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Krea bolted down the narrow alleyway with the money purse clenched in her fist. The rattle of metal told her the soldiers were closing the gap. If something didn’t go right in a hurry, she was in trouble. Not the normal kind of trouble, either. The big kind. The kind she might not survive.

As she ran, Krea shoved at any of the heavy doors within easy reach. Surely just one would give. Goddess! Just one! But they were barred tight against thieves. Thieves like her. 

Mayhem erupted on the other side of the stone buildings in the wake of her flight, but even the cursing wasn’t loud enough to drown out the shouted orders of the men giving chase. 

She couldn’t outrun them, that much was certain, and the sun was still hours away from setting. Krea pushed back the raging panic. She needed to think. It was time for a new tactic. With a hushed moan, she tossed the bag that would feed her for months into the next corridor she passed, marked the spot in her mind, and darted left down a back alley that led to the central courtyard of the nobles. Getting caught would be bad, but getting caught with the evidence would be a death sentence. 

“Oh goddess, get me out of this one,” Krea whispered, sliding to a stop in front of a crevice in the massive rock wall. Weather, water, and lack of upkeep had left a jagged opening in the aging wall. It was small, but so was she, and it might just be the sort of thing the massive soldiers would overlook. Krea leaped over to the hiding place to avoid leaving tracks and squeezed into the narrow gap. She just had time to brush away her boot prints before the soldiers rounded the corner. If they were paying attention, they would notice that her prints stopped right across from her hideout, but there was no fixing that now. 

As she sat with her knees crushed to her chest, she listened to the clatter of the soldier’s weapons. The first man ran right by. Krea waited. Two more pairs of heavy leather boots trampled past, their wearers huffing like old dogs. It had been a long chase. Still, Krea held her breath. With luck, something she was typically short on, the men had obscured her tracks. 

Something smooth and cool slipped along her ankle, and she squeezed her eyes shut as another man ran past. If the guards don’t get me, the snakes will, she thought, not daring to move. Goddess, there has to be an easier way than this. I’m suddenly feeling open to new ideas, if you would like to share them. I know it seems like I only talk to you when I’m in trouble, but that’s not exactly true. She thought about that for a second. Okay, maybe it is—but that’s because I’m usually in trouble and that’s because nothing ever goes my way, so this is sort of your fault. 

A rope of cold glass slipped along her sweaty neck and over her shoulder, making her shiver as the snake slid to the ground. Or not, she added, wondering at her own stupidity picking a fight with the goddess while trapped in a snake pit. The thought was short lived, though, because the curses of the captain of the guard were echoing down the narrow alleyway. 

“You lost her?” bellowed a man from somewhere at the end of the corridor. “Lose her this time an’ you’ll lose more than your job, ’cause I’ll kill you my own self. It was Lord Blaydin she stole from. Took his travel money for getting his niece to the Royal City. He’ll be bringing humiliation to all of Trasdaak if that girl don’t get to the wedding, and he ain’t laying none of it on me.” 

“What he be walking the streets with money like that anyhow?”

“That ain’t your worry,” said the captain as his boots stepped closer. “You sure she came this way?”

Krea thought it was a fair question. Blaydin was a fool, to be sure, but even he should’ve known better than to be on the streets flashing coin like that without at least one guard at his side.

The scent of stale ale and sweat wafted into the dark crevice as the voices drew nearer. She sucked in her breath and waited. 

“I got me a good look at her, Captain. Even if we don’t find her, I’ll know her dead-on when next I see her.”

Boots adorned with intricately-woven twists and knots stomped within an arm’s reach of her snake hole. “You idiot!” The captain spat green-tinged saliva from the fandyl herb he chewed. “I've had several good looks at her. That's been a real help now, ain’t it? I don't care what she looks like. All I care is that she gets found. Where did her tracks leave off?”

A flurry of movement followed the captain’s question. Dust puffed into the crevice, tickling her nose as the boots turned in place. The icy belly of another snake slid along her arm. Krea’s eyes watered as she choked back a cough, but she managed to keep silent. She was in trouble this time, and she knew it. If they caught her, they could put her in prison until a trial date was set, and without a family member to plead her case, she could easily die before that day ever came. A bead of sweat trickled down her temple. She didn't have sixteen years yet. At least, she didn’t think she did. Either way, she was too young to die in prison, a slave to whatever the guards wanted to do to her. Oh please, Nordu. Help me out of this, she petitioned the goddess again.

A second pair of boots joined the captain’s. “Uh, Captain, we...” Another puddle of saliva hit the ground, barely missing the other man’s shoe. 

“Let me guess,” said the captain in the silence that followed. “You idiots ran through here like a bunch of stupid, mindless goats and trampled any trace of her tracks.” 

Krea would have enjoyed seeing the looks on their faces were the situation not so dire. 

When the other man didn’t answer, the captain continued. “How am I ever getting out of this pisshole of a village working with morons like you? On the goddess! It's a temple miracle you morons manage to breathe without screwing it up! Spread out. Go in pairs and search every alleyway and crevice. If you come back before nightfall without that little maggot, it had better be to pack your bags. Rolusk, you’re with me.”

Dust marked the guards’ departure. Krea tried to count the footfalls, but she lost track and could only wait to listen for any stragglers. The tiny crevice was barely large enough to hold her, even without the snakes. Her legs ached, and more than one sharp rock was trying to bury itself in her back. Sweat streamed down her face, stinging her eyes, and it seemed as if every breath screamed out her location. Her imagination filled in for what her eyes couldn’t see in the darkness as visions of bugs and rats filled her mind, but she held still and waited. After what felt like an eternity, Krea grabbed what she hoped was a rock and poked as little of her head out as she could. Nothing. She looked for dust, listened for breathing, strained every sense for any sign of the men, but the alleyway remained silent. 

With her heart still drumming in her ears, Krea crawled out of the crevice, clenching her rock in her fist. She would skirt back around to the main courtyard and slip outside the city walls. If all went well, she could come back tonight to collect the moneybag she had to toss, assuming it was still there. 

The sun sulked low in the sky. The massive walls cast a long shadow across the narrow strip. Krea glanced down at her dusty wool breeches and torn shirt. She half-expected to see spiders making their homes in the folds of her tunic, but given the circumstances, she was in decent shape. Goddess knows she’d looked worse. 

Sticking to the shadows, Krea headed back the way she had come in near silence, but she hadn’t gone more than three steps when a rumbling laughter echoed between the walls.

“Skag! Stop where you are,” demanded the captain, stepping out from behind a nook in the wall. His sour expression twisted his face into a permanent sneer as he glared down at her. Krea swallowed hard and tried not to show her terror. It wasn't enough that he was a huge man by any standard; he was also someone clearly used to having others hurry to do his bidding. Even the dust and mud from the chase seemed an affront to his smooth skin. 

This day just keeps getting better, she thought, scrambling for a plan. 

He wore a belt knife that dangled obscenely across his front, tucked into a richly-embroidered leather sheath. Even if that were his only weapon, she would still be no match for him, but he also wore a broadsword off one hip and a dagger tucked in behind a coil of rope on the other. Somehow, she knew just by looking that the rope was spelled. She didn't have time to ponder how a man in his position came by such an expensive weapon, because he was moving. He took two deliberately slow steps forward and spit. “I knew if I waited you would be stupid enough to give yourself away.”

Krea spun around to flee, but her hope of escape died when another soldier stepped around the corner, blocking her other exit. This man's uniform was plain compared to the captain's, and he held only a short sword in his hand, but he was enough of a deterrent to stop her cold. 

She glanced from one to the other, trying to decide which guard would offer her the best target since she would have to try fighting her way out, but both men were formidable. Without a miracle, she didn’t stand a chance. It was time to start using the only weapon she was skilled at wielding. It was time to lie.

“Why are you chasing me? What do you want? My mother is expecting me home already, and when she finds out that I’ve been hiding from you and your men all this time, she will go right to the Lady Regent.” Krea brushed the dirt off her clothing with an air of haughtiness that matched her tone, if not her appearance. 

The captain only sneered. “Is that so? As if a skag like you had a mother. I don’t think the Lady Regent would say much either when I show her the size of the purse you stole, less my cut for having to chase you down. Where is it?”

Krea glared with as much venom as she could muster, and then finally shrugged. “I don’t know what purse you’re talking about.”

“Rolusk, go get that bag.”

The second guard started toward her and Krea saw her opening. With an aim worthy of any grown man, she pitched her stone through the air, cracking the stocky man in the head. He slapped his hand to his temple and leaned forward, blood already running between his fingers. Krea ran. She was nearly past the stunned guard when her flight came to a sudden, bone-jarring stop.

The air rushed out of Krea’s lungs as she jerked backward, landing on her back with a hard thud. Still dazed and sucking wind, she grabbed frantically at the rope that encircled her arms and chest, but it refused to yield.

“Oh, I don’t think so,” berated the guard, yanking her back to the ground just as Krea found her feet. “This is a spelled rope, skag. Not even sludge like you can get free of this one. Now give me the bag.”

Krea’s heart drummed in her ears. She had been in bad spots before, but never one this bad, not since escaping the trader. She tried to keep calm, but her effort was in vain. Panic pulsed through her body like blood. She had to control it. She couldn’t lose control. Bad things happened when she panicked. 

“I told you already, I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said through clenched teeth. “Let me go. I demand an audience with the Lady.” 

“You demand?” The captain walked toward her, coiling the extra rope as he went. “I don’t accept demands from filthy scabs.” Krea tried to get to her feet again, using the rope for leverage, but he just jerked his arm and sent her back to the ground. “Stay there. It’s where you belong, wallowing in the dirt like an animal.” With a flip of his wrist, the guard coiled the rope she held in her fists back around her wrists. She tried to free her hands, but the spell held them tight. 

She could hardly breathe as the man reached down to search for the missing moneybag. When his search yielded no purse, he sneered as if he had just touched something vile.

“What did you do with it? Tell me now, and I won’t break your arm.”

Krea sucked in a shaky breath. Her control was slipping. The rage building inside made it hard to think, to breathe. When she spoke, her voice trembled from the strain of suppressed fury. “I have no bag. I have no money. I have nothing. You will have to go rob someone else.”

A sharp kick in the ribs left her gasping for air. Krea curled up in pain and tried to block the second assault, but another boot caught her in the back. The stocky guard was back, and he wasn’t the least bit impressed with her impeccable aim. Before the third kick could land, Krea flipped onto her back and planted both feet square on her attacker’s knees. He hit the ground with a grunt, but before either of them could get their bearings, the captain’s booming voice broke the impasse. He pulled the rope tight and pressed the side of her face into the dirt with his boot. A wad of saliva hit the ground so close to her nose that tiny clots of mud splattered her cheek.

“That’s enough,” he yelled, putting just enough weight on his right foot to keep her still. “She probably left it in that pisshole she was hiding in. Rolusk, go get it.”

“I don’t know, Captain,” said the guard. “That looks like a snake pit to me. I don’t want to get bit by no chey.”

The captain let out a slow hiss and turned, his boot twisting her face into the dirt that much more as he moved. “You stupid... If there were chey in that wall, do you really think this skag would have stayed in there as long as she did? Mother of the goddess, how did I get picked for this assignment? Now move!”

Rolusk’s boots passed in front of her and disappeared. 

They didn’t have the bag she tossed and that was good, but her fragile hold on the burning rage within was slipping fast. She had to rein it in. No matter what, she knew she couldn’t let herself get out of control. If she did, there was no telling what would happen. It would be like last time, and she couldn’t imagine living through that horror again. 

Krea tried to slow her breathing, but the dirt in her nose and mouth forced her to take shallow, panting breaths. The marks of the man’s kicks still pulsed with pain. She was scrambling for a solution when Rolusk’s scream cut the silence.

“Captain, Captain!” he yelled. “I’m bit. Nordu save me. I’m bit. I’m a dead man. I’m dead.”

The captain never moved. “You don’t know it was a chey. Calm down. Running around screaming won’t help.”

“I’m dead.”

“You don’t sound dead,” said the captain, but Krea could hear the truth in his tone. A chey bite was fatal.

“I’m good as dead. I’m...” The guard never finished his sentence. The powerful poison was already taking its toll. Krea heard him thump on the ground, already unable to control his muscles.

“Listen, maggot, you already cost me half a day and now a good man. Tell me where you hid the purse, or I’ll drag you out of here and sell you to the first trade clan that comes along. Even a skag like you will fetch a good price to that lot.”

A flood of horrific memories shattered Krea’s thin tendrils of self-control. Like a searing heat, rage consumed her. She felt helpless in its path. From a place deep inside that she didn’t understand, something foreign and violent burst forth. 

Krea opened her mouth to scream, but a beastly shriek replaced her human voice. As if lifted by an invisible force, the captain flew back against the wall. Without knowing how she got there, Krea was on her feet.

No! she thought. No! Not again. But she could do nothing to stop the destructive force that ripped through her body. The world before her blurred and rippled. In a moment of clarity, she saw the spelled rope lying in a heap on the ground, but she couldn’t understand how it got there. 

The captain’s stunned face drifted through her line of sight, then disappeared again. He suddenly seemed so small. Then other faces joined his. They were backing away and throwing their hands up in signs of protection, but then they blurred again. 

I have to stop it, Krea pleaded with herself. Goddess help me. I must stop! She tried to cry out, but where her voice should have been, another shriek pierced the air. The burning rage inside suddenly became a need to be free, a desire so strong it consumed her. She wanted to shed her body like she might shed a coat on a summer day. 

Krea threw her arms up and made to launch into the air, the alley a blur that now seemed like a bad dream. A tiny voice of her old self struggled to stop the madness. She shrieked and the voice fell silent. Then her whole world fell silent. 

Around her, the soldiers and gathering merchants still stared up in horror. They yelled and pointed, but the only sound she heard was the hum of a melody so faint it could have been a trick of the wind. 

Krea tried to back away, but the melody streamed into her mind and left her paralyzed as it floated around her, dancing, breathing with a life all its own. Through the blur, the crowd parted. Words formed in her mind, but they were not hers. She didn’t know them. 

A man stepped through the opening in the crowd, unafraid, his eyes a sea of serenity. As he drew closer, Krea realized that the words now washing through her were his. He grew taller as he approached, until at last he stood right in front of her, gazing down with eyes the color of birch. 

Still chanting, he reached for her face. Krea told her body to move, to run, to block his touch, but she stood rooted in place by the milky song. The man touched his gloved fingers to her forehead and finally fell silent. As the strange melody floated away, Krea stared in shock at the man before her. He wore the clothing of a noble, but had the presence of a soldier. His dark brown hair was cut and combed like a man of means, but his skin was tanned from days spent in the sun. She had no idea what he was. 

“What has this girl been charged with that would warrant such treatment, Captain?” he asked without turning around, his voice barely above a whisper.

Krea searched the crowd for the captain and finally spotted him by the far wall, still clutching the tattered end of the spelled rope. He brushed away some of the dust that caked his fine clothing and glared back at the man. “She is a thief.”

The man turned to face him. “And what has she stolen? Her clothing, perhaps? It doesn’t appear to be worth stealing, but I see nothing else of value on her.”

Krea glanced down at her tattered shirt, so shredded that it barely covered her. Her breeches looked almost as bad. When she reached up to pull what was left of her sleeve back onto her shoulder, Krea realized for the first time that she was trembling.

“She stole a money purse, Tal Sorin.”

“Do you have the evidence, or is it now the custom of the guard to make accusations merely to justify their lusts?”

The captain’s face flushed red with rage. “I want nothing to do with a mongrel bitch like...like that thing. She isn’t even human. I simply want justice. She has taken a moneybag and broken a spelled rope, and my trusted liege man there will die from the snakebite he took because of her. When he does, she will be charged with his murder.”

