's, but you're wearing the blacks. What's left of them, anyway."

"I was with General Clau. I was supposed to kill her." He laughed. "I fell in love with her instead."

 Silas smiled. "You spent too much time with her. She's like that, isn't she? She draws people in."

 "She does. I've never met anyone like her."

Silas wiped his sword on Rossum's robe and put it back at his waist. "I don't know if I have either. Come now, my friend. We need to find the monitoring room. There should be a map there that will help lead us to the core."

"You... You don't know how to get there?"

"There are so many memories of this place. They flit and buzz in front of my eyes like insects. They dance and intertwine, never slowing. I get only glimpses - a word or a single moment. I know there is a core. I know the reactor is there; the ebocite is its heart as well. The path to it... the details elude me."

"Then we'll find it together," Wilem said. "Do you know how to get to this 'monitoring' room?"

"I believe so. We may make a wrong turn or two, but I think we'll get there. Don't let your guard down. While my memories of this place may be faded at best, he'll make sure that General Clau doesn't suffer the same malady. He will lay a trap or an ambush for us. There's no doubting that."

He led them from the room, past the body of the juggernaut and down the corridor in the opposite direction that they had come. He paused at each intersection, ducking and peeking around the corner before moving ahead.

They kept a brisk pace,  through stone and metal hallways, past hundreds of doors to hundreds of living spaces. A few times, Silas was sure he heard Clau's leather boots on the floor, but he knew that couldn't be right. The General wouldn't be foolish enough to make such noise. 

As they walked, he tried to sort through his senses, his emotions, and his memories. What he had once thought was an amnesia brought on by drink and magic had turned into something else entirely. He wasn't just the old man he'd believed himself to be. He was as old as the Empire itself, kept alive by a power he didn't understand. He was here for a reason, but he had no idea what that reason was. 

Not to kill women and children. Not to murder them while they sleep. Murderer.

"Wilem," he said, the thought jogging his memory. "What happened to Davin and Saretta?"

 The color drained from the Mediator's face. "Dead." He stared down at the floor.

"How?"

"It... It was an accident. The juggernauts, they have power over us, over the magic. They... frighten it. I lost control of my Curse. I burned her face. I killed her. I didn't mean to." He looked up, eyes moist. "The juggernaut killed Davin after he saved my life."

"Should I expect you to lose control of it again?"

"No. No, my Lord. I injected myself with the cure. It put the magic to rest, enough that the juggernaut didn't see me as a threat anymore, and let me live. The first time, it took us by surprise. We weren't prepared."

Silas turned around and put his hands on Wilem's shoulders. "Then stop blaming yourself. You couldn't have known what would happen, and both Davin and Saretta knew the dangers of this place. We all did."

"Yes, my Lord."

"And stop calling me your Lord. I'm nobody's Lord. Today, I'm only Silas."

Wilem smiled. "Yes, Silas. I can see why she admires you so much. I don't think I could manage what you have had to endure just in the last hour."

"You could if the need were great enough."

"Like it is now?"

"Yes." 

Wilem pointed ahead. "We're wasting time standing here. Thank you, Silas."
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Wilem
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They reached the place that Silas had called the monitoring room without confrontation. There had been one tense moment when a juggernaut had passed close enough that Wilem could feel the Curse stirring, but Silas had led them on an alternate route that went wide around its footpath. Though he claimed his knowledge of Genesia was incomplete, he seemed to navigate the maze of passages without difficulty.

Wilem didn't know what to think of the room, but he didn't know what to think of anything anymore. Since he met Eryn, his entire life had been rearranged in ways he could never have expected. He had become something he had never thought he would be, and his entire world view had been like a flipped coin. 

He wouldn't have changed it for anything.

"The map has to be here somewhere," Silas said. 

The monitoring room wasn't very large, but it was filled with dozens of shelves loaded with books and stacks of paper. Some of the papers were laid flat under the books, some were folded and tucked in vertically, and still others were crumpled and laying in dusty corners. There was a single, padded leather chair resting near the center of the room, faced in the direction of a pedestal, on which sat a large, round, perfectly white stone. 

Wilem pulled one of the folded papers from between a pair of books and unfolded it. He couldn't read the ancient writing, but he was sure he would be able to recognize a map.

"Eryn would be beside herself if she ever had a chance to read all of these books," he said. 

Silas pulled two of them from a shelf, shook them to make sure there was no map inside, and threw them into the corner. "Yes, I imagine she would. Perhaps we can give her the chance."

"Do you know how the stone works?" Wilem asked. He lifted a larger sheet of thick paper from a shelf and glanced at it. He was about to discard it as useless when he noticed the image drawn on it. "Silas, look at this."

Silas stopped his search and joined him, leaning over his shoulder. He stared down at the paper for a moment, and then closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Wilem could see his eyes moving behind the lids, as though they were trying to catch something there. When he opened them again, he spoke.  "That's a subroute. It's a pathway between places."

"How does it work?"

"I don't know exactly how. I only know it requires the energy from the ebocite. It is the reason all of the subroute pathways start inside reactors."

"Reactors? You mean there are more than one?"

Silas went back to the shelves and resumed his search. "I don't know. There must have been. Why make a door to travel between places, if there is nowhere else to travel to?"

Wilem looked down at the paper again. It was a drawing of a large square lined with crystals, with lines and words circling it. The inside of the square was shaded as though it collapsed inward. He folded the paper up and shoved it in the pocket of his pants, and then returned his attention to the stone. He wondered if it was similar to the farspeak stones in the Overlords' palaces.

He glanced over at Silas, who had increased his pace of pulling out books and papers and discarding them. He was sure he probably shouldn't touch the stone, but it must have had an important function to be placed in the center of the room, and he wanted to know what it did. 

He put his hand to it. It was as smooth as he expected, but also cold. The shock almost made him pull his hand back, but instead he summoned his Curse and eased some of his power into the ball.

"Wilem?" Silas looked up just in time to see the stone begin to glow. "Take your hand off of that!"

Wilem pulled his hand back, frightened by the desperate tone of his voice. The glow didn't subside when he did. Instead, it grew stronger.

"Hurry. Help me find the map. The juggernauts will feel the power."

Wilem realized how foolish he had been. What had he been thinking? "I'm sorry."

"Be sorry later. Help me now." Silas swept his hand across a shelf, knocking dozens of books to the floor with a loud bang. "We must assume it isn't wedged in any of the books. We may be wrong, but we don't have time to search them all."

"I thought you aren't afraid of the juggernauts?"

"I'm not afraid of one juggernaut. I can probably handle two. More than that... I don't know, and your magic is useless against them."

Wilem knew that from experience. He started to turn away from the stone, when he noticed that it was no longer white.

"Eryn," he whispered. The stone had changed into a top down view of a room full of all kinds of ircidium gears and rods turning and moving, powering some kind of machine. He could see her in the corner of the room, laying on a mattress.

Silas glanced back at it. "That is the reactor," he said. "It's next to the core. She's down there, as we thought."

A figure appeared in the stone. The creature with the wooden gray skin. 

"It can't be." Silas dropped the paper he was holding and stumbled to the stone. "It's impossible."

The monster was standing over Eryn, looking down at her. 

"What is that thing?" Wilem asked.

"An ancient enemy. Long extinct."

"It doesn't look extinct."

"No."