As one, the crowd turned to the man curled up on the ground. Convulsions wracked his body. Sweat and vomit turned the dirt to mud that clung to his skin in dark splotches. The crowd slowly backed away, as if the dying man's symptoms might be contagious. 

“You say he was bitten?” asked the noble, finally taking his hand off Krea’s forehead. “By what? A chey?”

“Isn’t it obvious?” said the captain.

“A chey that this girl sent to kill him? She commands the chey?” 

The unfortunate guard convulsed, the action slapping his face against the putrid ground, and then fell into the stillness of death. The crowd’s collective intake of breath marked the man’s passing.

“Where exactly did he get bit?” asked the noble, turning back to the captain.

“He was bit looking for the purse this maggot stole,” said the captain, jutting his head toward the small crevice in the wall.

“Sent there by you?”

The captain only stared. He was caught and he knew it.

“Captain, your prisoner has no valuables, stolen or otherwise, and this guard’s death is on you, not her. As to your rope, if a girl can break it, the problem is yours. You have no grounds to hold her, unless you would like to seek rodulin with the Lady.” 

The captain glared from the man to Krea, but remained silent.

“Good. I am sure the Lady has better things to do than mediate such trivial matters on as fine a night as this will be. I will take the child with me and see to it that she doesn’t provoke a chey into biting any more of your men.”

When the captain still only stared in shock, Sorin gave him a nod and turned to Krea. “Come,” he instructed, grabbing her elbow. 

No, Krea screamed in her mind, but no words came out of her mouth. As if driven by a will of their own, Krea’s legs obediently fell into step beside the nobleman. Like a flock of birds, the crowd parted before them in a flurry of muttered curses and protective signs. The man took no notice as he steered Krea out of the maze of alleyways back into the main square and finally to a powerful bay horse so dark he was almost black. The horse snorted at their approach and eyed Krea the way all horses did, but at the man’s soft words, the animal quieted.

When the man moved to hoist Krea up behind the bay’s saddle, she finally found her voice. “Horses don’t like me,” she stammered, pushing away from his guiding arm. 

“Horses don’t understand you. Drindoc will allow you to ride. Get on. My estate is too far away to reach by sunset if we walk, and you must get out of the village now,” he said.

Krea knew she should protest further, but the noble was right. She had to leave, and she had to leave now. And a ride out of the town proper didn’t mean she was staying with the man. So she started plotting her escape as she allowed him to lift her onto the horse before climbing into the saddle in front of her. 

She had never ridden a horse before. The bay’s powerful muscles rippled as he spun around at the nobleman’s command, and without the saddle as a barrier, Krea could feel every movement the horse made. She tried to sit back so she wouldn’t have to touch the man in front of her, but when the horse dropped his haunches to launch into a gallop, she nearly slid off his rear. Only the man’s quick reflexes saved her.

“You will have to hold on. This saddle isn’t meant for two people.” 

Reluctantly, Krea grabbed the man’s shirt on either side, but as soon as the horse took off again, she reached around his waist and locked her hands together. Soft linen from his chemise brushed against her face, smelling of cedar and soap. And money. This noble sure didn’t miss any meals. Out of habit, she fingered his moneybag, but a sharp slap on her hand ended that. The intricately-carved hilt of his sword bounced against her arm as Drindoc ran, but she didn’t dare even touch it. Not for lack of wanting to, though.

As the village faded into the distance, Krea finally fell into the horse’s gait. She wasn’t confident enough to let go of the nobleman completely, but she released her death grip and sat back enough to glance around. The fields glowed in the burnt orange sunset. In the morning, flowers would dot the plains in an array of violet, red, yellow, and blue. Summer was her favorite time of the year. It was the one season where shelter wasn’t a problem, finding clothing was manageable, and the merchant trade made funds easy to come by. Of course, today hadn’t exactly fallen into the easy category, but then she hadn’t been going after a farmer’s purse, either. 

What exactly had happened anyway? It had been an easy lift. Lord Fatbottom was so busy boasting about his upcoming trip to the capital that he wouldn’t have noticed her had she been sprouting fangs and dripping venom. She was sure she had managed a clean lift when Captain Spitty started pounding after her. Sure. Stealing from the Regent’s brother may not have been one of her smartest choices, but how could she have walked away from that? It was too easy. Maybe that was the problem. It was too easy. 

At least the strange noble’s spell was wearing off enough that she could think for herself. He was taking her to his manor and judging from his fine clothing, it would likely be a lavish estate. The question was what did he want? A better question was how long would it take to get away from him? He was an older man, so she guessed he would have a wife and children of his own, possibly grown children, but that didn’t stop a person from exploiting free labor when he saw it. 

Of one thing she was certain: Whatever this man was, magic lurked in his presence, and magic was something she wanted no part of. 

“You needn’t take me all the way to your manor,” Krea said, her voice lurching with the horse’s stride. “I have nothing to give you in token for your help, so I can only hope not to bother you further by getting off here.” She started to push away so she could jump, but the horse never slowed.

The man reached back and held her in place. “No, child. You need to come with me. I mean you no harm, but we need to talk.”

“About what? The guard accused me falsely. I have no money purse, as you can see.” Krea tried to pull her sleeve back up and nearly lost her balance in the process. To save herself, she grabbed the first thing her hand hit, which happened to be the hilt of the man’s sword. Jumping from the horse was one thing; falling off was something else altogether.

Immediately, the man reached behind him to keep her from falling, and then yanked her hand off his sword. “Just sit still and hold on. We will discuss what happened when we get there. Right now, all you need to worry about is keeping still so you don’t lame my horse.“ As an afterthought, he added, “And keeping your hands away from my belongings. You understand me?”

Krea didn’t answer, but she didn’t try to move away when he let go of her. Any sorcerer was bad, but an angry one was worse. 

“Almost there,” he said, finally slowing to a gentle trot after what felt like a day. Her legs burned from rubbing against the horse’s sweaty body, but she couldn’t imagine it was any better for the horse.

The sun was already dropping over the horizon as they emerged from the tree-lined road into the open field in front of his manor. It wasn’t what she expected. It was nice. Nicer than anything she had ever been in, but not the monstrous mansion she had envisioned. A boy not much younger than Krea, dressed in short breeches and a woven green tunic, ran out of the stable to greet his master. He said nothing to Krea, but his confusion as he swept her shredded attire was more than evident. 

The man swung his leg over the horse’s neck and hopped down with practiced ease. Krea didn’t do as well. He reached up to help her off the bay, but she was determined to see herself down. Unfortunately, her legs didn’t share her vision. She would have fallen on her rear had the man not caught her. 

He made no comment. Instead, he handed the horse’s reins to the boy and gave the animal an affectionate pat. “He needs to be walked out, Troulas. And be sure to rub him down before you put him away tonight. He worked hard to get both of us here so quickly.” 

Troulas nodded and headed toward the stable with the sweat-lathered bay in tow. Krea watched the horse walk away. He was magnificent. His deep brown coat rippled in the last shreds of sunlight, and she was wondering why a horse like that would ever agree to let someone on his back, when a hand fell on her shoulder. She jumped. 

“Relax,” said the noble, a touch of irritation in his voice. “Come inside. You must be hungry, and you need to get out of those clothes before they fall apart completely. I’m surprised they survived the ride.”

Krea stepped away and stared. She hadn’t really looked at him before now. He was older than she had originally thought. She guessed him to have over forty years, maybe fifty. His light brown eyes were almost too light. Although his well-muscled arms and chest peeked out from beneath his fine clothing, he did nothing to make himself appear larger or more formidable in the usual fashion of a nobleman. Where men of authority usually draped themselves in thick layers of adornment, a presence of power hung over this man like a cloak. 

Still, she didn’t follow. He stared beneath his thick, scrunched brows. “If I intended you harm, I would have done it already.” 

He had a point. Besides, how far would she get if she tried to run away right in front of him? He could probably cast a spell and cause the ground to open up and swallow her whole. No, she would have to bide her time and wait for just the right moment. At least this time when she followed him, it was of her own doing.

The house was large, but simple in its furnishings. Before they had even crossed the first room, an old woman appeared from nowhere to take the man’s sword and dagger. He gave her his short coat as well, but kept his riding gloves on. The servant glanced over at Krea, then back to the master of the house, her question evident on her creased face.

“Do you think you can find her something more fitting to wear, Mother?” the man asked with a smile. 

Krea snapped around in disbelief. The woman was obviously a house servant of no relation, yet the man had just offered her the highest title of respect. When Krea turned back to the woman, she was smiling as well. “I will see to it, tal. Will you take supper now?”

The master glanced at Krea, then back to the woman. “I’m sure I can find enough to eat on my own. Don’t raise Kole.”

“Too late,” said a weather-beaten man standing by the door. “Kole is raised. I thought you was overnighting in the village.” 

“There was a...an incident. I had to change my plans.” 

Kole peered at Krea with raised eyebrows. “Obviously.”

“Mind yourself, Kole. The master has a guest,” chided the woman with a scowl.

“Old woman, come now.” Kole's face cracked into a barely discernable smile. “He ain’t the crowned prince, and she ain’t exactly a lady.”

“Kole!” snapped the woman in horror. 

Krea glanced over at the master and was shocked to see his smile. “Be nice,” he said. “She’s had a bad day.” His reproof was mild, but sufficient. The servant snorted, but made no further comment toward Krea as the old woman clicked her tongue and retreated through the double doors.

“Don’t worry about supper, Kole. I’ll find something on my own,” said the master, turning back to Krea.

“What?“ said Kole. “You think if you ain’t here, the rest of us don’t bother eating? Honestly, Sorin. I think you’re turning into a regent bred. If you can find your way to the breakfasting room without a escort, I’ll bring you some supper.”

Krea waited for the master to cast a spell over the rude servant, turning him into a mute or something, but Sorin only laughed. “I think I can manage that, thank you,” he said, and then waved Krea through the double doors. A little disappointed, she followed.

He led her through two more rooms and finally motioned toward a small round table pushed up against a wall dotted with small glass windows. A meadow cut by a small stream was barely visible in the fading light. It was already too dark to make out many of the details outside, but it would surely be a breathtaking view in the morning light.

Still leery, Krea pulled out the chair closest to the door and sat with enough distance between herself and the table to be able to make a quick break, if needed. Just because he didn't change the rude servant into stone didn’t mean he couldn’t. 

The nobleman reappeared from around a corner, holding two goblets. He placed one on the table in front of her and took a long drink of the second one before setting it next to its mate. 

The flicker of the oil lamp cast eerie shadows across the man’s face and made his expression unreadable. She waited for him to speak, but he continued to study her in silence as he leaned against the wall. This game, at least, she knew. Like him, Krea held her tongue. 

Kole entered through a back door, carrying a tray loaded with food. “I see you already helped yourself to spirits,” he complained. “But looking at you, I got feelings you’ll be wanting more.” The servant placed two large bowls of hot soup on the table, along with a small bowl of fruit, a plate of bread, and cut cheese before turning to leave. “Don’t bother calling for me if you've need of something, because I’m away to bed. Just leave the dishes. Someone will see to them in the morning. I'm up early tomorrow, getting ready for the hands you hired out of the village. I think you should know about the serfs. They ain't happy about you bringing in them outsiders. Also, the old woman put clothes for the girl in the room right of the stairs.”

“I’m more than aware of the serfs’ concerns, Kole, but thank you for bringing it to my attention yet again.” 

“I don't know why you couldn't of got help without bringing in foreigners from Tisher. The Empire is seeing enough trouble from the north, and now they are invading from the south.“ 

“No one is invading from the south, Kole. They are just men looking for work.”

Kole grunted and dropped a spoon in front of Krea. “Them Tishers is a threat—to the serfs, that is. All our people got is the land they live on. If you don’t think them capable enough to bring in a harvest themselves, they worry that you will replace them. Then, they will have nothing. Besides, outsiders bring bad luck. And mark my words, they will come with a fair share of spies.”

Sorin gave Kole his full attention. “Kole, I know about serfs. I’ve had serfs under my command a few times now in the long course of my life. The Tishers are not going to replace anyone, and they are not spies. I am looking forward to a long growing season, and the sooner we can get those crops up, the sooner we can replant. With a kiss from the goddess, we will get three good runs out of this season, maybe even four.”

“May as well get used to them Tishers, since we’ll be living there soon enough with the way the torbadyn has took the Capital and all.” The servant handed his master a spoon, and with another grunt stomped out of the room. Sorin just shook his head and took the chair opposite Krea. She noticed that he didn't take off his gloves to eat. Fortunately, the rich smell of soup quickly stole her attention. Besides, who was she to comment on the manners of a nobleman?

The soup was hot and delicious, brimming with chunks of what, she didn’t care. It must have been cooking for days. She hadn’t eaten since the morning, and that was just the bits of bread cake that the innkeeper didn’t deem fit to serve his guests. At first, she tried to eat slowly so as not to give away her desperate state, but within minutes she gave up the pretense and started wolfing down the meaty meal. After all, who was she pretending for? The nobleman? He ate quietly, his watchful gaze alert to her every move. 

When at last she shoved the rest of a half-eaten roll into her pocket and pushed the empty bowl away, Sorin scooted his own bowl to the side and once again leaned across the table.

“My name is Sorin,” he began, his tone abrupt but not unkind.

Krea nodded. “I figured that out.”

“I imagine you did. You have a name, I assume?”

“Krea.”

“Okay. Krea.” Sorin shifted and crossed his arms. “Do you know who I am?”

She glanced up, then looked away. “You are the master of this estate, obviously. I’m guessing you’re a steward of the Lady, or something like that. You’re also a...” Krea broke off. Was it an offense to call a sorcerer a sorcerer?

“I’m also a what?” Sorin prompted when Krea fell silent.

Krea glanced at the door. It was close, but not close enough to get a solid lead. Why was she forever in these situations? Sorin shifted in his chair, and she turned so one leg was to the side of the chair, ready to run before she answered. “You’re also a sorcerer.”

She waited for him to hurl a ball of fire at her, but Sorin only frowned. “No, child. You missed your guess there. I’m not exactly a steward of the Lady, either. I’m more like a steward to the Empress. Do you know what I am?”

A steward to the Empress! Krea dragged her eyes away from the rigid man and grabbed her mug. She didn’t know what was in it, but she had a feeling she would need whatever it was. “If you’re not a sorcerer, I don’t know what you are,” she said, taking a long drink.

His piercing eyes held her as he dropped his hands on the table again and leaned in toward her. “Then let me ask you this. Do you know what you are?”

Her heart jumped in her chest. He had been there in the alleyway. He had to know what she was, so why was he asking her? Was he trying to humiliate her? Krea focused on keeping her expression blank, but her voice betrayed her. “I’m a changeling,” she admitted in hardly more than a whisper.

His disapproval was obvious. She wasn’t surprised. No one liked a changeling. Everyone knew that when the faerie inside decided to show itself, death would follow. 

“Tell me where you came from.”

She was suddenly exhausted. Part of her wanted to tell the strange man everything. His tone and demeanor seemed to beg her confidence, but her more cautious side won out. Krea sat back in her chair and surveyed her situation. She had just eaten the first real meal she had touched in weeks. Running tonight would be a waste of time. She didn’t know where she was, and the moonless night was as dark as any she had seen. No. She needed to leave early in the morning, but she would have to watch for Kole. 

With her decision made, Krea met the man’s level gaze and told her story, or as little of it as she thought she could get away with. “I don’t know where I came from. My earliest memory is of a Norwist trader who was going to sell me to a farmer for supplies. I hid in a dumping ground outside of the town for two weeks, and then I ran. I think I had seven or eight years when that happened. I moved from one town to another, until I came to Trasdaak. I’ve lived here for five years now.”

“So you never had a caller?”

Krea scowled. “What? You mean like one of Nordu’s chosen?”

Sorin nodded. “That is exactly what I mean. Do you ever remember having a caller?”

“I’ve never even seen one up close. Only from far away when they come to visit the regent. Why would I have a caller? I’m nothing. I’m just a...I’m just Krea.”

The man peered at her in the lamplight. When he finally spoke, his tone seemed almost sad. “Krea, you are much more than nothing, and you are not a changeling. You are kyrni, and apparently you are a kyrni without a caller.”

Krea blinked at him for a second before getting her bearings again. He thought she was one of the magical kyrni? The man clearly suffered from a mental disease of some sort. Since he was also a sorcerer, despite his claims otherwise, staying the night might not be an option after all. She gauged the distance to the door once again. Maybe, if she could just get a bit closer to it, she could make it before he caught her. 

“Ah,” she said with a nod. “That explains it. I’m a kyrni. You found me out.” She stood, dragged her torn sleeve back onto her shoulder, and began edging toward the door. “It would probably be best if we kept this between us. My thanks for the meal. I can find my own way out.” With her heart racing, she continued toward the door, hoping to appear far more confident than she felt.

“Think about it, Krea. Think about your life. It will all fit.”

“You’re right,” she said, almost there. He hadn’t thrown a spell at her yet. That was good. She pressed forward. “It makes perfect sense. My thanks also for clearing that up.” But even as she reached for the handle, a small voice nagged at her to consider his words. She shut it up immediately. Whatever he had was quite possibly contagious. She wasn’t ready to lose her mind for one good meal. Before another doubt could enter her thoughts, she twisted the handle and bolted through the opening.

Very few lights lined the corridors, and she was turned around before she knew it. According to her memory, she should have been outside already, but instead she found herself standing in the middle of a giant feasting area of some sort. An oil lamp from the corridor cast pale yellow light into the room, but it barely reached beyond the doorway. She could just make out two massive tables with legs like tree trunks. Judging from the musty smell, the room saw very little use. At the other end, light leaked in around massive double doors that clung to the walls with huge iron claws. There was no point in even trying to open those monsters, so she spun back around. She didn’t get far. Sorin stood near the doorway, watching her. The dim light masked his expression.

“Just think about it, child,” he insisted in the same patient tone he had used in the breakfasting room. “I know you have questions about yourself that you can’t answer. Things happen that you can’t explain. Where are your parents? Why can you see and hear things long before anyone else can? What is that wild thing within you that nearly escaped in the alleyway today? The reason you have no answers is because you are not human. You are kyrni. You are one of the protected of Nordu.”

Krea backed up until she felt the biting wood of the table at her back. The man was serious. He really believed her to be a kyrni. He thought she could transform into the mythical beasts of the old world. She stared back at him and frowned. Sure, there were things in her life that didn’t make sense. What had happened in the alleyway was one of them, but how could she be a kyrni and not even know it? 

“What would you know about the kyrni?” she demanded, unsure what else to do with the whispers of doubt that threatened her resolve.

Sorin cocked his head to the side and sighed. “I know about the kyrni because I am a caller.”

“No, you can’t be right.” She scooted along the table, but her mind chewed on his explanation despite her efforts to refuse it. Magic terrified her. She dreaded the day when a sorcerer’s magic would release the fae hiding inside. His theory just wasn't possible. “I can’t be a kyrni. The kyrnis’ faces are marked with the pattern of their beasts. I have no markings, not even a birthmark. Besides, how could I be able to transform into a dragon or something, and not know it?”

“It is called a counter.” When Krea only stared in confusion, Sorin stepped into the room and clarified. “The animal that the kyrni shifts into is called their counter, not their beast. As to your markings, a kyrni doesn’t reflect the skin pattern of their counter until after their first complete shift. Thank the goddess, you have not yet shifted. You have no pattern. Yet.”

Krea’s hand fell on a chair and she stopped. “What do you mean? How can you be so sure I haven’t shifted? Maybe I’ve shifted lots of times. Maybe I was trying to turn into a faerie in the alleyway.”

“Because you’re not a changeling. There is no faerie living inside of you. And because if you had shifted without a caller to bring you back, you would remain in your counter form forever.” Sorin paused. “But you came very close to shifting today. Krea, come away from the table so we can talk about this. How many years do you have?”

Krea held her ground and shrugged. “I don’t know. I have set myself a birthday that gives me fifteen years, but I don’t know for sure.” Her confession of a self-assigned birthday suddenly made her feel stupid, but Sorin didn’t seem to notice. He only nodded.

“That’s probably about right. You probably have closer to sixteen years, actually, but you are close either way. The kyrni usually shift around their sixteenth year.” 

Another stretch of silence filled the room as both of them tried to make sense of their conversation. At last, Sorin crossed his arms and leaned back against the door frame. “You must go see the elders. They will know what to do. And the trip can’t wait. We need to leave tomorrow.”

“Why do I have to see an elder? What did I do?”

“Krea, please. If you won’t come over here, at least stop walking away. This conversation is for you and me, not the entire household.”

Reluctantly, she pulled out a ponderous chair and dropped into it. The sound of the wood dragging along the floor echoed in the cavernous room. Sorin ducked around the doorway and reappeared shielding a burning lighting stick. Her guess at the room’s lack of use was confirmed when he had to dip the wall lamp’s wick into the oil several times before it would stay lit. Finally, he nursed the flame until the lamp threw a yellow glow across a good part of the room. 

Two tables ran the length of the room, and at the end opposite the giant doors was a raised dais with yet another smaller table at its center. Intricate carvings adorned the front, and if the light wasn’t deceiving her, maybe even curtains. She had been right about the giant doors at the far end. She would never have managed to move them, but closer to the dais was another door, a smaller door, and she would bet her boots that it opened near the kitchen. She had run in a circle. How typical. 

Sorin finished adjusting the lamp and turned back to Krea. “What do you know of the kyrni?”

Krea shrugged. “Nothing. Just stories.”

“Then you don't know that you aren't one, do you?”

That gave her pause. “I know I'm not half dragon. I know I hate magic and it hates me.”

“You know nothing.” Sorin crossed over to the table. When Krea started to get up, he held out his hands and slowly pulled out the chair next to her. “Be still and listen. The kyrni unite with a caller when the kyrni has ten years and the caller about seventeen. The caller is responsible for teaching the kyrni the necessary magic before the first shift.“ Sorin slipped into the chair and continued. “You are probably months, maybe even weeks away from making your first shift, and you know nothing. You are in a dangerous position, and I don’t know how to help you.”

“But you helped me today,” Krea said, pulling at her torn tunic again. “I don’t know what you did, actually, but somehow it helped.” The idea of going to see an elder scared her. Elders ruled over courts, and courts sentenced people to death. No matter how she looked at it, going to see an elder was a bad idea. Apparently, Sorin didn’t think so. He was shaking his head. 

“I called you back to keep you from making the shift, aye, but had you been fully mature and ready to shift, I could not have done it. We are not bonded. And I wasn’t there to meld before you started. Besides that, shifting should never be done without training. You need a caller.” The man watched her with disturbing intensity. “You need to see the elders.”

Krea looked at her hands, then her feet. Her torn breeches and tunic hung over a perfectly human body—a skinny body, she had to admit—but human nonetheless. She ran her fingers through her short wheat-blonde hair. No scales. No feathers. Just dirt and a strand from a spider’s web. She was human, yet she knew she wasn’t. She had always known she wasn’t. 

For the last two years, strange things had been happening to her and she had finally decided that she must be a changeling. She waited every day for the evil faerie living inside her to show itself. Now, here was this man telling her that she was not a dreaded changeling at all, but one of the sacred kyrni. She couldn’t even imagine such a thing. It was too much to hope for. 

No, he had to be tricking her somehow, and her best course of action was to put as much distance between him and the village of Trasdaak as she could. She clearly wasn’t getting out of the house tonight, so tomorrow she would leave before the sun touched the sky. 

“I’m tired,” Krea announced, and it wasn’t even a lie. “Can I sleep in your barn tonight? I won’t take anything, or bother the animals.” Now that, she admitted to herself, may have been a stretch.

A knowing smile crept across the man’s weathered face, but what he knew was anyone’s guess. Did he doubt her ability to keep her thieving hands off his property, or had he guessed her intentions? His expression remained unreadable. He simply stood and motioned toward the door. “Esmeri has prepared a room for you, I think. And hopefully a washbasin. I will take you to it.”

A real room in a real house! Krea could hardly believe it. Getting out of the barn without Kole catching her would probably have been easier, but there was no way she was turning down a room with a bed. She made it as far as the doorway when an ugly thought suddenly seized her. With a quick sidestep, Krea was back against the table, glaring at him. “Is it your room?” she demanded, afraid she already knew the answer.

Sorin acted as if she had punched him. Disgust rippled across his face before he managed to bring his reaction under control. Relief and hurt battled for Krea’s attention as she marked his reaction. So he was no different than the captain of the guard, after all. To him she was a vile vagrant of society, worse than any disease, kyrni or not. That was fine. She would take advantage of a real bed and the warm food and probably anything small and valuable she could manage to lift before she took her leave. 

Doing her best to hide her anger, Krea slipped past him and ducked through the doorway. When his hand fell on her shoulder, she jumped away.

“Krea, this is going to be difficult. So many things you should know, that you need to know, and I am not even sure how to start teaching you. But this, at least, I can clear up. I can feel your anger and confusion, so let me just...there is nothing wrong with you. Please understand that even if you weren’t kyrni, I would no more bed you than I would my grandchild, if I had one. I know it is hard to believe it when you look at me, but I am a very old man and you are a child. But more than that, you are kyrni. You are one of the magical race, and to mix human blood with the blood born in magic is contemptible in the eyes of the goddess. It is unthinkable.”

“Then how are the kyrni made?”

“That is a story for another night. Right now, you look ready to drop. Come to the room Esmeri set for you. No harm will come to you that you don’t bring on yourself.” 

Whatever that meant! She waited and then fell in step behind him as he led the way through the barely-lit corridors of his manor.

Like the rest of the house, the room he took her to was simply adorned, but designed for comfort. A bed rested below the window for the summer months, and two pillow-lined chairs sat next to the unused fireplace. In the far corner next to a small chest was a huge tub of water large enough for her to climb into and probably even sit down in. A smaller cauldron of boiling water hung by a swinging arm over a small fire. 

“Esmeri must have raised the house staff,” Sorin commented, taking in the bath. “Be sure to snuff the fire as soon as you are done, or it will get too hot in here to sleep. You’ll find something to sleep in on the bed and a change of clothes in the chest or wardrobe; I’m not sure which.”

Krea nodded, but she couldn’t take her eyes off the tub. 

“I’ll see you in the morning,” Sorin said just before he closed the heavy door behind him. 

She listened for a lock to click into place, but the only sound was the man’s soft footsteps disappearing down the hall. 

With near reverence, Krea walked over to the tub of water and dragged her fingers across the surface. She had never had a bath like this before. The closest thing to warm water she had ever washed in was the shallows of the stream in midsummer. In a matter of seconds, she shrugged out of what was left of her clothes, snuffed the fire, and swung the arm holding the small pot over the large tub. She poured half of the boiling water out into the bathing tub and then stepped into it with a sigh of pleasure. 

The tub was just large enough for her to sit in if she kept her legs pulled to her chest, and that was exactly what she did, enjoying every second. Not until she had to add the last of the hot water to the cooling bath did she actually wash. When the temperature and color of the water finally forced her out, Krea was exhausted, but exhausted in the most wonderful way she could ever remember.

Cool night air blew in the open window, carrying with it the scent of horses and flowers. She made quick use of the small towel hanging by the bath. As soon as she was dry enough, she snatched the sleeping gown off the bed and rubbed the soft cotton across her face. She wanted nothing more than to slip into the delicate nightshirt and disappear under the covers until the heat from the afternoon sun drove her out of them. Unfortunately, she couldn’t. With a sigh, she dropped the nightshirt over the chair and pulled open the wardrobe door. Just as Sorin had promised, folded in a neat pile was a clean pair of dark-brown wool breeches, a light-green linen chemise, and a soft tan woven tunic. A pair of sandals topped the pile, but Krea set them aside. She preferred her boots to sandals any day. Besides, she had nearly died getting those boots, and she wasn’t giving them up now.

To her surprise, the clothes were a decent fit. A little big, but soft and tailored. She guessed they must have belonged to the stable boy or someone of similar rank, because they were well-made but designed to be durable. Either way, they were far better than what she had been wearing and were more comfortable. Krea tied on her old belt with her small knife, pulled her boots on over the stocking loops, and gave herself an appraising review in the dim light of the reflective glass. She had never looked so good. Her wheat-white hair, cut in rough layers to her shoulders, hung in silky chunks that seemed oddly tame thanks to her finger-combing effort. Her creamy skin glowed in the lamplight. The contrast of the dark-brown breeches and the light shirt made her vivid green eyes seem brighter than usual and helped hide her skinny body, but when she turned sideways for a final appraisal, she had to sigh. Her days of being able to pass for a boy were far behind her.

Krea smoothed out her shirt, patted her full belly, and smiled. “My thanks, Lord Sorin,” she told her image in the elitist accent of the rich. “I bid you safe journey on your quest to see the elders, and may all of your questions be answered.” With a giggle, she headed for the window. She was only one floor up, an easy drop. In the muted light of the predawn morning they would never see her slip out, and the cover of forest was just a short sprint away. Better yet, she noticed that the window shutters swung in absolute silence on their hinges when she closed them to block out the chilly night air. Now the only trick was to wake up on time. 

When Krea finally fell into the stuffed bed, she wondered if she would ever get out of it. To the best of her memory, she had never slept on a bed that sat off the ground before, and it took all of three seconds to decide that there was no better way to sleep. The fluff from the mattress wrapped around her in a gentle hug, and the caress of the soft, warm blankets lulled her to sleep. Her last thought was a half-hearted decision to sleep on the floor instead of the seductive bed so she would be sure to wake up in the morning, but the thought was quickly lost in the luxurious embrace of the mattress.

###
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As the sunlight inched up the Bothri Mountains, Sorin watched the shadow slip over the window’s edge and drop to the ground with ease. All he could do was shake his head as Krea fled into the still-dark woods. Oh, he could have tried to stop her, but what was the point? She was going to do what she was going to do, and the best way to handle someone like her was to wait it out. Unfortunately she didn’t have a lot of time, and the reception of the villagers was going to be much more hostile than she imagined.

“Never trust a thief,” Kole muttered, glaring at the running silhouette. 

Sorin turned to his steward. The man’s tone was as sour as ever, but his expression told a different story. “Tell me, Kole. Would you starve or steal?”

“I’ve done both, and there ain’t no honor in either one.”

Sorin had to laugh. “You sure are a grumpy old coot.”

“Speak for yourself, Sorin. All old men are grumpy, and you are fast becoming an old man even with the magic to protect you.” Kole stabbed his spade into the ground and finally turned to face his friend. “So you really mean to ride for Shaylith?”

Sorin nodded. “Today.”

“Are you going through Sra?”

“I wish I weren’t. She doesn’t have the time. But I sure can’t imagine taking her through the Nayli.”

“You got no sense if you go cutting through the Nayli.” Kole adjusted the handle so he could lean on it, and then gave Sorin a hard stare. “That ain’t no small undertaking, even for a man half your years. And with all the rush to make it to the royal wedding, you'll be lucky to find supplies and stabling on the way. What is it that’s so important?”