The creature turned and looked up, its blue eyes catching the ball. Wilem felt like it was looking right at them. 

Before he could move, Silas had his sword in hand, and he brought it down on the stone. The ircidium blade sparked as it dug halfway through. 

"We need the map, now!" Silas' face had turned pale, and he attacked the shelves on the opposite side of the room. 

Wilem dug into a shelf of his own, throwing books aside and glancing at the papers. He hadn't gotten far when he felt his Curse tingle. 

"They're coming," he said. The fear grew nearly unbearable in the space of a heartbeat. "A lot of them, I think."

"Likely all of them," Silas said. He reached up to a top shelf and pulled down a rolled up page. "This is it. We need to get someplace safe so we can figure out where to go."

"Wizard. It has activated the eye. It must be destroyed."

Wilem gripped his head, squeezing his eyes tight and forcing his magic inward. "Silas!" He wasn't sure he could control it. There were too many, and the fear was too great.

Silas ran to the doorway. They could hear the echoes of the juggernauts now, closing in on them from both sides. 

"Too late," he said. "There has to be another way." 

He fell to his knees and unrolled the map, using his finger to find their position. The footsteps grew louder.

"Wilem, kill Talon, and I will save you." 

Wilem felt his stomach drop. That wasn't the voice of a juggernaut. It was General Clau.

"Wilem, she's put a spell on you. Whatever she told you, it is a lie. That is what they do, Wilem, the Liar and his Whore."

He looked at Silas, who was staring closely at the map. The noise outside was growing so loud. They had to be close.

"Kill him, Wilem. You'll be a hero. Trust me, son."

It would be so easy. Take the sword, and cut off Silas' head while he was staring at the map. He could survive this. He could get out of Genesia alive.

Without Eryn.

"No," he shouted out loud. 

Silas stood up and approached him, ignoring his outburst. "Wilem, we need your Curse. There is another room below this one. They'll have to go all the way around to get down there. You need to get us through, and then use the cure so that the juggernauts can't find you."

"Very well. I'm sorry, Wilem. I have no choice but to kill you, too."

Wilem looked from Silas to the floor.

"Through the floor?"

"Yes. I know you can do it. Eryn has stopped time itself. This must be easier."

He'd never done it. He'd never heard of anyone doing it. It should be possible, shouldn't it? If he could make plants grow from nothing in an instant or create light from nowhere?

He let his Curse come forth. It filled his whole body in an instant, leaving it tingling. "Conficio," he said, pushing his hand against the floor. It rocked and quivered as though it was made of cloth, and then vanished.

They fell through the newly made hole, along with one of the bookshelves. It was a twelve foot drop, and they hit the ground hard, though Wilem hardly felt it at all.

"Let it go," Silas said through gritted teeth. 

His Curse was out of control. The juggernauts were so close, and it fought to escape by keeping the power flowing. "I can't. I can't get it to stop."

Silas rolled to his feet. "Then I'm sorry for this, my boy." 

Wilem saw the shine of Silas' blade rise up, and then he saw the pommel coming down at his head. 

He didn't have time to move.
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Silas lowered Wilem to the floor, shifting him on his side so he could remove his pack and pull it open. He heard the footsteps of the juggernauts above them. They moved into the room, and then backed out. They would know that Wilem was down here, and they would come. It was up to him to get him out before that happened.

He opened the pack. The box was easy to find in there, and he took it out and undid the clasps, thankful it hadn't been crushed in the fall. Flipping it open, his eyes traveled from the vials of blood to the small instrument used to inject it. He pulled both from the box and examined them, trying to figure out how to use it.

"It is damaged."

The voice came from inside the room. Silas lifted his head, looking around for the first time. 

They were in a storage room of some kind, lit by white stones that made a ring around the walls. In one corner was a pile of worn gears and pistons. Next to it were shelves with boxes of small parts that appeared unused. 

"It is not alone."

Silas spun on his heels, surveying the rest of the room. A pile of arms, legs, torsos, and heads came into view. One of the heads had a gold light shining from its eyes.

"It is..." The words sounded from an immovable mouth, muffled by its passage through the ircidium. The juggernaut didn't finish the sentence. 

Silas returned his attention to Wilem. He manipulated the vial and the injector until he managed to get both to fit together. He wouldn't have known where to put it, except there was a bruise and scab where Wilem had injected himself the last time. Silas sunk the point in and released the blood. 

Wilem gasped, his body straightening and relaxing.

"It is coming," the juggernaut said.

Silas ignored it, returning the box to the pack and the pack to his shoulder. He lifted Wilem, and then picked up the map and shoved it in the back of his pants. They needed to get away from this room, far away, before the others could descend to this level. He found the door and reached for the handle.

"Does it not remember it?"

He stopped, turned around, and approached the pile of parts. Any memory could help him recover something that could be useful.

"Should I?"

"It is One Zero. It is damaged. It is coming."

Silas stared at the head. It was coated with a thick layer of rust. Two of the long spikes on its crown were missing, and the corner was dented inward.  "It means nothing to me. What is coming?"

"The enemy. It is coming. It does not fear it. It is not to be feared. It is confused."

"Confused? How?"

"It has no orders. It is told to wait in here. It is told it is done. It is coming. How can it be done?"

Silas turned back towards the door. Wilem was limp over his shoulder. He couldn't fight like this.

"Get up," Silas said. The juggernaut didn't move. Silas growled and faced the metal man. "Get up, One Zero. That's an order."

He could hear the turning of the gears, and a small gout of mist sprayed from the juggernaut's neck. Metal crashed around it as it pulled its eight-foot frame to a standing position.

"It is up, my Lord."

"You won't stay up for long like that, will you?" Silas asked. The ircidium man was rusted and dented, battered and bent. It was missing an entire arm, as well as its sword. It was different than the one he had destroyed. It was thicker, heavier, more primitive.

"I need you to carry the boy. Do not let any harm come to him. Do you understand, One Zero?"

"Yes, my Lord. It is pleased to be of service."

It sounded pleased when it spoke, but the juggernauts were creatures of ebocite and ircidium. They didn't have emotions or feelings. Only directives and orders.

It approached Silas with a loud clanging of feet and grinding of metal. Its arm reached out to take Wilem, and Silas handed him over.

"You will only take orders from me. That is an order."

"Yes, my Lord. It is pleased to follow First of Nine."  It held Wilem over its shoulder without any hint of difficulty. A drop of dark blood fell from its elbow joint. "It is minor," it said when Silas glanced at the drip. "It has fluid on the shelf. It would be pleased if First of Nine would take the fluid and put it in its bag."

Silas looked over to the shelf. There was a stack of round, metal containers there. "This?" he asked, picking one up.

"Yes."

Silas shoved two of them in his bag and returned it to his back. Then he opened the door.

A gray face greeted him, teeth bared and hands slashing at his chest. Silas stepped backward and drew his sword while the creature hopped towards him.

A heavy ircidium boot caught it full in the side, sending it hard into the wall. Bones shattered beneath the force, and it crumpled in a heap.

"It is sorry. It did not wait for its order."

Silas couldn't keep himself from smiling. He couldn't remember yet where the juggernaut had come from, but he could guess why they had sent it to the scrap pile.

"I don't care if you kick every monster that comes near us, but don't let anything happen to the boy." 

"Yes, my Lord. It is pleased to fight."