Sorin pointed to the empty window that Krea had just dropped out of. “That was not just any thief. She’s a kyrni and she has no caller. She’s in trouble. The elders need to be consulted.”

“Consulted?” Kole spat. “What you need to be consulting them for? Bunch o’ has-beens too comfortable in their easy living to see the Empire is falling apart. That's what they are. They got nothing to say to you.”

Sorin turned to his steward, but the man wasn't finished. “What do you want to hear, Sorin? You want them to tell you they were wrong sending you into an ambush? You think going back there will ease the pain of losing your link? Losing your hand?” Kole shook his head. “Seeing that city again will only bring it back, my friend. Shaylith has nothing for you.”

“This isn’t for me.” Kole’s words brushed too close to a still-raw wound. Sorin let out a breath and continued. “Krea is nearing her first shift. The elders need to determine what should be done with her.”

“Oh, Nordu damn them all. You know what needs doing. She’s a kyrni without a caller. You are a caller without a kyrni. Teach her. Take her in. Do whatever it is you people do. You don’t need no elder for that.”

Sorin shook his head and looked out at the glowing horizon. The steward had no idea what he was asking. “No. It doesn’t work that way, Kole. I will never have another link. Krea needs a caller, and it can’t be me.” He surveyed the fields. The serfs were already out shuffling around in preparation for the early harvest. Birdsong filled the forest, and the amber touch of the morning sun glistened off the distant wheat crops. It was a beautiful place, his manor. Everything a man could think to want was right here, but it still wasn’t enough. Sorin instinctively knew that no matter what he acquired or gave away, it would never be enough. The gaping hole left by the loss of Tormismir would be with him forever. “Troulas is preparing the horses right now. I will leave as soon as they are ready.”

Kole just shook his head. “Well, you know I can’t abide no uppity noble who thinks going to court is a profession. If something happens to you and the Empress fiefs this land to one of that ilk, you’ll have my curse upon your head.”

“I know,” Sorin said, clasping his friend’s shoulder. “Don’t worry. I’ll be fine, but I don’t know how long this journey will take. The sooner I get her there and dropped off, the better. It will be up to you to keep things going in my absence.”

“Don’t worry yourself. It won’t be no different than when you’re here.”

Sorin laughed and gave Kole’s shoulder a quick thump. “Fair enough. Just don’t start changing things around while I’m not here to stop you. I know the serfs aren’t happy about the extra help, but when those early rains come, and I know they will, everyone will be glad that we have seed on the ground instead of wheat stalks.”

“I’ll take care of it,” Kole replied, clasping Sorin’s forearm. “You go hunt your ghosts and be careful. I ain’t got a good feeling about this. There’s talk that the war in the north has crossed the Bother River. I even heard it said that the torbadyn are aligned with the Walkilni now, and that they infiltrated the castle. Some of the whispering says this wedding is just a way to get all the ruling nobility in one place so’s they can be snuffed.”

“There’s always talk of alliances and conspiracies.”

Kole shook his head and braced his liege man with a somber stare. “No. This is different. I know you want no part of the rumors coming down from Shaylith, but you need to know. Something evil is moving out of the Dakel Forest. Folk says the evil has took Shaylith herself.”

“Just talk, Kole,” Sorin assured his steward, half-wishing someone would assure him of the same thing. “I’ll take care. I wouldn’t want to leave you playing steward to a noble with half your years and twice your ego.”

Kole merely grunted and folded his arms across his chest. “So, how do you intend to find your missing thief, anyway? Seems to me she can make herself scarce if she ain’t run afoul of that guard for as long as this.”

“Apparently she’s quite skilled, but I know where she’s going. When I was leaving the alleyway with her, she gave herself away.”

Kole nodded, patted Sorin's shoulder, and headed off to organize the serfs. Sorin watched him for a moment and then turned to leave. He needed to get to the village before Krea, if he had any hope of convincing her to join him.
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Chapter 2 - Leaving
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Krea slipped behind an empty merchant cart and peered down the busy strip of road. This was not going to be fun. No fun at all. Even though she didn’t see any of the captain’s guards, she knew they were skulking around somewhere and that they would be watching for her. But, it didn't matter. She had to get that pouch back, regardless of the risk. The money in the purse would feed her for months and pay for passage to the next town. The nobleman had been right about one thing, at least: It was time to leave Trasdaak.

Going through the back alleyways was a bad plan; if the guards were waiting anywhere, it would be there. No, she had to find another way into the manor proper. From there, she could get to the alley and hopefully get back the money bag she had nearly been imprisoned for. 

A page was arguing with a blacksmith over a problem with his master’s sword. A few years ago, she could have passed for one of the nobles’ errand boys, but not anymore. Seeing them did give her an idea, though.

Slipping around to the less reputable end of the marketplace, Krea felt in her pockets for the few valuable trinkets she had lifted from Sorin’s house. If the bed hadn’t been so inviting, she would have collected more. 

The merchants watched her like hungry animals as she stalked the familiar path to Onin’s cart. The trick to dealing with men of his ilk was to be just as ruthless as they were. That, and never go back on an agreement. 

Onin glanced up as she approached, then dismissed her as if she didn’t exist. After a full second, he looked back up in mild surprise. 

His reaction was perfect. If a man as sharp as Onin had difficulty recognizing her in her new, respectable attire, she stood a good chance of slipping past the guards. Krea grinned and leaned against the man’s cart.

“You’re losing your touch, Onin.”

Onin rubbed the back of his hand across his scruffy face. Brown eyes peered out from beneath bushy blond eyebrows as he evaluated Krea’s new look. When he finally met her eyes, his face was completely blank, but she knew he was impressed by the fact that he hadn’t started trying to run her off yet. “And I’m guessing there be a naked page out in an alley somewheres?” he muttered finally.

Krea just smiled and smoothed her tunic. “I can’t believe you would think such a thing of me.” 

“Mmhm.”

“Maybe I bought them,” Krea said a little defensively. “Stranger things have happened, you know.”

Onin cocked an eyebrow in her direction and then went back to arranging the wares on the table. “You got no money. Now, get you out o’ here ’fore that page turns up wanting him clothes back. Last thing I need be the Lady’s guard snooping ’round. Trouble follows you like no one I ever seen.”

“Well, I’ll have you know that I do have money.”

Onin looked up from his table.

“Well, I don’t have it at the moment, but I will. Actually, that is what I’m here for—to get some.”

“I ain’t your rich aunt. Get you out o’ here.”

Krea held her ground. “I have a few things that might interest you, but if you can’t be bothered to look at them, I’ll just go elsewhere.” 

“Just stop your yabber and show me what you got.” As he spoke, his eyes darted up and down the street. That was a good sign. It meant he was ready to do business.

Krea dug her treasures out of her pocket and then out of the small bag she carried, carefully laying them on the table. She had a small silver spoon, a jeweled hair comb, the brass knob off the bed, and a small meat knife with a jewel on the hilt. It wasn’t much, but if she could use it to get to that bag, it would do.

“Aww! What junk. I got no need o’ this.”

Very slowly, Krea removed the items one at a time, starting with the bedknob. When she reached for the hair comb, Onin’s hand shot out and covered the hairpiece. Krea smiled.

“I’ll give you two shol. Nothing more.”

Unperturbed, Krea dragged the comb out from under the man’s hand and started to pocket it.

Onin cursed. “Okay. Three.”

“Three for the comb, maybe, but not for the lot.”

“Give me that,” Onin demanded, snatching the ornament out of her hand. He made a production of inspecting it, but Krea knew full well he was stalling. He had picked up every detail of the hairpiece down to the smallest missing jewel before she had fished the rest of the treasures out of her pocket. Onin was a businessman, but the kind of business he dealt in didn’t offer him the luxury of time. “I’ll give you four shol and a dalman for the whole pile. That be my last word on it.”

Now it was Krea’s turn to stall. She glanced up the street to Onin’s competition, then back down to the upscale merchants fawning over the nobility who had come from nearby villages and towns. When she finally looked back to Onin, a barely detectable smile snuck out from behind his scraggly beard. “Four shol and two dalman,” she countered.

Onin nodded. “Done.” He reached into his pocket and dug out the coin while she once again emptied her pockets and bag. “You be getting a might cocky for a thief, bug. Don’t let them clothes go fillin’ your head with crazy ideas.” Onin handed her the coin. “Bein’ cocky will get you killed, sure as anything.”

Krea only bobbed her head and dropped the money into a pocket. By the time she looked down at the table again, everything had disappeared except the bedknob. She looked up at the man in confusion.

“You keep it. That there fits someone’s bed same as a key fits the lock to my prison cell. I got no need for the likes of that.”

She should have thought about that herself. Oh, well; she was still learning. Krea snagged the heavy fist-size ball and dropped it in the carry bag she had stolen from the wardrobe. She’d get rid of it the first chance she found. 

With real money in her pocket, Krea worked her way back up the street to one of the many food stands lining the wall. She stopped at the second one she came to and pretended to examine the contents of a metal can of dried fruit with the critical eye of the rich. It was early yet and most of the people frequenting the various stands were house servants of one kind or another, so the merchant was in no hurry to attend to Krea’s needs. When the woman did finally step over to see what Krea wanted, she barely managed to hide her boredom. “Can I help you, miss?” the woman asked, carefully placing the fruit balls back in the box.

Krea looked up at the merchant. The woman didn’t seem old enough to be so sour, but she was clearly in no mood to socialize. “I doubt it,” Krea said, and sighed.

The woman arched her eyebrow, but said nothing.

“My lady is in her moon,” Krea explained, idly fingering a glass jar of goddess knew what. “She simply won’t be satisfied, and now she has set her mind on something sweet. Where am I supposed to find something sweet this time of year?”

“Hmm,” returned the merchant, but a tendril of interest touched her face. “Have you thought about hard candy? I have a tin of small drops that she could suck on without anyone being the wiser.”

Krea looked up. “Really? Let’s see them.”

The merchant reached into a box and pulled out a large can brimming with small white balls. “You can have the whole can for five shol.”

“The whole can! What do I want with a whole can? Given the lady’s mood, she’ll hate them and have me washing in the barn to pay back the money I wasted. No, just give me a handful, and if she likes them I’ll come back and get more.”

Apparently, Krea’s mention of the quantity and not the price pleased the merchant, because she lost no time digging out a small fabric pouch. She filled the pouch, pulled it closed, and handed it to Krea. “Two shol.”

“Two shol for one handful when I could have had the can for five?”

The merchant smiled. “You bought the bag as well. Your lady can’t be discreet if she has to dig around in her pockets to satisfy her craving, now can she?”

The woman was smart. Krea would have countered the logic, but it didn’t fit her guise as a lady’s maid spending someone else’s money. “I guess you’re right,” she admitted, reluctantly digging for the coin. “The last thing she needs is for her mother to see her with candy.”

With an appreciative nod, the merchant took the coin. Krea turned and headed down the street for the court. If that bag of money was gone, she had just given up half of all the money she would likely get before she left the village, and all she had to show for it was a bag of candy. 

As soon as she was out of the merchant woman’s sight, Krea cut through a cluster of carts and ducked into a short alleyway. She jogged up past an old thatched roof building in need of new mortar, then turned to follow the wall. In short order, she came to a stand of bushes that had seen better days. 

After a quick glance around to make sure no one was watching, Krea shoved the spindly branches aside and ducked into the now-visible gaping hole. With some effort, she navigated another cluster of plant life notably less cooperative and emerged in the inner court of the Lady’s manor. Now, to get back to the alleyway.

Krea jogged around a large, ornate fountain decorated with a chiseled stone seating area, then stopped to walk as she approached a corner hedged by meticulously-trimmed trees. 

She had been in these outer courts before, but the sheer beauty of the grounds never ceased to amaze her. Towering oaks and whispering aspen dotted the lush green grass that rolled along in small, sloping hills. Painted benches or a cluster of vivid flowers dancing in the early morning sunshine circled each tree. Stone paths wound throughout the courtyard, disappearing around thick stands of bushes and walls covered with climbing vines and flowers. She also knew from her past raids on the Lady Regent’s manor that guards stalked the walkways far more often than the Lady herself.

Sure enough, the clank of a sword echoed from the next turn. Without losing a second, Krea spun and dropped to one knee. It was a good position if she needed to pray again, and if those boots belonged to the captain of the guard, she would need all the prayer she could get. Thankfully, the voice that boomed out from behind her wasn’t the mocking tone of the man who most wanted her dead.

“You there, what are you doing?” the man demanded, stomping closer.

Pretending to tie her boot, Krea glanced up at the guard in mock surprise. She kept her head tilted and made sure that clumps of hair dangled down over most of her face. “I’m taking these to my lady,” she explained, holding up the bag. “I hope they will put her in a better mood.”

The guard rolled his eyes. “If it does, you go back and buy every scrap of whatever’s in that bag. Nordu have mercy. For being a young thing, that girl is cross as a old war horse. Let us all hope her trip to Shaylith will bring her home in a better mind.”

Krea giggled and went back to her boot. She didn’t let out her breath until the man disappeared around the fountain wall. Clutching her excuse for being on the grounds in the first place, she got up and hurried down the outer corridor that was her back way in. She was almost there.

Down the dusty alley, the sight of the familiar snake hole made her smile. One more turn. Just as the last corner came in view, a low hiss sent a chill down her spine. She stopped and held stone still. If that noise came from a chey, it would be the largest snake she had ever seen. With absolute dread, Krea slowly turned around.

A beast, twisted and mangled, crouched on four legs in the middle of the path, its needle-sharp fangs bared. Despite the thin, matted gray fur that covered the body, its head and face seemed oddly human and impossibly forbidding. It hissed again, the sound low and vicious. Even though the creature only came to her hip, its powerful hind legs and daggerlike claws made it lethal. 

It took two quick steps forward and shook like a flea-bitten dog. Wide, webbed wings sprung from muscular shoulders and made a disturbing snap as they unfurled. The thin membrane that covered the wings looked more like scraps of leather lying across bone than actual skin. One thing was certain. The creature was faerie, and running up against a fae was never a good idea.

The faerie dipped its head low to the ground. Huge, orange eyes locked onto hers, and Krea could not look away. She tried to move, but taking a single step was like swimming through mud. Even when the beast launched into the air, she just stood there staring into those angry, glowing orbs. Only when the creature broke eye contact in its effort to attack was the spell finally lifted. 

By then it was nearly too late. 

At the last second, Krea threw herself to the side. She avoided the full impact of the attack, but the faerie’s knife-edged claws raked across her arm, leaving a trail of blood. The wound felt as if a hot poker lay buried under her skin, but she didn’t have time to check the damage. The beast was already crouching for another attack. 

Averting her gaze, Krea rolled to the side. The creature dropped to the ground so close she could see the bugs crawling in its fur and feel the spittle as it snapped its fangs together in anger. It reeked of rotting flesh, and the low growl rumbling out of the faerie’s chest filled the narrow alley. 

She clenched a fistful of dirt and hurled it at what she hoped was the flat, hairless face. Fighting this creature was hard, but fighting it without looking at it was proving impossible.

The faerie growled and swiped the air. 

Krea rolled to the side and jumped to her feet. Her hand went to her knife, but found an empty sheath instead. She glanced at the ground in desperation, but a rhythmic thumping cut her search short. Another beast was dropping out of the sky. 

In blind hope, Krea screamed and swung her carry bag through the air. The heavy ball thumped up against something solid, but who knew what it was. One of the beasts let out a bone-chilling screech. Something hit the ground, maybe one of the monsters, but the other one was definitely unperturbed. It attacked again. 

Searing pain shot up her leg as the creature slashed her calf with its claws. She tried to jump back, but the crippling pain sent her careening backward instead. Grabbing the carry bag again, Krea hurled around hoping to hit the beast, but without the momentum of the full swing, the metal ball inside was useless. The two faeries stalked toward her like crazed dogs about to devour their prey. Krea was out of ideas. She scooted back against the wall and slid down to feet and fists. 

Wet heat from the fae’s breath rushed over her when she started kicking, but a blazing white light as bright as the sun flooded the alleyway. Krea missed the brunt of the blinding effect because she was already squinting to avoid the beast’s paralyzing stare. Both faeries howled in pain. One threw itself against the wall and tried burying its face in the dirt. 

“Caller, leave!” The raspy demand could only have come from one of the fae. The words sounded foreign to the creature’s tongue, as if spoken through a mouth full of rocks. “Go backs to hide, or Mashter takes more than you linksh.”

Another flash lit the alley. Krea yanked her legs in and huddled tight against the wall. Deadly claws lashed out in vain as the creatures howled and screeched. Then, in a burst of blue flame, they both disappeared and the burning white light faded away.

Krea sagged against the wall. She had watched the whole scene through a slit between her fingers, but she still saw spots when she tried to look around the alleyway. She trembled from head to toe. The agonizing pain in her leg and arm, forgotten in the wake of the miraculous light, rushed over her. Through the spots, she made out a figure walking toward her, but she was too terrified to react. 

“Be still,” commanded the familiar voice, now beside her.

Sorin crouched and took her arm in his. Krea glanced down to see what he was doing, and screamed. The hand that held her was not made of flesh. Instead of skin, the surface gleamed in the sun like the polished handle of a blade. Different shades of brown, some deep and others light, streaked and twisted up from his wrist. His hand looked for all the world to be made of wood.

She tried with all she had to scramble to her feet, tried to push him away, but her leg pulsed in pain and she fell again. Before she could make another attempt, the wood hand clamped around her arm. 

Sorin pushed her back down with his other hand, a hand made of flesh. “Be still.”

Krea ignored him and tried to wiggle free again, but he held on to her. 

“I said, be still,” he demanded. “This injury can kill you. Just stop moving.”

She would have tried to get away again, but before she could move, Sorin cupped his human hand over the shoulder wound and closed his eyes. Moving his lips in a silent chant, Sorin summoned his magic once again. Tendrils of warmth swarmed over the wound, driving away the pain and sealing the skin. When he moved his hand, an icy tingle left her skin numb. He repeated the process on her leg and then dropped against the wall, clearly exhausted. 

Across from them sat the guard she had run into earlier. After a strange silence, the man struggled to his feet and sidestepped along the wall, watching Sorin as if he were a deadly animal. 

Sorin just waved an arm at him in curt dismissal without looking up. “Go tell your captain. Go.”

Krea forced a deep breath and looked over at Sorin. He was soaked with sweat and breathing hard, as if he had fought off both faeries with his bare hands. He sat with his head resting against the wall, eyes closed. The hand he had used to heal her looked tan and as normal as any other man's. His other hand was something else altogether. Just past the wrist, Sorin's skin blended into bark. It was unlike that of any tree she had seen, but without a doubt, his left hand was made of wood. The bark was smooth and brown. Deep red and orange streaks ran over the surface, swirling and twisting like the inside of a healthy tree. When he slowly clenched the stick fingers into a fist, Krea jumped.

“What...what is...?” 

Sorin patted her thigh with his flesh hand and held the other up for her to see. “A gift from the drykir.”

“What! A drykir stole your hand and left you that?”

“No. My hand was cut off in a battle. The drykir saved my life and gave me this hand. It won't hurt you.”

Krea couldn't decide if she wanted to touch it or run away. “Does it hurt?”

Sorin shook his head. “No. But it scares people, so I wear gloves.” 

“I can understand why.” Krea rubbed her hand over the spot where the faerie had cut her leg. The place where the wound had been felt oddly numb and tender, like new skin forming under a thick scab, but the gaping cuts were nearly smooth. “What were those?”

“Proth,” he said, closing his eyes again. “Those were proth, and you were one second away from becoming their dinner.”

“Proth?” Krea wrapped her arms across her chest and shook her head to clear it. 

“Aye, proth. Faerie servants of the torbadyn. They were here to kill you, I think.”

“But why? What did I ever do? What do the torbadyn want with a common thief?”

Sorin turned to face her. “Krea, you are anything but common, although I will admit that you are a thief. As to why the torbadyn are after you, I don’t know. They don’t usually go after the kyrni. They attack the callers instead. There is no way around it, though. Those proth were sent for you, not me.” That said, he pushed himself to his feet, picked his gloves up off the ground, and pulled them on after slapping off the dust. “We need to leave.”

Krea stared in utter fascination as the wooden hand slid into the leather. It seemed to move slower than the other hand, but it was just as flexible. “Where are we going?”

“I told you. We have to go to Shaylith.” Sorin picked her carry bag up off the ground and handed it to her. “We can’t delay. Let’s go.”

The idea of seeing elders didn’t sound any better today than it had last night, but the thought of facing the proth again— or worse, the captain— wasn’t any more appealing. Shouldering the bag, she fell in behind the man who had undeniably saved her life. Maybe she would stay with him long enough to get out of Trasdaak.

They followed the same path out of the back alley that they had the previous day, only this time Sorin was obviously in a hurry and Krea wasn’t in a spell-induced stupor. As they passed the corridor that hid her bag, Krea tried to peer discreetly into the shadows. It was too dark to see anything walking so fast. Instead, she waited until they were almost into the main square before turning around. 

“I forgot my knife,” she called, and took off running before Sorin could object. Halfway down the second alley, she stopped and leaned over, pretending to catch her breath. When she was sure no one was watching, she ducked into the dark corridor and felt around for the bag. A soft ching, like sweet music, answered her. 

At first, she meant to drop the money purse into her carry bag, but better judgment warned her away. Instead, she used her belt to secure the purse to the small of her back and loosened her tunic so it fell free of the small bulge. With a few more minor adjustments, the bag was completely silent when she stepped back out into the alleyway. 

She started for the square, but remembered the knife she had professed to retrieve. A quick jog farther up the alleyway, and she was back at the location of the attack. Her knife was nowhere to be found, but the bag of candy lay against a wall covered in dust. She dropped the candy into her bag and hurried back out to join Sorin. Not surprisingly, the captain of the guard was there to greet her.

“So, you returned for your prize, did you,” he said before she had even cleared the alleyway. The smell of sweat and the nasty, green fandyl he chewed wafted over her in the cool morning air.

Krea stopped. “How many times do I have to explain this? I don’t know what you are talking about.”

The vile man took two steps toward her, but Sorin’s presence kept him from moving any closer. “I thought you went to fetch your knife?” he asked, noting the empty sheath hanging against her thigh. 

“I couldn’t find it,” she explained.

“Well, it looks like you found something else, didn’t you? Hand me your bag.”

Relief washed over her as she thanked Nordu for the warning. Still, she didn’t want to seem too eager. Better to let the man think he had found something. With luck, his ultimate embarrassment would keep him from wanting to search further. 

“There’s nothing in there,” she said, trying to skirt around the guard to get closer to Sorin. “What do you want it for?”

The captain sneered. “If there is nothing in it, you shouldn’t have any problem with letting me see inside. Now, give me the bag.”

Krea made slow work of shrugging out of the bag, mostly to prevent it from hitting the money purse at her back, but to the captain’s eager eye, she was trying to avoid the inevitable. Through it all, Sorin remained silent. 

When she finally held out the bag, the captain snatched it away from her in premature triumph. She could see the shape of the ball being shoved to the side as the man searched for his precious evidence. His sneer almost turned to a smile when he found the small pouch. He pulled it out and dangled it in front of her victoriously. Not the bag he was looking for, that much was certain, but enough to get her into his custody. Or so he hoped. 

“And what of this?” he asked, dangling the pouch for all to see.

“What of it? I like candy,” Krea countered with a patient sigh. “I paid for that candy. The lady merchant at the end of the square will testify to it.”

The guard’s face folded into frustrated fury as he pulled the tie strings on the pouch and peered inside. 

“You can have a piece, if you like,” Krea offered, thinking it a nice touch. “It’s very good.”

The captain started toward Krea, but Sorin’s hand on his chest brought him up short. Krea couldn't help wondering what the captain's reaction would have been had Sorin not been wearing his glove. “We will go to the merchant of whom she speaks and confirm her story. If it is not true, you can pursue this issue further, but if it is true, the girl and I are free to go.”

The captain's frustration was obvious, but he wasn't ready to argue with a caller. Instead, he gave Sorin a curt nod and headed for the cart. When Sorin clapped a hand on Krea’s shoulder, she jumped. He pulled her back to walk beside him. She didn’t understand the significance of his actions, but like the captain, she wasn’t about to argue with him after what she had seen. For whatever reason, he had decided that he should be between her and the captain, and that was fine with her.

Not surprisingly, the merchant regarded the party with curiosity. Krea imagined they were quite a sight, Krea with bloodstained clothes, the captain of the guard and a nobleman on one side of her and two soldiers on the other. She wouldn’t have wanted a group like that walking up to her cart, either. To the woman’s credit, beyond her initial shock, she quickly resumed her pleasant, uninterested disposition and waited. 

When the group stopped, Sorin pushed her in front of him, but still well away from the brooding captain. For a split second, she wondered if he was keeping her back away from the onlooking guards because he knew about the bag, but she quickly dismissed that thought. There was no way a noble would help a thief. It just wouldn’t happen. Still, being in front of him was better than being in front of her adversaries. The thump of the small pouch dropping on the table brought the speculation to a halt.

“This skag claims she purchased this pouch from you,” said the guard through clenched teeth. “Is that true?”

The merchant picked up the pouch in question, examined its contents, and after a barely perceptible glance in Krea’s direction, she smiled. “The lady did purchase this from me.”

Krea knew exactly what that glance meant. As subtly as she could, she pushed her hands in her pockets and fingered one of the remaining coins. Nordu, have mercy! she thought. This had better work. She felt like her heart would jump out of her chest any second. 

Whether the captain noticed the exchange between Krea and the woman or not, she couldn’t be sure, but one thing was certain; he wasn’t convinced. The captain leaned across the table with a menacing air and sneered. “Pray tell, lady, why did this girl purchase a pouch of candy when the only bed she has to lie in is the one she exchanges for favors?”

“Watch yourself, Captain,” warned Sorin, his tone suddenly deadly. “You go too far.”

The captain pretended not to hear, but the sudden tension in his neck gave him away. 

The merchant remained ever cool. “Sir, I don’t inquire as the reason for my customer’s purchases. I have found in this business that discretion is usually best.”

The captain started to comment, but Sorin cut him off. As the two faced each other, Krea backed out of the way. “Captain, this matter is finished. The girl will be leaving Trasdaak today. It is not in your best interest to detain her, nor is it in your best interest to detain me.”

Exuding hostility that was almost tangible, the captain curtailed his comment. Instead, he met Sorin’s level gaze and nodded. “And, noble, it would not be in her best interest to ever return to my town.” With that said, he spun around and stormed away with the two guards on his heels. 

Sorin dipped his head to the merchant and thanked her briefly, then turned back toward town. Krea fell in step behind him, but not before taking the candy pouch offered by the woman and slipping a shol into her palm in its place. That had been too close.

As expected, Sorin led them to the far end of the square where Troulas stood holding Drindoc’s reins. The man’s expression was grim when he finally turned to face her. He started to speak, but then thought better of it and turned to his stable boy instead. “Troulas, listen to me. When you get back to the manor, tell Kole that we encountered proth in the village.”

“Proth!” exclaimed the boy, but he held back whatever else he wanted to say due to his master’s dire mood. 

“Aye. Proth. Two. Tell Kole we are unharmed, but to keep a sharp eye. Tell him to use the orb if he needs to.”

“I will tell him.”

Sorin nodded. “Okay, now go straight home. Leave the other errands Kole sent you with for another day. Ride fast and keep your eyes open.” 

Troulas looked pale but eager to rise to the challenge as he nodded his understanding and handed Drindoc’s reins to his master. Sorin patted his servant reassuringly and watched him ride away on a dapple-gray gelding before turning to Krea.

“Well, I had intended to collect supplies before we left Trasdaak, but you put a stop to that this morning, didn’t you?”

Krea started to plead her case, but Sorin just raised his hand to silence her. “No matter,” he said. “We have enough to get us to the next village. Perhaps you won’t have such a cluster of devoted followers there?”

She didn’t comment. She wanted to, but she didn’t know what to say, so she kept quiet and moved to climb onto Drindoc’s back. She needed to mount the horse before Sorin tried to help and discovered the money pouch still lashed to her back. His hand on her arm sent her scrambling backward.

“I'm not going to hurt you,” Sorin said. “My hand won't hurt you.”

“It killed those proth.”

“No. I killed those proth. I just had to take my gloves off to do it.”

Krea watched him for a long moment and tried to decide what to do. She knew he was her only safe way out of the village. She had to go with him, but he scared her. Finally, she gave her hands a hard shake to fight back the fear and walked back over to the big bay horse.

Sorin stopped her again. “No. Drindoc can’t carry us both for this journey. I brought Caldir for you.”

Krea followed Sorin’s gaze over to a copper-brown horse with a dark stripe that ran the length of his back and an impossibly black mane and tail. She blinked, swallowed, and then looked back at Sorin, sure he had lost his mind. “You want me to ride a horse by myself? Are you joking? I don’t know how to ride a horse.”

“Well, you had better learn in a hurry. Caldir is strong and fast, but he isn’t a patient teacher.” When Krea continued to stare at him, horrified, Sorin finally thawed and smiled. “Come. I will introduce you.”

Only after a gentle shove did Krea finally venture toward the horse that seemed just as reluctant to meet her as she was to meet him. Caldir watched her approach with his ears pinned to his head, and when she was nearly to him, the horse snorted and tried to shy away. Krea stepped back two steps and watched in awe as Sorin laid his hand on the frightened animal’s neck and started chanting so quietly she couldn’t make out the words. Within seconds, the horse was calm again. 

“Now come here,” Sorin instructed, holding his hand out to Krea. She noted with some relief that it wasn't the wooden hand that he offered.

She could think of ten things she would rather be doing than standing in front of a horse who, like all horses, hated her, but she didn’t want to walk to the next village, either. Slowly, Krea stepped up beside Sorin and allowed him to place her hand on the horse’s muscular neck. His coat felt smooth and damp. The silky black mane covered the width of his neck and seemed to reflect the sun like a pool at midnight. The scent of dust and cut grass rolled off the animal, and Krea had to admit that the smell was somehow comforting.

As Krea stood stroking the animal’s neck, she suddenly felt a presence in her mind. At first she tried to shove it away, but the presence pressed closer and whispered to her reassuringly. She listened to it for a moment and then turned to Sorin, confused. He nodded toward the horse.

“Reach out and introduce yourself.”

Krea turned back to Caldir and started to speak, crazy as that was, but Sorin stopped her. 

“No. Reach out with your Essence. Caldir can’t understand your words, but he can understand your heart. Introduce yourself.”

Her Essence? What was Essence? The presence continued to press on her mind, so she pushed back. With thoughts of peace, she pushed her mind out to the horse—or tried to, at least—but nothing happened. 

“Feel him,” Sorin said.

Running her fingers through the horse’s mane, Krea tried again. She focused on Caldir’s musky smell, his energy, his frightened eyes. Then it happened. All at once, Caldir was in her mind. He was sweating because of her. He was afraid of her, afraid she would hurt him, kill him. Krea blinked in shock, and then closed her eyes. She projected a feeling of friendship to the horse—told him that she wouldn’t hurt him, that he was safe. Caldir dropped his head. When Krea opened her eyes, Caldir was as calm as a farmer’s workhorse. 