Silas tried the door again. The hallway was empty. The single creature had likely come to investigate the noise they had made when they came through the floor.

"I know quiet is difficult for a thing like yourself, One Zero, but do your best."

"Yes, my Lord." The juggernaut shuffled forward behind him, its feet rising only an inch off the floor before coming down again. The motion made less noise than Silas had dared hope for. "It is quiet."

Silas sheathed his sword again and withdrew the map. He unrolled it in his hands and traced a line from their position. They would need to go down, way down. There was a set of stairs on the east and west ends and a single shaft to the south. They were closest to the west stairs, which meant that was the direction the juggernauts were likely to be massing.

"Follow me," he said, moving along a long, dim corridor towards the east end. The juggernaut followed behind him, keeping its feet low and bending at the knees, propelled forward with a strange but effective gait that made only the slightest whisper of sliding metal.

"Where is it going?" it asked.

"We need to get to the reactor."

"It is not safe."

"How do you know?"

"It is here. It hides. One Zero has heard it."

Silas pictured the creature's face again, and the blue eyes that seemed to look right through him. He had recognized the face as soon as he had seen it.

I killed you, all those years ago. I broke you, and it broke your army.

He stopped walking, putting his hand on the wall and closing his eyes. He could almost see it now. He could almost feel it. 

Ares-Nor.

Two hundred thousand soldiers had gathered there to face down the enemy horde. Two hundred thousand mortal souls, one thousand wizards, five thousand juggernauts, and the Nine, assembled to cast off the foothold of the Shifters, who were outnumbered nearly ten to one.

The odds had been against the humans before the battle had ever started.

Fire and lightning had rained from the sky, metal had crashed and clanged, and thousands upon thousands had died. They had numbers on their side, but the Shifters had time and wizardry of their own, as well as the massive flying beasts that laid waste to everything around them. The dragons. There were only three, but three was enough.

Silas put his hand to his chest, tracing the scar along it and remembering. 

He had reached their General. He had put his sword into its gut, just before the dragon had swooped in and raked him across the chest, throwing him dozens of feet away and leaving him with a wound that would have been fatal for anyone else. The creature had been crumpled in the mud, its blue blood spreading freely across the field, the beast sitting over it, protecting it from further attack. The other Shifters had seen their leader fall, and at that moment their war had been lost. 

Forever.

Or so he had thought. Somehow, it was still alive. Somehow, it had escaped the massacre that followed, and found its way to Genesia. 

Through the subroute. It must have come through the subroute. Some of them survived.

He opened his eyes. He remembered the creatures from the Rushes. They had been so similar to the Shifters, but he had never seen any that looked like that before. 

"It is damaged?" the juggernaut asked.

"No, I'm fine," Silas said. "We need to go down there, One Zero. We need to find it and destroy it." He took a deep breath and started moving again. 

"It is pleased to destroy it."




###




They managed to hide from the juggernauts when they appeared at the east stairs. There were ten in the group, but whether that was all of them or not was unclear. Silas had been expecting them to go west, and just the fact that any had come that way was curious.

Until he saw Clau.

The General came up behind the juggernauts, a few minutes after they had gone past and spread out. They were hiding in a small storage room, filled with metal cans similar to the liquid One Zero had asked for, but the creature had said that these were filled with food.

"It is for First of Nine, if First of Nine is broken."

Clau had stood right outside the door where they were hiding, his head raised into the air and his eyes closed. He wasn't listening for signs of them. When Silas saw the grey stone around the man's neck, he was certain he was listening to, and communicating with, the juggernauts.

He left a couple of minutes later, walking off to the west at a pace both purposeful and calm. Even as he did, two of the metal men had returned, taking up a position in front of the stairs. Silas considered simply destroying them and moving on, but he knew Clau well enough to know that it was a trap. 

Which meant there was only one other way down, and the only person who could get them there was unconscious, with a nice-sized lump on his head.

"Wilem," Silas whispered, leaning his face in over the boy's. He had lifted him from One Zero's shoulder, not wanting the juggernaut to move for fear of being heard, and laid him on the ground at the creature's rusted feet. "Wilem."

He has a certain plain handsomeness to him, I suppose. Eryn's first crush? A love formed in the heat of emotion? Or something real and lasting, like Alyssa and I?

He shook his head. He didn't know if Alyssa was real, or if she had ever loved him at all. The memories were there, but now they felt so incomplete. It was strange to think that the ring he had given her had broken him from the unnatural control he had put him under.

Wilem's eyes fluttered, rolling behind his lids.

"Wilem," Silas said again. "Wake up, my boy. Eryn needs you."

He opened his eyes and put his hand to his head while he groaned. "Silas?" 

One Zero bent over and tilted his head to look down. When Wilem saw him, he tried to back away, which only pushed him harder against the creature's legs.

"It is well," Silas said. "This one is on our side."

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

Wilem didn't look convinced, but he stopped trying to escape. "The Curse isn't responding to it."

"One Zero is older than the others roaming Genesia, though I assume that much was obvious by his condition."

"It is broken. It is minor. It is pleased to fight."

"One Zero?" Wilem asked. "Oz?"

The juggernaut made a wheezing sound that might have been mistaken for laughter, had it been truly capable of such emotion. "One Zero is Oz, yes. It is pleased."

Silas held out his hand and helped Wilem to his feet. "I'm sorry about your head. How does it feel?"

"There are three of you right now, but I know the proper one is in the center. I'll live. You did what you had to do. My Curse would have gotten us caught or killed."

Silas took out the map and unrolled it. "We're here," he said. "We need to get over here. There are at least ten juggernauts down here with us. Two near the stairs and eight wandering the halls. Do you feel them?"

"No, but the cure helps calm things a bit."

"If they were close, would you still feel it?"

"Yes."

"Then they aren't close. With your help, we should be able to avoid them and get to the shaft. There is one complication."

"General Clau," Wilem said.

Silas bunched his forehead. "How did you know?"

"He was... talking to me, the way the juggernauts do. He told me... He told me if I killed you he would forgive me. He said I had fallen for your lies, and Eryn's... um..."

"You needn't say it. Thank you for not killing me."

Wilem smiled. "You're welcome."

"It is ready," Oz said.

"Are you ready?" Silas asked.

"Yes. Did you say we needed to get to a shaft?"

"There is a shaft that drops to a room next to the reactor. We can reach Eryn from there, but we'll need your magic again to do it."

"What do I have to do?"

"At the bottom of the shaft should be a round, stone platform. You need to bring it up to us." That was how the wizards had traveled down to the reactor, and up to the tower. He didn't recall seeing them do it, but he knew it to be true. 

"I can't lift solid stone like that. I'm not strong enough."

"You have to be. The ebocite will help you."

"How do you know? Are you remembering?"

Silas shook his head. "Bits and pieces only. There is one other thing I am gaining understanding of."

"What's that?"

"Aren was wrong about the Curse. We've always had the power. The wizards. The things living inside of you, they don't belong, but the magic doesn't come from them. They feed on it, but it comes from you." He put his hand to his head. Catching one memory had led him to another. "The ebocite... The resonance..." The words came slowly as he pieced them together. "It is like taking a thousand wizards and placing them inside a crystal. It creates power. Immense power. The power to do anything."

He fell to his knees, the rush of memories coming on too strong. It blended together, such that he could barely tell one from another.

"Silas?" Wilem put a hand on his shoulder.

"They came for the ebocite. They came for the power."
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Wilem took a moment to gather himself while he rubbed the lump on his head. They were almost at the shaft. All they had to do was get past the single juggernaut that Clau had left guarding it.

Oz was hunched behind him, keeping its metal frame as low and out of sight as it could. They were both waiting for Silas, who had moved ahead to cut down the ircidium soldier before it could raise an alarm.

"It is worried."

Wilem was worried too, but he didn't say anything. He could see the juggernaut standing still and patient at the lip of the shaft, and he wondered when Silas would appear.

The map had led them to the discovery of a small corridor that ran alongside the outer perimeter of the structure, used to filter air in from above. He had gone to find one of the open vents and see if he could get inside, to crawl his way to the shaft and sneak up on the juggernaut. 

Since he hadn't returned, Wilem could only hope he had made it.

"It is taking very long."

Wilem put a finger to his lips. He didn't know how well the juggernauts could hear, but he didn't want to take any chances. "Be patient," he whispered. "Silas knows what he's doing."

Oz was silent. 

They waited long enough that Wilem was on the verge of fearing the worst, when he saw only the flash of an ircidium blade, and the juggernaut fall forward with a crash that echoed through the corridor.

"Come on," Wilem said. "Quickly."

Oz loped behind him while he ran. The juggernaut's heavy feet shook the floor around them, and the noise was enough that Wilem was sure Clau would hear it, wherever he was.

"It is dirty," Oz said when they reached the shaft. Wilem thought he was talking about Silas, whose black shirt, pants, face, and hair were all coated with a layer of grime. Instead, the metal man bent down and pulled the massive sword from his downed counterpart's hand. It was slick with a thick black liquid.

"Wilem, it's time."

"They're going to feel it. They're going to come."

"I know. Oz and I will protect you."

"It is pleased to fight with First of Nine and its wizard."

Wilem took a deep breath. He was nervous about summoning the magic again, but he focused on relaxing and allowing it to come. 

"Wizard. It is near."

He heard the voice as soon as the tingle began to run down his spine. He fought to concentrate on the stone disc that Silas had said was at the bottom of the shaft. He didn't know how he was going to lift it, especially when he couldn't see it.

"They're at the shaft!" 

"Clau knows we're here," he said, his voice wavering. 

"He'll be cautious. Concentrate on the disc. This is our only chance to save Eryn."

Wilem took another deep breath. "Erigo," he said, holding the image of the platform in his mind. 

At first, he didn't think anything had happened. He could feel the magic running from his body, but it seemed to vanish into the depths. A moment later, he felt it further below, stronger than he had expected. It was as though something in the walls of the shaft was amplifying his power.

Two juggernauts came into view; side by side with their swords raised. Oz moved forward and raised his captured blade, shifting it to catch a strong blow. It was covered in the slick liquid, and the strike sent it from his hand and over the edge, into the shaft. 

"It is minor," Oz said. The opposing juggernaut brought its blade back and around for another strike, but Oz shifted to the side and pushed hard with his shoulder. The older creature had the advantage in mass, and it forced its opponent to flop backward and crash to the floor.

Wilem felt the vibration from the shaft as the disc began to rise. Slowly at first, and then it started to gain momentum. He turned back towards the fight.

The second juggernaut lumbered towards him, getting within two large strides before it was intercepted by Silas. It swung its heavy sword at him, but he deflected it with his weapon, using the motion and angle of the block to push the heavy blade to the ground. He danced up the flat of it, planting his feet on the creature's hand and leaping forward, bringing his sword around with enough force to sever its head in one smooth stroke. 

"It is better," Oz said. It had smashed the other juggernaut's arm with a massive ircidium boot, and taken its clean blade. Then it stomped on its head, crushing it.

Silas came to stand next to Wilem and leaned over the shaft to look down. "Well done, my boy," he said, able to see the disc rising below. 

"Talon."

They turned together at the sound of Clau's voice. He was standing in front of them, flanked by three of the juggernauts. 

"Clau," Silas said. "It's here. Do you remember? The Shifter's General. It escaped."

"You didn't make your report."

"To Heden with my report! Their General is here, and it has Eryn."

"You made a promise, Talon. You took an oath to protect the Empire."

"Didn't we already have this discussion, brother?" Silas asked. "Why won't you listen to me? Why won't you see reason?"

Clau laughed. "I made my report, Talon. He was willing to forgive you. He was willing to bring you back into the fold. But... you had to break the promise. You couldn't be satisfied with the life he provided. You can't see past your own misguided selfishness, to the mercy that he granted you. You threatened Iolas, and he spared your life, setting you up to exist in a comfortable state of drunkenness. You killed him, and Feng, for Amman's sake, and he still sent me to talk to you. To try to reason with you." 

He moved forward as he spoke, the juggernauts moving with him. Oz backed away in front of them until he was next to Wilem and Silas.

"I saw it, Clau. Through the seeing stone. It knew I was looking at it. I may have forgotten those eyes once, but seeing them-"

 "You are beyond reason, Talon. Whatever has happened to you, it has led you to madness. The Shifters are gone, destroyed a thousand years ago. You killed their General at Ares-Nor. You won the war for him, and for all of us."

"I don't know if I won. I would never have fought for the Empire I remember. He made me a murderer."

"You would have, and you did, and for good reason."

"There was no good reason."

"I know I can't convince you, Talon, just as you can't convince me." He raised his sword, leveling it in front of his chest. "Let us be done with this business."

Silas looked at Wilem and smiled. "Yes, let's." He grabbed the Mediator's shirt and pulled him over the edge.

The sudden fall made Wilem lose his grip on his power. He felt the tingling subside in an instant, and he clenched his teeth and tensed his muscles in anticipation of being flattened a thousand feet below. 

They hit the platform sooner than he had expected, landing on his feet and then stumbling to his knees from the momentum. Silas landed gracefully next to him.

"The platform," he said. It had been rising from his power, but its upward energy was lost, and Wilem could feel it beginning to drop.

He closed his eyes and found the magic again. "Erigo," he repeated. The energy spread out through his feet, wrapping itself around the platform. It was so much easier to control now that he was in contact with it.

The whole thing tilted when Oz crashed onto it, its weight forcing the left end down. The juggernaut leaned forward to steady itself, and stomped towards the center to help balance it.

"We'll meet you in the reactor," Silas shouted upwards.  

Wilem looked up. Clau was there, peering over the edge. The General didn't dare jump down alone, and he surely couldn't trust the disc could support four of the ircidium men.

"It is pleased to fall," Oz said.

So was Wilem.

We're coming Eryn.














Chapter 38




Silas




[image: Image]




The stone disc settled on the floor of the shaft. Wilem took a deep breath and stepped forward, his forehead creasing in pain as he dropped to a knee.

"Wilem?" Silas said, bending down next to him and putting an arm on his shoulder.

"It is not safe," Oz said. 

"I'm well. It's been a long day. Every part of me is tired. Are we here?"

"Yes."

He pushed himself to his feet. "I'll finish being tired later."

Silas smiled. "Well done, Wilem. Keep your guard up. With the amount of noise we made, we'll be knee-deep in Shifters before we know it." 

Oz started moving towards the doorway out of the shaft. "It is here. It is pleased to fight." The juggernaut turned its head and looked back at Silas, waiting for the order.