“Wow! What was that all about? I could see inside his head. Well, not inside his head, exactly, but sort of. I mean...” Krea turned to Sorin. “What just happened?”

“You melded. Get on, and let’s go.”

Okay, Krea thought. I just melded. I’m sure it’s nothing to worry about. She didn’t feel overly reassured as she gave Caldir one last pat and stepped over to climb on. Unsure how to proceed, she flipped the floppy stirrup around and tried to hold it still long enough to slide her foot in, but Caldir stepped to the side and she landed hard on her rear. 

The saddle was little more than a mushroom-shaped piece of leather mysteriously secured to the horse’s back. The little molding it offered to create a more comfortable ride didn’t appear to provide any assistance with the actual mounting process. Krea scowled up at Sorin, who was leaning against his horse, laughing.

“Goddess help us!” Sorin said, finally reaching down to help. “This is going to be a long trip.”

Once Krea was back on her feet, Sorin took her left hand and placed it above the horse’s withers. “Grab hold,” he told her, taking her other hand and pushing it toward the stirrup. When the glove of his wood hand brushed her arm, she forced herself not to pull away. “You put your foot in the stirrup, but your weight should be on his neck and back as you get on. Otherwise, the saddle will slip.”

“What good is a saddle if it won’t even stay on?” she complained, while guiding her foot into the stirrup once again. 

This time she pulled herself up with Caldir’s mane instead of climbing with her foot, and managed to get all the way on with only a small boost from her critic.

Sorin turned to his horse and mounted with ease. “You’ll know exactly what the saddle is for in about four hours when you have saddle burns instead of raw flesh. Just do what I do, and if you get in trouble, you can always meld.”

He didn’t sound at all encouraging. With her mind reeling through the many combinations of disaster this man could be calling trouble, she steered her horse away from the wall and fell in beside Drindoc. As they rode out of Trasdaak, the villagers scurried out of the way and glared at the riders. Krea ignored them and glanced around at the place she had called home for so many years. She knew in her heart that she would never return.
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As predicted, by the time the sun was directly overhead, Krea fully understood what the saddle was for. Her inner thighs burned, and she was certain that if she ever managed to separate her pants from the skin on the insides of her knees she would get a glimpse of her own bones. She checked repeatedly for the blood she knew had to be staining her breeches by now, but it wasn’t there. 

Every now and again, Sorin looked over at her and shook his head before returning to his silent vigil. Since leaving the village, except to offer occasional riding instruction, Sorin hadn’t spoken. Krea shifted in the saddle once again. A valiant, if pointless, effort to ease the aching muscles in her back and legs.

“You’ll be more comfortable if you untie the money bag you have strapped to your back,” Sorin said, without turning to look at her.

Krea sucked in a breath and held it while she tried to think of something to say. How did he know? Maybe he felt it when he pushed her onto the horse, but she had been so careful to keep it hidden. Her mind bounced from one possible lie to another, but found nothing suitably believable. Finally, she just let her breath out and resigned herself to the inevitable. 

“How did you know?” she asked, keeping her focus straight ahead.

“Unlike the captain back there, I know what to look for. You came very close to meeting a slow, brutal death in prison. Going back for that purse was foolish.”

“I just...,” Krea stopped in mid-sentence. What could she say? He was right. Oblivious to the reality of her life, but right. “You don’t understand,” she whispered mostly to herself.

Sorin turned to face her, but Krea refused to meet his scolding gaze. “You would be surprised what I understand, Krea. You are far too rare to live your life as a thief.”

Krea snapped her head around and glared at the nobleman riding so regally on his bay stallion. His deep brown breeches and matching tunic probably cost as much as two weeks’ worth of food. The money he paid to have his boots made would likely feed the craftsman for a month. What did he know? He lived in his huge house with servants and serfs to do his bidding. He had no place to judge her. 

“Being a thief is the only thing that has kept me alive. I could have stayed with the trader and lived a life of slavery and prostitution, but I made other choices. Forgive me, your greatness, for not being in a position to make the same choices you made.” Krea gave Sorin a mocking bow, then faced forward again, staring a hole in her horse’s head. 

The horse grew more and more agitated the longer Krea glared, until she finally had to stroke his neck to settle him down. She could see that Sorin was watching her, but she kept her eyes averted. Let him stare. She would leave him as soon as they got to the next village anyway, so what did it matter what he thought?

“We should be coming to a stream soon,” the man said, still watching. “We’ll stop there to rest the horses and eat.”

Krea didn’t even acknowledge that she had heard him speak.

###
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The stream Sorin spoke of wasn’t far away. She waited until her escort settled back into his silent brood and then gratefully untied the belt strap that kept the money bag anchored to her back. The soft leather pouch was wet with sweat, and a dark spot marked what Krea knew to be blood. A blister must have broken and bled from the constant rubbing of her belt. It was worth it, though. As long as Sorin didn’t turn her in at the next village or take the bag from her, that leather pouch was worth almost any price.

Sorin’s mood visibly lightened as he slipped off his horse and loosened Drindoc’s saddle. Krea tried to mimic his graceful dismount, but she met decidedly different results. Instead of dropping to the ground with dignity and style, the instant her feet touched the grass, her leg muscles revolted. She fell forward, catching her mount for support. Sorin's soft chuckle did nothing to improve her mood as she tried to stretch her sore legs. When she looked down, she was sure they would have a permanent bow. They didn’t, but they didn’t exactly look normal, either. 

“Walk it out,” Sorin said. “It will hurt less each day.”

“Thank Nordu for that,” Krea said, shaking one leg, then the other. “I don’t think I can walk it out. I may never walk again.”

He waved her off and flipped her stirrup over the saddle seat. While Krea tried to reacquaint her legs with the old method of travel, Sorin unsaddled both horses, removed their bridles, and untied his food stores. He was sitting against a tree, grinning at her, when she finally hobbled back to the waterfront.

“Well, I’m so glad I can provide you with today’s entertainment,” Krea snapped. 

Sorin laughed and nodded at the ground beside him. “Come eat,” he said. “You’ll feel better after you do.”

Krea joined him by the tree and slowly lowered herself to the ground. He had rolled out some bread and dried meat for lunch and wasn’t waiting on her to begin his meal. She did notice that he was keeping his gloves on again. The horses grazed nearby, unfettered, a state that didn’t seem to concern the caller in the least.

“Aren’t you worried they’ll run away?” Krea asked, grabbing a roll and piece of meat. After riding in near silence for the entire morning, she was looking for anything to make conversation.

“No. If they wander too far, I’ll just call them back. They need to eat, just like we do.” He was still being curt, but at least it was something. She tried again.

“Why was Caldir so afraid I was going to hurt him?”

“He knows what you are.”

That didn’t help. “What do you mean? I’m not going to hurt him. I couldn’t hurt him if I wanted to.”

Sorin looked over at her. “You are a kyrni, Krea. You may as well settle in on that fact. Animals will fear you because they know what you are.”

He still wasn’t making sense, and Krea had held her questions as long as she could. “What about the snakes? They bit the guard, but they just slid right past me. If they feared me, why didn’t the chey in that hole bite me?”

“That’s different. A snake is a predator, like you; or should I say, like your counter. The snakes saw fit to leave you alone because they recognized you as a fellow predator. They did fear you, in a sense, just not the same way prey animals will fear you.” Apparently Krea’s expression didn’t encourage him. “Look, let’s say your counter is a dragon. Dragons eat horses. Dragons don’t usually eat snakes. Caldir sees you as your counter, not as a human. He doesn’t want to be dinner. The snakes see you as your counter as well, and they don’t want to provoke that animal. Does that make sense?”

Krea chewed her bite and then took a long drink from the flask. “Sort of. But why don’t I see me as my counter? When I imagine myself, I don’t see a dragon; I just see me. How can you be so sure I’m a kyrni? Do you see me as my counter?”

Sorin stared out over the water and grew somber again. “You won’t ever see your counter, because when you become that animal, you lose your human self. You become your counter in every sense of that animal, mind and body. If you shift without someone to call you back, you will not have the presence of mind as your counter to shift back.”

“But you can see my counter, right? You can see a dragon in me?”

“No, I don’t know that your counter is a dragon. Thanks to the torbadyn, most of the kyrni that are left shift into dragons, but it wasn’t always that way. There used to be rukhs and gryphons and even felsphynx. I’ve heard legends of other animals, but I doubt they were true.”

“Then how do you know I’m a kyrni?” Krea asked again.

When Sorin finally looked back at her, he seemed older than before, tired. His birch eyes were ancient and filled with pain. “I can feel a kyrni like you can feel the wind or the warmth of the sun on your face. When you are trained, you will know a caller the same way.”

Krea paused. He seemed so sad; she didn’t know what to say. “I felt you in the alleyway that first time. I couldn’t move. You were inside my head. It was as if I were breathing you.”

He smiled softly. “Sorry about that. I have no doubt that the whole experience seemed a little overwhelming. It isn’t always like that, but by the time I got there you were already shifting, so there wasn’t time to coach you down.”

“I was changing into an animal? Did you see what it was? Was it a dragon?”

“No, you weren’t that far into the shift, thank Nordu. You were just blurring.”

Krea mouthed the word blurring as if saying it would somehow give it meaning. Sorin must have noticed, because he patted her reassuringly and pointed to the small creek with his piece of dried meat. “Imagine what that water would look like if it rose up in a column about three times bigger than you are and held perfectly still.”

“That is what I looked like?” She tried to envision the water rising in a vertical wall, smooth and still, both liquid and solid at the same time.

“No.” Sorin tore off a bite of his lunch. “But it is the closest thing to it I can think of.” When Krea turned her most chilling glare on the caller, he only laughed. “When we get to the Royal City, you will understand.” 

She started to tell him that she wasn’t going to the city, but that would only make him that much more guarded. Better to let him think she was one of his obedient servants, willing to follow whatever orders he gave. 

###
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After a wonderfully relaxing break that lasted only half as long as it should have, Sorin showed her how to saddle her horse and they headed out again. The fields rolled around them in endless hills of grassy meadows dotted with summer flowers. Birds dropped in and out of the trees scattered across the countryside, their songs singing the praises of the monstrous elms that ruled over the lands. 

Krea tried to imagine what it would be like to soar over the countryside on dragon wings, every living creature yielding to her massive power. The idea was too much of a stretch, so she settled back into the monotonous silence that once again defined Sorin’s foul mood. 

She attempted to start several different conversations, but the man wasn’t a willing participant. Other than the brief jesting he had done on her behalf over lunch, he seemed content to ride the entire way to Shaylith in silence. As the day waned, heat and boredom finally got the best of her.

“What is your problem?” she demanded, kicking her horse up to join Sorin’s. “You are the one who insisted that I travel with you, and now you act like I’m a curse. If you hate me, why are you dragging me to the Royal City?”

Sorin didn’t even look at her. She may as well have been talking to a boulder. Icy rage bubbled up inside as she stared at the side of Sorin's head. The longer he ignored her, the angrier she became. Who did he think he was? Nobleman or not, he had no right to act so superior. She was just as human as he was. Well, maybe not, but she certainly wasn’t deserving of so much scorn. 

Soft ringing filled her ears, and her chest tightened until it became difficult to breathe. She knew the signs well, but she ignored them. Instead, she continued to glare at the caller, trying to burn a hole in the side of his self-inflated head. Her horse broke into a skittish trot, but Krea paid him no mind as the ringing grew louder and the backdrop of the field faded away. All she could see was Sorin when he finally turned in his saddle to face her.

“Get yourself under control,” he demanded, casting a concerned glance at Caldir. The horse danced to the side and arched his neck as he strained against Krea’s controlling hold on his reins. 

Krea reluctantly turned her attention to her mount, but only long enough to keep the animal from bolting. She had been judged before. Why it suddenly bothered her now, she didn’t know, but it did. When she faced Sorin again, she was still seething. “I don’t need this! I’ve never done anything to you except take a few things out of your house that you probably didn’t even know you had. I’ll pay you for them, if that will make you feel better.”

“With stolen money?” Sorin countered, arching his brow.

“Do I ask you where you get your money?” When Sorin didn’t respond, Krea clenched the leather reins in frustration. Caldir hopped to the side, but she pulled the horse into a pivot, clenching his mane in her fist to stay on, and then once again faced the man she was starting to hate. “Look. Whatever it is you may think I am, I am not one of your servants sworn to jump at your command. I don’t have to put up with you.”

The caller cocked his head and smirked. “And where do you plan to go, kyrni? Back to Trasdaak? I don’t think you will find a warm welcome there. If your friend the captain doesn’t kill you, the villagers will. They don’t trust the kyrni this far from the Royal City, and they will assume you are responsible for the proth’s attack, which is a fair assumption. So, where will you go without me?”

The man was infuriating. Krea could hardly speak through her anger. When she did finally manage to find her voice, it was barely more than a hiss. “I have managed just fine without you my whole life. Don’t kid yourself into thinking that I can’t continue.”

Sorin's expression relaxed in the wake of Krea’s fury. “Krea, you are going to shift. Very soon, your body will do what is natural for it to do, and you will shift. When that happens, the animal you change into will not know that you are part human. You’ll be trapped in your animal counter for the rest of its natural life, and that is a very long time.”

“Good,” Krea spat, still furious. “Then instead of stealing from arrogant nobles like you, I can eat them.” With that, she gave Caldir full rein and they galloped down the well-traveled road much faster than she would have ever dared had she not been consumed with rage. In the distance, she could hear Sorin calling her back, but she let the rhythmic drumming of Caldir’s hooves consume her thoughts as tears streamed down her face. 

For an instant, she had thought she belonged somewhere. She imagined that she mattered to someone, but it had been a stupid dream. No one wanted her, least of all this nobleman. She was on her own once again, which was fine. That was how it had always been. That was how it should be.
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Caldir’s flight finally slowed to a gentle trot, but Krea couldn’t decide if it was because he had run himself out or because her tantrum had passed. Either way, the horse was soaked with sweat. Foam had formed along his shoulders and throat. His nostrils flared as he tried to catch his breath, and he didn’t argue when she slowed him back to a walk. Part of her knew that she should get off and walk him, but she was half expecting to see Sorin come galloping over the hill and she didn’t want to deal with him, not yet. Caldir seemed content to keep going, so she left him to it.

As her mind turned to Sorin, she grimaced. The caller had made a good point. Where would she go? She certainly couldn’t go back to Trasdaak. Faythor was the next closest village within the Empire, but what would she do there? If the caller was right, and she didn’t have any reason to doubt him, she could turn into some magical beast any day now. She didn’t want to be in the middle of a village when that happened. 

Krea looked down at her horse. He was incredible. Sweat had turned his copper coat to a rich brown. The dark stripe that ran the length of his back was now almost black. Muscles flexed with every step, and she longed to know what it would feel like to have that much power at her command. Maybe living the rest of her life as an animal wouldn’t be so bad. After all, she didn’t exactly have the life people dreamed of now. She didn’t even have a place to call home. At least as a dragon, people would treat her with respect.

She sighed and gave her horse an encouraging pat on his sopping neck. No way could she just commit herself to mindlessness, and she knew it. As much as she hated to admit it, Sorin was right. She needed to get to Shaylith. The elders, whoever they were, probably dealt with callerless kyrni all the time. She would just follow the trade route to Faythor and consult a smith when she got there. The smiths always knew how to get from one place to another. Thanks to some poor noble in Trasdaak, she even had coin to help get her to the Royal City. 