"As you will, Oz."

"As First of Nine commands. It is very pleased, indeed." 

Silas took Wilem by the shoulders, pushing a hard gaze into him. "Whatever happens, leave the General to me. You can't fight it. It will kill you if you try."

"If it has Eryn-"

"You can't defeat it, my boy. No one can. None but the Nine."

"I don't understand."

Silas looked down, directing his words to himself more than to Wilem. "He must have known that some had escaped. Maybe not the General, but perhaps others of its kind. Why else would he have locked us in this cycle?"  His eyes found the Mediator's again. "I was not created. I was altered to fight the Shifters. We were an experiment. We weren't even sure it would work until we arrived in Ares-Nor."

"Jeremiah's research?"

"Jeremiah. That name is familiar. I-"

A loud cry interrupted him. 

"It is here," Oz bellowed from beyond the room. They heard the wet slap of a blade driving through flesh.

"Come on," Silas said. He ran from the room, with Wilem chasing behind.

A dozen corpses already lay at the juggernaut's feet, but it was nothing compared to the sheer number of the creatures that were coming towards them. They were in a large antechamber that had once been separated from the reactor by a wide, heavy ircidium door, which now rested on the floor in front of them. The Shifters poured over it like ants, leaping at Oz and trying to gain enough numbers and mass to bring it down.

"Goblins," Silas said. "Oz should be able to manage them."

"The reactor?" Wilem asked.

Silas sidestepped a goblin and brought his blade around, skewering it and returning his blade with expert precision. He caught the wrist of another, turning the arm to break it, and throwing the creature aside. "Oz?"

"It is pleased," the juggernaut said. It had seven of the goblins striking at it with their claws, but it didn't seem to notice. It removed them one at a time, cutting a large swath of destruction with the sword and sending bodies away with its heavy feet.

Silas dispatched two more of the creatures with ease, leading Wilem through the onslaught to the room beyond. They could hear the mechanisms in the background, the gears, pistons and pumps in perpetual motion, pulling energy from the core and now using it to expel the mist. 

Then they were through the melee and in, looking out at the massive expanse of the room and the ircidium and iron machinery that worked there. Silas knew the layout from their view through the seeing stone. Eryn would be in the far corner, tucked away from sight. The General was here, somewhere.

A Shifter appeared to his left. A twelve foot tall creature with thick limbs and a heavy jaw; an orc. It carried a blade of its own, and it brought it down with a heavy stroke that Silas barely managed to evade. He turned and moved in, bringing himself inside the creature's guard to strike.

It disappeared, coming back into view a few feet away, sword raised and ready to strike again.

A ball of fire slammed into its chest, exploding as it hit the monster and spreading across its skin. The orc vanished for a moment, and then reappeared as charred, dead flesh.

Silas scanned the room, but he knew he wouldn't be able to see them. Eryn had told her that Iolas called it a 'distortion field'. She explained how she could use her magic to go to this space outside of their time, where everything moved so much faster than it did here, such that it appeared to her as if everything were standing still. She had the ability to reach across time and affect things in their world, as she had when she'd killed Feng. 

Fortunately, the orcs were limited to one or the other.

Unfortunately, not all of the Shifters were so constrained.

An orc appeared beside Wilem. Silas started to shout a warning, but the Mediator had learned quickly from seeing the first. He reached out and put his hand on the Shifter's wrist, and a glow of energy ran up the creature's arm. It cried out and fell over, burned from the inside out.

A shimmering bolt of light appeared ahead of them and launched towards Silas. He set his legs and put his blade up in front of it, catching the power on the metal and holding steady while it fought to get beyond his barrier. Light flared in front of the sword, reflecting off the ircidium and shining an intense brightness throughout the reactor. Silas turned his head away from it so it wouldn't blind him, and pushed forward through the attack.

It ceased without warning. Silas turned his gaze again and saw the Shifter burned and on its back, killed by Wilem's fire. 

"You came for the daughter."

The voice arrived from nowhere, and everywhere. It boomed in his head and made him shiver. "Where are you?" he asked.

"I am here."

The Shifter appeared in the center of the room. It had Eryn cradled in its arms.

"Eryn?"

Silas heard the anger and desperation in Wilem's voice. "Wilem, don't. Remember what I told you."

The turmoil played across the Mediator's body. The tension was obvious in the flexing muscles of his neck and hands, but he stood his ground.

"I remember."

Silas felt the blue eyes piercing his soul. He raised his sword up in front of his face, but it did no good. He was trapped by the gaze, frozen in place while the Shifter raided his mind.

"I killed you," he managed to say, without moving his lips.

"You wounded me." It touched its abdomen. It was smooth, undamaged. "It was healed when we were forced to flee through the subroute. Few of us escaped, but escape we did. We have waited for our brothers to return, but with the daughter, we will not have to wait. With the Queen, we can restore our kind from the energy of the reactor, and the power of the prozoa."

Silas felt a burning in his head as the Shifter pulled his memories to the surface. They flashed behind his eyes, single images of other times, before he had been turned into a creature of flesh and metal, crystal and magic. He saw men, women, and children moving through the corridors of Genesia. The dim hallways were bright with glowing moss, brightly colored flowers, and illuminated stones. There was laughter and music creating a landscape of normalcy amidst the serious intensity of the research. 

In the beginning, the reactors had been a utopia for making dreams into reality.

In the end, they had brought them only nightmares, like the creature standing in front of him.

"Yes. This was the place where it began. The stone at Ares-Nor was larger, stronger. The resonance magnitudes greater. Remember for me, Talon Rast. Remember the mathematics. Remember the algorithms. Help us increase the resonance, and we will be free once more."

Silas had no control of it. Pictures flew through his mind, so quickly that he saw nothing but blurs of color and light, and drawings of symbols on black stone. He clenched his eyes shut, trying to will the ircidium blade to protect him, but the power was coming from everywhere at once. In full ircidium armor he could withstand it, but he didn't have so much as a helm. 

"Interesting."

Silas tried to scream. It came out as nothing more than a guttural growl of pain and fury. The images kept coming, faster and faster. 

"Yes. Yes. I understand."

He felt the power release, and everything slowed. He felt his mind become his own again, but there was something different about it. He remembered Genesia. He remembered his wife, Alyssa, and their two boys. They had been traveling at the time and had died in the first attacks. Killed by the Shifters. Who was the woman that had left him for the unknown lands? Had she ever existed at all? Who was Aren to him? Had Rossum been telling the truth, or had all of the fingers picking at his mind damaged it beyond repair? 

The pain of it would have brought him to tears, except there was something else he remembered now. Something he needed, but hadn't known it.

"You have been useful, Talon Rast. You are no longer necessary."

The Shifter vanished. 

Silas vanished with it.

He entered the distortion field, tagging along on the energy of the creature, an energy that he could feel as a solid thrumming at the base of his ebocite heart. He remembered the experiments now, the captured Shifter soldiers, the ircidium and wood machines that measured the resonances, the power outputs, the 'temporal variations', as they had labeled them. 

The Shifter elite were like Eryn. They could affect one time from the other. Unlike Eryn, they could remain there indefinitely, or come and go from one to the other as they pleased. They were the reason the war had almost been lost. It took only a handful to move through an army and cut the throats of ten-thousand men in what they would feel only as a single heartbeat or two. The most powerful wizards had been able to join them in the temporal distortion to fight them, but they could last a few minutes at most outside of their time. They had killed two of the elite while the elite and their armies had killed over three hundred thousand. 

The bodies had been brought to Genesia. To Jeremiah. He had used what he'd learned from the soldiers to make a different kind of juggernaut than the ones that built the reactors, like Oz, or now fought against the lesser creatures. That much ircidium couldn't pass through the distortion, but they couldn't pierce the hides of the Shifter elite without it.

They needed to turn humans into monsters. 

Only nine of them survived.

He stayed behind it, watching unseen as it retreated across the reactor and returned Eryn to the bedding that had been left for her there. It lowered her with utmost care, placing her tenderly on the mattresses and using a long finger to push the hair from her face. She turned her head and released a satisfied gasp.

Silas took three quick, long strides towards it and raised his blade. He was silent as he brought it down towards the creature's back.

Thrummm...

They were back in real time. The Shifter moved aside, letting Silas' blade stab the air beside it, and then reached out and grabbed his wrist.

Thrummm...

They vanished. It slammed an elbow back into his face, rocking it backward and opening the skin below his eye. He threw a stiff punch into its back, scraping his knuckles on the tough hide but getting enough force behind it to make it let go. It kicked backward, catching him in the gut and sending him sliding across the floor.

Thrummm... 

"Silas?" he heard Wilem say. To him, they were changing positions without any time in between.

He rolled backward to his feet, bringing his ircidium blade up to catch the lightning that launched from the Shifter's free hand. A bright ball of fire rocketed towards the creature.

Thrummm...

The fire sat suspended in time. The Shifter moved to the side to get out of the path. The unintended motion gave Silas the time he needed to get back in motion, and he raced forward towards it.

Something slammed into him, throwing him sideways. He kept moving, rolling along the floor. While they had been in real time, reinforcements had arrived in the distortion.

Silas bounced to his feet and caught the orc's attack. He knocked the blade aside and stabbed it smoothly in the chest. He pulled the sword out and turned away from a second, throwing a punch and knocking it off-balance. He kept rotating, letting his momentum carry his blade into its side and back out again.

Thrummm...

They fell out of the distortion, along with the orcs. Silas heard Wilem shout in surprise and saw him backing away from a group of Shifters. He heard heavy feet near the back of the room and risked a glance to see Oz lumbering in. 

Thrummm...

They left real time. The Shifter General was easy to see in the distortion as the only thing moving. Silas ran towards it, not wasting the opportunity to run his sword across the soldiers that were trapped out of sync. 

He maneuvered past the stationary creatures and realized he had been wrong.

The Shifter General wasn't the only thing moving.

"Talon," Clau said, a smile spreading on his intense face. "You were telling the truth about the Shifters."

"Are you going to help me?" he asked.

"With this, yes. Once this is done..."

Thrummm...

Time adjusted again. Clau knocked aside the sword of a soldier and stabbed it. "Over there," he said. 

The Shifter was heading towards Wilem. The Mediator cast out another ball of fire, but it exploded in the space between them as the General deflected it with magic of its own.

"I'm trusting you, brother," Silas said. He drew back his arm and threw his blade as hard as he could.

It was perfectly balanced for a sword. It was poorly balanced as a throwing knife. It spun end over end and struck the creature hard in the temple with the flat of the blade. It wasn't enough to do any damage, but it was enough to redirect its attention.

That was all Silas had been trying to do.

"Yaaaaaaa," he cried out as he charged, unarmed, at the creature. It turned towards him. It could see he was weaponless. There was no ircidium to protect him. 

Thrummm...

It couldn't fight him there, where Wilem could attack. It raised its hand, sending a dozen bolts of energy towards him. He turned his body to the side and dove forward, feeling the burning pain as one of the bolts struck his arm and two more grazed his leg. He flipped over and was back on his feet, leaping into the air, coming fast at the Shifter, throwing out his leg to kick it in the chest. 

It caught the leg, turning so that it could use his momentum and throw him into the metal wall of one of the reactor components. He hit it hard, feeling his body flex beneath the blow. His eyes were blurry when he looked up at the creature standing over him.

"You lost," Silas said.

It didn't speak. He could tell it had sensed Clau.

Too late.

He smiled as he watched the blade cut easily through the Shifter's neck. 

Thrummm...

The head tumbled to the floor. The soldiers around them cried out in fear and shock, and then vanished.

"It comes back," Oz bellowed from across the room. 

Silas looked up at Clau, standing over him with his sword in hand. They stared at one another as the heartbeats passed.

Clau held out his hand. Silas took it and let himself be pulled to his feet.

"Get your sword," he said. "There are still a few left."
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Wilem saw his fireball vanish between him and the creature. He felt his heart pounding in his chest, so fast that he thought it would explode. As Silas had warned, he was powerless against this thing. 

He was going to die.

Then he saw the blade smack against it. He heard Silas shout and saw him running. Was that Clau behind him?

An instant later they were all in front of him. The creature's head was falling from its body and onto the floor. Clau was standing over Silas. Wilem didn't dare move. He didn't dare breathe. He called on his Curse, prepared to kill Clau if he tried to hurt the other man.

He didn't. He helped him to his feet.

"Get your sword," Clau said. "There are still a few left."  He looked back towards Wilem. "A truce for the moment, son. There are enemies gathered here that are a greater threat than Silas Morningstar and Eryn Albion."

He didn't know what to think, so he didn't even try. He gathered himself and went to where Silas' sword was resting. He picked it up and handed it to him.

"How?"

"Later," Silas said. "Come with us."

"It is running. It is afraid."

The voices sounded in his mind. The juggernauts. He heard their footsteps echoing from somewhere beyond the reactor. They were coming this way.

"It is pleased to kill them all," Oz said. He stopped next to Wilem. A fair amount of its rust had been scratched away, and its blade was slick with blood, but the metal man was unharmed. 

Silas and Clau led them forward, across the length of the reactor to the core. 

Bang!

They were halfway there when they heard it.

Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang! 

There was a soft glow that rose up from the core, from the resonance of the ebocite and the surrounding crystals. It vanished beneath a heavy mass.

Bang! Bang! Bang!

"What is it?" he asked. 

Silas and Clau kept moving, positioning themselves to either side of the entry to the core. 

Bang! Bang! Boom!

Something slammed into the doorway. Something big.

Boom! Boom!

Wilem turned away and saw Eryn in the corner. Tears leapt into his eyes at the sight of her. He forgot all about the creatures that Silas and Clau were chasing. He ran over to where she lay.

"It is running. It is hiding. It is afraid. It is not all afraid. It is large."

A dozen juggernauts arrived at the reactor, their ircidium frames moving as fast as the energy that powered them would allow. 

"Hold," he heard Clau say in his mind, sending an order to the metal men. They stopped moving.

Boom! Boom! Boom!

Something pounded the doorway but couldn't get through. The wall was made of ircidium, and it wasn't able to pierce it.

"Eryn?" Wilem leaned down over her. She looked peaceful, almost happy. Except... his eyes landed on her hand. It was gray, thick and scaled like the creatures' were. "Eryn?" Her face was resting on its right side. He put his hand on it and turned it." Half of her face was grey, her hair solid and stiff, her mouth larger and more full.