With her mind made up, Krea settled into the idea of traveling alone and checked her pack for supplies. She had a bedroll; what looked like a change of clothing, which she needed thanks to the proth; a thin, bent metal rod intended for some inconceivable purpose; and a water flask. Sorin must have kept all the food with him. That was a problem since she had no idea how far away Faythor was. The possibility did exist that she would run into other traders on the road, but it was never a good idea to interact with them. It was even odds on whether they would rob you or help you. 

Caldir kept a steady pace along the hard-packed dirt road, and before she knew it, the sun was dropping behind a hill. She guessed she had maybe an hour before dark. Sleeping outside was normal enough. Having a bit of moonlight would have been nice, but she could cope with the blackness of the dark moon as well. Even the lack of food wasn’t a major concern. She was used to going without. 

No, what concerned her most was deciding what to do with her horse. She had never cared for a horse before. He needed to eat, she knew that much. Sorin had just turned him loose during lunch, but she couldn’t imagine trying to get to Shaylith on foot. What if he wandered off? What if he decided he didn’t want to carry her anymore? She didn’t have a rope to tie him with, and she had no idea how to call him back the way Sorin did.

Krea glanced out across the plain. She could hear a stream in the distance, but other than that, everything was quiet. A waterfront seemed like a good place to make camp, so she nudged Caldir off the trail and headed through the tall grass toward the sound of the water. 

The foliage bent under Caldir’s hooves, leaving a narrow trail to mark their path through the field. The stream wasn’t far off the main road, but Krea knew better than to camp out in the open. No sense calling attention to herself. Instead, she followed the water down the hill, where it meandered into a small tree-filled gorge that smelled of pine needles and wild mint. Short green grass lined gently-sloping banks, and the soft rumble of water rushing over rocks gave the grove a peaceful air. She graced the area with one more approving glance and slid out of the saddle. 

By some miracle, she wasn’t as sore as she had been when they had stopped for lunch. Exactly why that was, she couldn’t guess, but she was thankful. A nagging voice told her to wait until the morning, but she opted to ignore it and removed Caldir’s saddle instead. The area previously covered by the small blanket and saddle was still wet with sweat, but a thin layer of crusted salt covered the rest of the horse’s body. 

Even though she wasn’t sure why, Krea was certain the tiny salt crystals that clung to her horse’s coat had to come off. The details relating to how that was supposed to happen escaped her. She had seen stable hands using metal brushes and rags, but she had neither. On the other hand, Caldir had carried her on his back all day, and the least she could do was help get the grime off him. The only way she knew to do that was to wash it off, even if it meant going into the creek.

After peeling off her boots and stockings, Krea led Caldir to the small stream and stopped right on the edge. She hated rivers, and it didn’t matter how small they were. It looked shallow, but rivers were notoriously deceptive creatures. To be sure, she picked up a stick and poked at the water before venturing in up to her knees. The water was ice cold, but she had washed in melted snow, so anything shy of that was an improvement. 

Caldir didn’t like the idea of standing in the running water any more than Krea did, but with a little mental persuasion, he settled down and waited while she stripped off her shirt and soaked it in the water. Once the horse agreed to stand still, the process of washing him took less time than she expected. In the end, the horse was as clean as the first time she had seen him, albeit a bit soggy. 

Shivering, Krea hurried to wash the trail off as much of her skin as she could get to without stripping completely, and then pulled the change of clothes out of the travel pack. She was delighted to find not only another tunic as nicely stitched as the first one Sorin had given her, but also a summer cloak. 

Caldir was already munching on grass when Krea, now wrapped in warm wool, finally turned her attention back to him. It would be very bad if he ran off. As an experiment, she tried to touch the horse’s mind the way she had done in Trasdaak. It was awkward at first, like finding a feather in a dark room, but eventually her mental dexterity improved. Caldir looked back at her with a curious eye, but otherwise ignored her clumsy attempts at communication. 

Finally, she pushed her thoughts forward and brushed the illusive tendrils of Caldir’s mind on the first try. She started to tell him what she wanted, but remembered Sorin’s lesson. Instead, she pushed the idea of returning to her into the animal’s head and waited. To her absolute delight, the horse turned around and wandered toward her, snatching a clump of grass on the way. 

Krea was so excited; she clapped her hands and let out a squeal. Caldir snapped his head up and hopped to the side with a threatening snort, but went no farther. 

“Easy now, Caldir,” Krea cooed, mimicking the words she had heard others use with horses. “I’m sorry about that.” She held her hand out and walked up the hill to where the horse waited. At the same time, she touched his mind again and sent reassuring thoughts. In response, the buckskin dropped his head and resumed his walk to meet her. When they met in the middle, Krea kept her emotions contained and scratched the horse’s big brown head instead. In short order, he was back to his meal and she was back to remembering that she didn’t have one.

Without rope, she couldn’t set any snares. Caldir would surely lend his mane and tail to the cause, but braiding a rope took days and she had less than an hour. Dusk was almost upon her. Fishing wasn’t an option either in the limited light, so Krea set to foraging and prepared for another day without dinner. Her gathering did finally yield a small patch of wild strawberries that were still a bit too green, but little else. 

Before dusk turned to night, she grabbed her precious money purse and made her way back to the small deer bed that she had claimed for the night. As she brushed pine needles over her bedding to add extra insulation against the chilly night air, Krea realized she was better off than she was most nights. She had clean clothes, a cloak, a blanket to sleep in, and at least a little something in her stomach. From here, her life looked great.
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Sorin watched Caldir gallop away with the kyrni barely clinging to his back. This journey was going to be much harder than he had feared. He kept telling himself that she was just a package he had to deliver, another aspect of serving the Empire. All he had to do was bring her to the elders and leave; no personal attachment to the outcome was necessary. Unfortunately, after years of careful suppression, memories of his lost link, Tormismir, were making his cavalier attitude difficult to maintain. Krea’s age wasn’t helping, either. She was young and vulnerable, but also endowed with the curse of youthful impulsivity. He wasn’t sure he could put up with her for the many weeks it would take to get to Shaylith. 

Then there was the possibility that they wouldn’t make it to the Royal City at all. Krea was close to her shift. Too close. As much as Sorin didn’t want to admit it, he was going to have to teach her the ways of the kyrni or risk watching her suffer the same fate as his lost link. 

Drindoc danced sideways in his effort to join Caldir, but Sorin held him back. No point in chasing her down. Like last time, he knew where she was going. Let her run herself out and settle down, and then he would try to make a truce with her for at least long enough to get her handed off to the elders. She would be their problem then, assuming she stayed in human form that long. Sorin let the dust settle before finally giving the stallion his head and resuming his journey.

For reasons he couldn’t explain, the path seemed oppressively silent. He couldn’t really attribute his feelings to Krea's absence. He had avoided her efforts at conversation all day. Whatever the cause, his solitude was suddenly palpable. 

Sorin stared out across the meadow on his left. The birds seemed to whisper their songs. The soft rustle of the long grass was drowned by the heavy fall of his horse’s hooves. Even the myriad of mammals that had scurried through the field only hours before had apparently gone into hiding. Only after straining for several moments was Sorin finally able to pick out a small squirrel hurrying up a tree to hide her wares. 

He glanced up. The sun was finally through its crest. For safety reasons, Sorin knew he should rejoin Krea before nightfall, but the thought of dealing with her temper tantrum held no appeal. Neither did the idea of dealing with his own foolish pride. Goddess have mercy, it was going to be a long trip. Sorin clicked Drindoc into a canter.

A surprising distance up the trail, Sorin reined in his horse. Cut across a field of tall, yellowing grass was a path as clearly visible as if it had been marked with rocks and downed logs. Krea had clearly decided to make camp in that general direction. Why? He couldn’t answer, but her decision was dangerously obvious. How the girl had survived as long as she had was anyone’s guess. The crushed grass that marked her direction was as much an invitation to cutthroat bandits as a loaded merchant cart with a broken wheel. Maybe more so. Merchants traveled well-armed and were more often than not shielded by magic. 

Sorin reined his mount toward the grass and followed the path. Halfway across the wide field, he heard the soft thunder of water rushing over rocks. How could he have missed it before? Without a doubt, Krea had left the trail to find the stream. She had to have heard the water from the road, but he had stood on the road for several minutes and hadn’t heard a thing. Maybe Kole was right. Perhaps the years were catching up, after all. 

As Sorin wrestled with that possibility, realization slapped him on the back of the head. He pulled his horse to a halt. “Sorin, you’re an idiot,” he said to the silent field. “How can you be so stupid?”

Drindoc reached down to nibble at the long grass, but Sorin nudged him back into a walk. Of course she could hear the water. She was kyrni. She could hear and see things long before a normal person could, and so could he when he was with her. The wild creatures in the field weren’t behaving any differently; he just couldn’t see or hear them like he had during the morning half of their trip. Without the kyrni, he was just another man.

Sorin scowled into the silence. The sooner they reached the Royal City, the better. After Tormismir’s lost shift, Sorin had moved as far from other kyrni as he could get, and he didn't want to change anything now. The taste of kyrni magic only strengthened his resolve. If he could shed his caller magic, he would. Unfortunately, it owned him. He could keep it away from its counterpart, though.

When Sorin reached the water’s edge, Krea was nowhere to be found. He backed his horse away from the soft dirt and searched the ground for Caldir’s trail. It took him only a second to find it. Krea had wandered downriver, and like last time, she had given no thought to hiding her trail. He was just about to follow the tracks when the memory of Krea’s tantrum stopped him. 

As stubborn as that girl was, he didn’t have a blind man’s chance of convincing her that her choice of sanctuary was a bad one. No, his best bet was to let her learn the lesson herself. Let her be set upon by a “bandit.” Then she would be much more attentive to his teachings. 

A quick glance at the surrounding area offered the perfect opportunity. Just at the edge of the field where the forest started again was a steep embankment. From the top of the rise, he would be able to see the waterfront from the cover of the trees. 

Despite its angle, the hill was easy enough for Drindoc to navigate. It was also well worth the climb. Just as Sorin had hoped, the winding river path opened up before him and Krea was none the wiser to his presence. Not even Caldir knew he was being watched. Drindoc spotted his stable mate and started to call out to him, but Sorin touched his mount’s mind with a command for silence and the horse obeyed. Below him, Krea moved about, oblivious to his presence.

Caldir was already unsaddled and standing in a shallow part of the river. Sorin watched in confusion as Krea stripped off her shirt and dunked it in the water. The sun was already waning. He couldn’t imagine that she was hot, and he didn’t think she was the cleanly type. She drew the sopping shirt out of the river and ran it across Caldir’s neck. She was washing the horse. Sorin couldn’t believe it. 

As he watched her dunk the shirt, then drag it running with water across the horse’s salty coat, he had to smile. She had no idea what she was doing, but her bath was exactly what her horse needed. Standing in the cool, running water would help reduce any swelling in his legs brought on by his hard run. The river would also soften any soil that may have been caught in the frog of his feet, preventing stone bruising later. In her effort to wash him, Krea was rubbing down tight muscles and washing away any caked-on mud that could get under the saddle in the morning. Krea didn’t know it, but she was keeping her mount as sound as possible. 

Once Caldir was clean enough to pass her inspection, she started on herself. Sorin looked on, prepared to look away if she decided to pull off her undershirt and breeches, but his earlier assessment was correct. She wasn’t the cleanly type. A quick scrub of her exposed skin was enough for her. He shivered. That water had to be cold.

After a bit more meandering about her camp, Krea turned Caldir loose to graze. Sorin watched, somehow pleased that the kyrni allowed the horse to wander up the embankment before eventually calling him back. She was a fast learner. That was good. With everything she had working against her, namely time, she would need to acquire knowledge at an impossible rate. 

Krea finally headed out into the forest. Sorin frowned. He had forgotten about that. All of the food was with him. Did he let her go hungry but teach her the importance of hiding her tracks, or go to her rescue and hope she listened to him before the consequences were far more serious than a lecture? As he considered just how long this trip would be with an undisciplined, spiteful adolescent on his hands, Sorin came to the hard conclusion. She had gone hungry before. Going without dinner wouldn’t kill her, but real bandits might. If she didn’t learn to curb her tongue, he most definitely would teach her.

Decision made, Sorin dismounted and hurried to set his own camp in order before the sun disappeared completely. Just as the last tendrils of light pulled out of Krea’s valley, Sorin watched the girl tuck into an old deer bed, money bag in hand, and smiled. At least she had that much figured out.

###
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Life didn’t look nearly as wonderful when Krea snapped her eyes open to the dusty dawn light. Instincts kept her where she lay, still half-covered by pine needles, but her heart thumped so loudly she imagined her chest must be shaking. Hoofbeats drummed through the ground, and she could tell from the sound that more than one horse was stomping about her camp. 

Holding to her spot in the roots of the tree, she reached out to Caldir. He was close, but unhappy and alarmed. She had forced herself awake several times during the night to be sure he hadn’t wandered away, so she was getting good at sensing his presence. Likewise, she knew his nervousness was warranted. 

Very slowly, Krea lifted her head out from the blanket. At first, she saw nothing; only her pack lying by the rock where she had left it. Then she noticed the saddle was missing. So was the bridle and saddle pad. Krea was just about to venture a better look when black hooves attached to long, brown legs appeared right in front of her. 

She held her breath, fighting not to sneeze as dust from the horse’s footfall sprayed across her face. Those weren’t Drindoc’s legs. Someone else was in her camp, and whoever it was had her horse. 

A low whistle cut across the clearing. Moments later, the horse pivoted away, nearly stepping on Krea in the process. She jumped back but then froze again, praying that the rider hadn’t heard her. The horse continued across the camp. 

She assumed she was still undetected, but that wasn’t terribly relieving. She had to do something. She couldn’t just let them take her horse, especially since he wasn’t actually her horse to take. Sorin could demand ten years of servitude as payment for Caldir if she lost him to these raiders. On the other hand, they could capture and sell her as a slave once they were outside of the Empire. Neither option sounded overly appealing. 

Krea squeezed her eyes closed and forced her brain to work. She knew she could get out of this, but how?

From somewhere behind her, she heard Caldir’s worried nicker. She started to calm him with her mind, but then thought better of it. Perhaps she could use the horse as a distraction and at least get herself to safety. Then she would figure out a way to get her horse back. Now the trick was figuring out how to explain her plan to a horse. 

Krea sent a picture of Caldir rearing and running around, but the horse didn’t respond. She yelled at him to run with her mind. He still didn’t seem to understand. She tried asking, but she heard nothing but the muffled conversation of her invaders across the camp. 

What was wrong with her! She had done it before. Twice, actually. So why couldn’t she scare the beast now? 

She thought back to the previous times. She hadn’t actually thought any one thing at her horse that had spooked him. Rather, she had thought too much, too intensely. With that in mind, she tried again. Krea reached out, found the horse’s mind, and threw all of her fear into it. In response, the gelding cried out in panic, and a snapped tree branch testified to his decision to leave the danger behind. 

A man yelled from across her camp in the choppy trader language that she knew too well. The invader’s brown horse ran by her hiding place, followed by a second and then a third. How many remained, she couldn’t guess, but Krea knew she was going to have to take her chances. 

As quietly as she could, Krea hugged her money purse to keep it silent, slipped out of her burrow, and ran for the cover of the nearby trees. 

She hadn’t taken more than five running steps when a single voice cut across the heavy morning air, commanding her to stop with hair-raising authority. She would have kept running, except it was a voice she recognized. Now the question was whose side was he on?

Slowly, Krea turned and looked up at Sorin, who seemed impossibly tall astride his huge bay stallion. He, however, was not looking at her. His hawkish gaze was locked on something else entirely.

“I said stop,” he repeated, this time more quietly, but no less convincing. “Release that animal instantly. Krea, go get your horse.”