She opened her eyes. One of them was the same blue as the eyes on the thing Clau and Silas had just killed. "Wilem? Is that you?" The words sounded distorted. 

"I'm here." He twisted, pulling the bag from his back. 

"What's happening?" she asked. "I feel strange. I'm scared."

Boom! Boom!

"All is well, my love. Don't be afraid. I'm here."

She smiled. The teeth on her right side were long and pointed. Wilem took out the box and opened it. There was one vial remaining. 

"Did you say my love, Wilem? Did I hear that right?"

He hadn't realized he'd said it. He bit his lip. There was no going back now. "Yes, you did. I love you, Eryn. I'm going to save you." He felt the wetness on his cheeks, joining the blood that had dried there and softening it again.

Boom! Boom!

"I know you will," she said. "I love you, too."

He fumbled with the vial and the injector, nearly dropping it. 

"I'm going to give you the cure. It's going to put you to sleep for a while. When you wake up, you'll be free of this place, and you'll be well again."

I hope.

"Thank you for saving me, Wilem. I love you."

"Don't thank me," he said, putting the tip of the injector to her neck. "When you wake up, you can thank Silas."

Her eyes grew wide, and her smile grew even larger. He released the blood, watching it drain into her body. 

Boom!

Her eyes rolled back in her head, and then closed. She was so still he thought the cure had killed her. "Eryn?" he put his ear to her lips and felt a soft but steady warmth from them. The box was empty, so he left it there. He picked Eryn up with the greatest care, holding her over his shoulder.  "Silas, we need to get her out of here."

Silas was still waiting by the door. He looked across at Clau, who motioned with his hand. They both joined him in the corner.

Boom! Boom!

"There's a dragon in the core," Clau said. "A dragon!"

Boom!

"What's a dragon?" Wilem asked.

"You don't want to know," Silas said. He looked back at the door. "We can't get past it, to the rest of the Shifters. It would take at least half a dozen wizards to try to down a dragon, and we only have one."

He was speaking as if he were a different person... again. 

"Talon, tell me if this is crazy, but I think we should just leave it be. It has been here all this time, after all."

Silas looked at Clau and rubbed his chin with his hand. He smiled. "They can't grow their numbers without the elite, which means it will run out of food sooner or later. It's too big to get out without breaking down the walls, and it can't break through ircidium, which means it's trapped. I think there may be one thing we still agree on."

Clau stared at the doorway. A huge talon the size of a man appeared in it. 

Boom!

It slammed against the wall again.

"It was an honor to fight by your side again, brother, but we must deal with the other matter," Clau said. He didn't sound pleased about it. "I can't just let you go. You broke the promise."

Wilem started gathering his magic, preparing for a fight, but Silas held up his free hand.

"Wilem, don't. There are too many juggernauts." 

He nodded and released it. 

"A duel," Clau said, his eyes passing over Silas' wounded shoulder. "I wish it could be on more even footing. In any event, you're surrounded by juggernauts under my control. I don't have to offer you even that much, but I still honor and respect the man that you once were."

Silas' laugh held no humor. "You shouldn't respect me, brother. I've been through too much to let honor guide my path. Right, Oz?"

Wilem didn't know how the metal man had been so quiet. He hadn't even noticed him moving up behind Clau. When his thick blade passed through the General's chest, he jumped back in surprise.

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

"I'm sorry," Silas said. "You are wrong. He is wrong. I'll go and tell him that myself."

Clau didn't hear him. He was already dead.
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They made their way from the reactor. The juggernauts were stationary around them, their last command from Clau telling them to 'hold'. Silas could only hope they would come to life, should the remaining Shifters make an effort to escape the core.

He wasn't thrilled with the idea of leaving any of them alive, but he was certain that if they had never left Genesia before their General had died, they would never leave this place now. Besides, without their leader to care for them and share the energy of the ebocite, and with a hungry, trapped dragon above them, they were as good as dead already.

As for Clau... He felt the sting of remorse for what he had done, but he couldn't justify having done anything else. He was a better swordsman than Clau, but his arm was hurting, and his legs not much better. Even now he walked with a slight limp, absorbing more pain than any normal human could bear.

Of course, he was no normal human. 

He couldn't have won in a duel, and they had both known it. Deceit had been his only path. It pained him to do that to someone who he had once shared so much with. They had both been living and working in Genesia when war had come. They had both been transformed into creatures of magic to save mankind from annihilation.

What good is survival, if it turns us against each other?

That was where he kept getting stuck. That was where all of his loyalties and promises fell apart. How many had he killed, to protect his control and preserve his power? How much blood was on his hands? He still didn't think he had a complete accounting of it. He wondered if he ever would.

Murderer.

The Shifters had killed over a million of them. If they had killed a million more since then... all they had succeeded in doing was trading one monster for another. He could see the joy, the brightness, the richness of life in Genesia before they had harnessed the power of the ebocite. Before they had inadvertently brought the Shifters to them, creating a juxtaposition of their worlds, their times. 

The war had ended over a thousand years ago. The Shifters were defeated. Why had none of the richness returned?

Silas had tasked Oz to take Eryn back to the shaft, but Wilem had insisted on carrying her, at least until they reached the disc. It would carry them to the ground level of the structure, and from there they would ride the second disc to the top. Silas would make his report, but not the report he was expecting.

He watched the Mediator with her. He couldn't have been more gentle, and his concern couldn't have been more obvious. When Silas had seen Eryn's skin, he had felt a moment of panic as well, but the boy had confided that she was beginning to look better already, now that she had been given the cure.

The cure. They had learned it was no cure at all. It was able to fight back against the Curse, to reduce its numbers and offer some relief, but it was a temporary fix. Could it truly be cured? He didn't know, and they would never know until they found its origin. That was their first goal, once they had left this place. The cure had helped Eryn so far, but he wasn't convinced it would completely reverse the changes she had been undergoing. She needed more, and they had none.

"Oz, can you take Eryn now?" Wilem asked as they entered the shaft and stepped upon the stone. 

The crumpled body of a juggernaut lay in the corner. Silas could guess that Clau had somehow ridden the creature down and used it to absorb the impact. How could he have survived that fall? Maybe the duel would have been more fair than he had thought.

"It is pleased to carry it," Oz said, leaning so Wilem could put Eryn over the metal man's shoulder. 

Wilem kissed her forehead before the juggernaut straightened, and then took position in the center of the floor. He looked older, more confident. He threw his arms wide and summoned his Curse. "Leva," he said. 

The disc began to rise.

They could still feel the vibrations and hear the booming echoes of the dragon's fits as they reached the ground floor. They walked quickly through a large atrium that had once been filled with thousands of plants and birds, but now was a large, empty, decayed shell. 

Like the Empire.

Silas shook his head at the thought. They kept walking.

"Do you think he'll speak to you?" Wilem asked. 

Silas shrugged. "I don't know. I don't even know what I'm going to say. How do I put such things into words?"

"When the emotions come, the words will come with them," Wilem said.

They reached the base of the structure, where the stone disc rested and the tower rose so high above them that they couldn't see the top. Silas took deep breaths as Wilem used his Curse to lift them once more. They floated through the tower, up and up for what felt like ages. With each heartbeat, they drew a little closer to the stone that he knew would be at the summit. With each heartbeat, his anger grew.

The stone reached the top of the tower, making a perfect seal and completing the floor of the topmost room. Inside the room, against the northern wall was a pedestal, with the farspeak stone floating a few inches above it. On the eastern floor rested a small wooden hatch, a hatch that the Generals must have gone through so many times over the years to make their reports.

Silas didn't say anything to them. He walked straight over to the stone. He could feel his ebocite heart thrumming to be so near to it, and without prompting it began to spin. 

They waited while it gained momentum, rotating vertically at first, and then adding a tilt to its axis. It turned faster and faster until it didn't look like it was turning at all.

"Talon." The voice was soft and cold, confident and sure. "It is too late for you to make your report." A pause. "Did you kill him?"

"Clau?" Silas asked. "You left me little choice. Rossum? Yes, him as well."

A long silence. So long they wondered if he had left them.

"The promise is broken," he said. "I always feared it might be, but I never expected it would be you."

"Why not? You lied to me. You tricked me. You used me." Wilem was wrong. The emotions were leaving him struggling to find the right words. "I'm going to find you, Jeremiah. I'm going to find you, and I'm going to kill you. I'm going to set these people free."

More silence. Another long pause. "There are five remaining, Talon, and one of them is Spyne. They will be hunting you. All of them will be hunting you. I'm sorry you believe I deceived you, Talon. Many years ago, we made a promise to one another, a promise that we would never lie. We didn't understand the full effects of the healing process. We didn't know how it would affect your mind. Your memories have been... twisted."

"You're saying I'm wrong about the mines? About the Cursed? About the cure?"

"I'm not saying you are wrong. I am saying you should trust me. When you made the promise, you knew what it meant. It isn't your fault you don't remember now. I never wanted to destroy you. I still do not want to, but I will if I must."

Did he sound... sad? The hint of the emotion confused Silas. "The Empire is fractured. We've killed more of our own people than the Shifters ever did. How is that the world that we envisioned? How is that the aftermath that we agreed to?"

Silence. They waited for him to speak again.

"It is not your concern, Talon. Rossum is gone, which means the healing process can no longer be completed. It was the only reason Genesia remained standing when all of the other reactors have been long buried." Another pause. "If you survive, you will find no safety in the Empire. Every resource I have will be devoted to finding you, and to putting down the rebellion you hope to sow. Understand that it is not because I want to. You have forced this, and even in that I cannot blame you. Goodbye, Talon."

"What does it mean, if it survives?" Oz asked.

The tower began to shiver.
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Eryn was dreaming. She was sure of it. Wilem was there, and amazingly enough, so was Silas. They were standing in the middle of a round, stone platform, and she was being held by the strangest creature she had ever seen. It was large and rusted and battered, as though it had been used as a target for arms training. Its head turned when she shifted.

"It is awake," it said. 

Wilem didn't hear the creature. He was standing in the center of the platform, his face wrinkled in concentration. Silas heard, and he walked over to her.

"Eryn. You have no idea how glad I am to see you."

Her tears fell onto a rusted shoulder. "You're alive," she whispered through a dry throat. "How?"

He smiled. "It is a long story, and one better saved for once we're out of this place."

It was his words that clued her into their danger. Everything around them was shaking, and she could hear a high-pitched whine.

"What's happening? This isn't a dream?" She looked down at her hands. The grayness was gone. So was  the throbbing in her thigh.

"No, not a dream. Is that better or worse?"

"You're here. And Wilem is here. It's better."

"We might die."

It was her turn to smile. "We won't. Not with you here."

The tower shuddered again, the force of it shaking the platform. It rocked side to side, and the edge slammed against the wall with a loud bang. Wilem tensed his face and turned his hands, using his Curse to regain control and help guide them down.   

"Did we get what we needed?" she asked. "Do you know where to find him?"

Silas' expression changed. He looked unsure. "No, but I think we're closer," he lied. "Some of what we learned should prove to be quite valuable."

The platform began to slow. Silas walked over to the edge and looked down.

"Too fast, Wilem," he said. "You need to stop it."

"I can't," he replied through his clenched teeth. "It's hard enough just to keep it level."

Silas came back to her, leaned over and kissed her forehead. "Oz will get you out. I'll take care of Wilem. Oz, go."

"Is it pleased to follow its command."  The creature stomped over to the edge of the platform and jumped off.

Eryn held her breath while they fell, and let it go when they hit the ground a few rapid heartbeats later. She was facing the wrong way to see what happened, but she heard Silas grunt, and both he and Wilem rolled to a stop at the metal man's feet. 

"We need to get out," Silas said, pulling himself up. They all started running as the intensity of the shuddering grew. There was a loud boom down below; the platform hitting the ground.

They got through the doorway and made it outside. Eryn held on tight to the creature, closing her eyes when she would be jostled too heavily, and her head would erupt in pain and dizziness. The mist was no longer rising from the ground here, but it was all shaking and vibrating, and the soil was beginning to give way.

"Faster," Silas cried. 

He ran with a heavy limp, and she could tell he was in horrible pain, but he put his hand under Wilem's shoulder and pulled him along at a quicker pace. 

Eryn tightened her grip even more. That something of such size could move as fast as it did was astounding, and she was thankful to Amman for delivering the creature to them. 

A loud crack sounded behind them, and then a massive wave of heat pressed against their backs. The force was enough to cause even the juggernaut to fall forward, and it did everything it could to twist its body so it wouldn't land on her. She could see the tower behind them, the ircidium shell cracking and shattering and melting from the gigantic explosion. It rumbled as it fell, sending dust and smoke and ash outward from its center, and spreading it across them.

"Eryn!" 

She heard Wilem calling to her. 

"I'm here."  

The metal man was still, so she pushed the arm away and rose to unsteady feet. They were surrounded by dust and ash, but she could see Wilem through it, walking over to her. His face was covered with dirt, his clothes torn and tattered, his hair matted and grimy. She smiled as he approached, and then let him wrap her up in his arms.

"I'm so glad you're safe," he said. "I love you."

She had dreamt he had said it to her once before. Now she was sure it was real. "I love you, too."

Someone coughed. 

Silas was standing behind them.

Eryn pushed Wilem away and threw her arms around him, holding him so tightly he might have choked. "You look terrible," she said into his ear, the tears running freely from her eyes.

"I've been worse," he replied. "Thank Amman you're alive."

"It is stuck. It is bent. It requires attention."

"What is that thing?" Eryn asked, separating herself from Silas.

"One Zero, get up. That's an order," he said.

The metal man rocked back and forth a few times, managing to get its arm under it and lift itself off the ground. Its left foot was bent nearly sideways, but it managed to balance itself. "It is pleased if First of Nine calls it 'Oz.'"

"First of Nine?" Eryn asked.

Silas didn't answer her. He stared straight ahead, through the smoke as if he were lost.

"Silas?"

He turned around, his mouth opening to answer. Instead, his eyes narrowed, and he put his hand on the hilt of his sword.

Eryn and Wilem both turned to look back towards the tower. The explosion had reduced it to a pile of slagged ircidium and rubble, and now the rubble was moving.

An immense claw pushed its way to the surface, followed by a huge, spike-covered head on a long neck. It cried out with a throaty whine, pulled itself out of Genesia's remains, and spread its gigantic, leathery wings. 

"How many wizards did you say it would take to kill a dragon?" Wilem asked, his voice rich with fear.

"Six, at least," Silas replied.

The dragon's head turned. A massive eye found them.
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