Krea hesitated for only a second, but then ran to the stream where Caldir was fighting against the rope of one of the invading horsemen. The man stopped trying to pull the horse along, but he didn’t drop the rope.

“And who are you that you would command my people?” called another man from farther up the hill. 

Sorin’s answer was an incredulous glance up the embankment.

“Sorin...,” the man said, obviously disturbed. “I did not recognize you, milord. What brings you out this way?”

“Tal Sorin, trader, and my reasoning is my own. By what right do you seize my property?”

Krea blinked back at the caller. She had heard that title before in the alleyway, but couldn’t place its meaning. Whatever Tal meant, it created a stir among the other riders. It was either that, or the fact that Sorin was pulling off his gloves.

The man holding Caldir’s rope dropped it instantly, and the other two quietly backed away, giving Sorin a wide berth as he rode the rest of the way down the embankment, his wooden hand resting casually on his lap. The man on the hill made no move to approach. 

As Krea hurried to slip the noose off her horse’s neck, she watched the astonishing confrontation. Sorin was outnumbered five to one, yet he sat upon his horse as if he were passing sentence on a vagrant tenant.

“My apologies, Tal,” the man corrected. “I was not trying to steal your horse, though I certainly understand why it would seem that way. He...he was loose. We were only trying to catch him...hold him until his rightful owner could be found. I had no way of knowing his owner was so close.”

“I see,” Sorin said, brushing Krea and her horse with a brief glance. “Odd how he managed to tack up before running off.”

The trader shifted in his saddle. He started to speak, but opted for silence in the end. “Trader Kalni, I am going to assume this entire encounter is the result of a terrible misunderstanding. After all, I would hate to...” 

A shriek pierced the small clearing. Krea looked up just as one of the horrid proth dropped down from the trees. It would have raked its deadly claws across Caldir’s back, except that the clearing was not wide enough for its broad wings. The vile creature’s tattered wing snagged on a small branch as it dove, throwing it off course. As it swooped sideways, a knife plunged into its chest.

“Run!” 

“Krea, move!”

The traders shouted in their clipped language. Where had the knife come from? Had one of the traders thrown it? She hadn’t seen any of them fingering a throwing knife.

“Krea. NOW!”

Sorin’s scream barely rose above the din. She knew she should try to think about what he was telling her, but it was just so hard to focus. 

The proth clawed its way down the tree like some kind of giant, misshapen squirrel; the limb still dangled from its wing.

“Look away. Don’t look at its eyes!”

A trader swung a sword at the monster’s furry neck, but it barely made contact before the creature swung its deadly claws around and ripped the man open. Blood spurted from the place where his stomach had been.

“Goddess, Krea, MOVE!” 

Move. She heard that word. Move. 

Another sword slashed down in front of her. The trader bearing it shoved her backward. Finally, the clearing came back into focus. She rolled sideways, surprised to find herself on the ground, and scrambled toward the first tree she saw. Another man screamed behind her, but she didn’t look back. No doubt those endless orange orbs would be waiting for her again.

A man grunted. Krea tucked in closer to the tree and squeezed her eyes closed. She didn’t even have her knife. That would be the first thing she bought in Faythor. A knife. A big knife. 

“Kalni, move away. I can kill it.”

Sorin sounded winded. Or maybe that was just frustration. 

Another gurgled scream. It seemed a waste to buy a knife when she could probably steal one. Then again, stealing a sheath was almost impossible and she was getting herself a proth-killing knife. That kind of knife wouldn’t fit in her little sheath. Better to just pay for it. She did have the money.

Bright light filled the woods. Another of the traders yelled. 

“Mashter will...” The voice wheezed out of a throat not used to speech. Whatever else he was trying to say was lost. A sticky silence fell over the clearing. 

Krea waited a few beats before chancing a glance around her tree. The proth was gone, probably vanished by the sunball like the two in the alleyway. Sorin stared at a spot in front of him, his expression grim, his sword still clenched in his right hand. The trader he called Kalni stood much the same way to Sorin’s left. For a long moment, no one spoke. A soft shuffle broke the impasse.

Both men spun at the noise, swords raised. “Stop,” Kalni said. “That’s my son.” He sheathed his sword and ran toward the injured man limping out of the woods. 

Krea looked around. She needn’t have bothered. The other two traders were dead. 

“Get away!” Kalni yelled. 

Krea turned back to see him, sword once again drawn and pointed at Sorin, who stood several paces away, his hands held out in a gesture of peace.

“I may be able to heal him,” Sorin said. 

“I said get away.” The trader’s tone took on a dark edge that made Sorin step back. “I heard that thing call you master. You are a spy. Now get away from my son.”

“Kalni, think about what you are saying. You know what I am. I heard that proth say something, but it sure didn’t call me master. How could I possibly be a spy?” Sorin held up his wooden hand. “After all I have done for the Empire, how could you call me a spy?”

“Seems to me you haven’t done anything but hide in Trasdaak for years. Maybe you’re helping bring the Tisher over? Maybe getting that hand left you with a grudge against the Empire? I just know what I heard. That thing looked at you and you looked back. The proth magic didn’t touch you, did it, caller? Why not? I’ll tell you why not. Because it was here to do your bidding. Now get out of here.”

The two faced each other for a few moments longer. Sorin looked like he wanted to say something, but instead he turned to Krea. “Get your things.”

She wasted no time gathering her belongings and shoving them into the roll. In minutes, she was leading Caldir across the clearing, but she paused in the exact spot the proth had been killed. She knew that was the spot because the knife that had been buried in its chest was lying right at her feet. 

She glanced around. Kalni leaned over his son, his back serving as a curt dismissal. Sorin stared at the two dead men whose disemboweled bodies lay on the bank like dead rabbits. She pushed dirt over the bloody blade with the toe of her boot. Now that was a proth-killing knife, if ever there was one. Maybe it hadn’t actually killed the proth, but it had made a strong effort anyway. 

Krea pulled her sleeve down over her hand and checked around one more time. In a quick, fluid motion, she bent over, scooped the knife into her sleeve with the help of her boot, and started walking out of the clearing. Of course, she didn’t have a sheath, but she would deal with that later.

“Give me that,” Sorin said before she had even made it to the edge of the trees. 

Where had he come from? She turned to face him. He was pulling on his gloves not five steps from her. “You weren’t even looking at me. How could you possibly have seen?”

In answer, he just held out his hand.

“Goddess, Sorin.” She slapped the knife into his gloved hand. It was a nice one, too. Well balanced. Not too ornate as to call attention to itself, but well made. “It’s not like he needs it. He’s dead.”

Sorin’s face scrunched up in something between disgust and astonishment, but he didn’t comment. Instead, he shook his head and looked down at the knife. After spinning it around in his palm a couple of times, he flipped the knife over, grabbed the blade between his thumb and forefingers, and threw it full force at Kalni.

Krea didn’t have time to scream. She slapped her hand over her mouth and bit back a yelp as the blade sank deep into a tree an arm’s reach from Kalni’s shoulder. To his credit, the man barely flinched as the blade bit into the wood, but did not otherwise acknowledge Sorin’s implied threat. Sorin then turned, gave a low whistle that brought Drindoc out of his hiding place in the woods, and mounted.

Only after they were well away did Sorin finally speak. “That could have gone better.”

She nodded. 

They rode in silence again as Krea reviewed the whole incident in her mind. “How did you know I was there?”

“Because you left a trail that a blind man could follow across that grass field. It practically begged for an attack. You have to be more careful.”

She didn’t know what to say. She hadn’t even thought about it when she left the main road. All her efforts at hiding once she reached the waterfront were useless. She probably would have been safer camping right on the road.

“I didn’t even see the rider on the hill,” she admitted. “There he was, riding a big black horse, standing on the side of a hill, no less, and I didn’t see him.”

Sorin shrugged. “Don’t feel too bad about it. I am a man on a big, dark horse. I was standing on that same hill most of the night, and they didn’t see me until I rode down to stop them from stealing my horse.”

“Oh? Stealing your horse. That’s why you rode down? So what if they steal me and sell me the second they cross the river, but don’t let them steal your horse.” 

The tiniest smirk nudged its way past Sorin’s stony expression. “Do you have any idea how hard it is to find a horse like Caldir?”

All at once, her brain latched onto his earlier comment. “Did you say you had been on the hill all night? Were you watching me?”

“Aye. I was going to be the one raiding your camp this morning. I hadn’t planned on having to run off the real raiders. You did a good job taking care of your horse, by the way. Do you have all of your belongings out of the clearing?”

She nodded. 

“Good. Your money?”

“Of course. They were headed for Trasdaak, weren’t they?”

“That’s my guess.”

“And now Kalni thinks you are a spy?” 

“He’s just shaken.”

“You hope.”

Sorin didn’t comment, so Krea continued. “Because when Kalni gets to Trasdaak, thinking you are bringing over spies from Tisher...”

“And sees the hands brought in to help the serfs...aye. I can’t do anything about it from here and I can’t go back to Trasdaak now, so it will just have to run its course.”

Krea glanced over at Sorin. “So why did that proth call you master?”

“It didn’t,” he said, still staring straight ahead. “It said something about its master, but I assure you that isn’t me.”

“I didn’t think you were,” Krea said. “After all, why would you kill your own proth?”

“That’s your reasoning? That is why you don’t think I’m a spy?”

“What?” She wasn’t about to tell him his spy status was still in question. 

“Nothing. Just ride your horse.”
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They passed two more trader caravans before midmorning, but Sorin heard them long before the outriders trotted into sight. On both occasions, he pulled Krea off the road to hide in the forest until the traders were well behind them. No sense setting themselves up to be robbed. 

After they picked their way through the brush back to the main road, Krea followed Sorin’s lead and slid down from the saddle to lead her horse along from the ground. “How do you know all this stuff?” she asked, pulling the girth loose on the saddle.

“I’ve spent many years on roads like this one. More years than I care to think about.”

“It can’t have been that many. You aren’t that old.”

Sorin snorted. “I’m older than you think, child. The magic hides my years.”

Krea took a good look at her traveling partner. His features were as dark as his mood. Nearly black hair accented his sunbaked brown skin. Pale eyes shrouded by dark brows made his gaze that much more intimidating. Even if he weren’t a wizard, Krea knew she didn’t want to cross him. 

Life had left its mark around his eyes and mouth, but nothing that she would consider extreme. In fact, the creases added to Sorin’s regal demeanor. He reeked of nobility, and he didn’t look to have even fifty years—and that was if she stretched it. 

Sorin looked over at her and smiled. “You about done?” 

“Done what?”

“If you had stared any harder, you’d have hurt yourself.”

The heat of embarrassment burned her cheeks. “It’s just that you don’t look that old. You said earlier that you could be my grandfather, but that would give you at least sixty years, and there is no way you have that many.”

Sorin grinned. “Is sixty old?”

“Are you kidding? Sixty is nearly dead. Not even dragons live much past that.”

Sorin laughed aloud. “‘Not even dragons’ she says. Ah, the voice of youth. Don’t let Kole hear you talking like that.” He shook his head. “I have closer to eighty. To be honest, I’ve lost count. I could have reached my eightieth year and moved on, for all I know.”

Krea started to ask how his claim was possible, but he held up a hand and stopped her. “Look, the kyrni are a long-lived race, and when we are linked with them the callers share that magic. We live much longer than normal men because of our connection to the kyrni.”

“So you are linked?” Krea searched the sky. “Where is he?”

Sorin’s smile disappeared. “My link is gone.”

“Gone where? Oh,” Krea added after a second. “He’s dead. I’m sorry. I remember the proth saying that. I didn’t mean to bring up a bad memory.”

“He’s not dead. At least, I don’t think he is. He lone-shifted.”

Every part of her wanted to pursue Sorin’s comment, but she could see that the topic was a painful one. She had just decided to ask about lone-shifting another time, when she realized Sorin was watching her.

“He shifted into his counter without me there to bring him back,” Sorin said, still focusing on Krea. 

“So he is stuck as a dragon? Forever?”

Sorin turned his attention back to the path. “Tormismir countered with a rukh, but aye, his human form is lost forever.”

“A rukh? One of the massive birds with giant claws that can carry away an ox? I didn’t know they were real. He’s stuck like that?”

“Well they aren’t as big as that, but aye. He is stuck like that. And that’s what will happen to you if you change without your caller present; that is why I must get you to the Royal City as soon as possible.”

A thousand questions churned in her head, but she held them all inside. She could tell from the set of his jaw that her guide was through with the conversation. 

As she followed the road, she imagined what the Royal City might look like. Would kyrni be as numerous as the merchants of Trasdaak? Maybe she would be treated with respect, even feared, since she was apparently one of these sacred people. 

She was just imagining how fun it would be to swoop down over the horrible captain of the guard with her dragon talons extended, ready to snatch him from the ground, when she realized that her horse had stopped. Sorin was mounting up again. “When do we stop for lunch?” she asked Sorin as he rode past her.

“We don’t.”

Krea frowned, finished tightening the straps, and pulled herself up into the saddle. They had eaten their morning meal on horseback as well, and she was ready for something besides dried meat and crunchy biscuits. Of course, it was better than going without, but still. “If we’re in such a hurry, why are we keeping the horses to a walk?” 

“Two reasons,” he said without looking back. “First of all, I want to be well away from Trasdaak and over the Marlean River before I start calling any more attention to myself than absolutely necessary. Secondly, these two horses have to get us halfway across the Empire and get me back. I have no desire to contend with injuries caused by overextending them on the second day of this journey. After a run like you and Caldir had yesterday, he should have been stabled today. It is very hard on a horse to run them out like that.”

Krea scowled. She wanted to protest, but knew she couldn’t. Her tantrum yesterday had been foolish, to say the least, and now they were both paying for it. She had to at least try to save her dignity, though, so she pressed on. “How will we call attention to ourselves if we go faster?”

“Krea, think. Why would we have need to go faster?”

He wasn’t making sense. Krea knew she should be catching something, but his point eluded her. She remained silent.

Sorin finally looked at her. “Okay, think of it this way. If you saw a couple of people galloping down a road a long way from any town, what would you think?” 

“Well, I’d think they wanted to get to the next town before nightfall.” She paused and smiled as the truth dawned on her. “I’d think they had something that someone else might want, which was why they wanted to be off the road by nightfall.”

“Now you’re thinking. We are much better off taking our time, at least until we cross the river, maybe even until we reach Ryth. Hopefully we can make up the time once we leave the trade route. Truth be told, our best option is actually to cut through the forest.”

“What forest?” Krea demanded, clicking Caldir up even with him.

“The Nayli.”

Krea checked to be sure the noble was serious. “Are you insane? We can’t go through the Nayli Forest. I’ve heard traders talk about that forest for as long as I can remember. People who enter it are never seen again.”

Sorin smirked. “Well, if that’s the case, then where do these traders get their information?”

“From the dying words of the people who come crawling out just before they turn to dust! You don’t really intend to cut through the Nayli?”

“We’d probably be fine, but no, I don’t. Well, I’m mostly sure I don’t. Going around that forest will add a month to my trip. I’d rather cut through it.” He looked hard at her as he continued, talking more to himself than to her. “Probably not a great idea, cutting through the forest with you, but it would really help.”

“Oh, blessed goddess,” Krea said, looking up into the clouds and drawing the sacred triple spiral in the air before her. “I am going to die soon. My thanks for getting me out of that little situation with the guards, and I’m really sorry I didn’t live long enough to show you that I was sincere.” 

Sorin’s belly laugh interrupted her prayer.

“I’m being serious,” Krea chastised. “If you cut through the forest, you’ll get us killed or eaten or turned into proth, and then eaten or something worse than being eaten. I want to be sure my life is in order before I meet the goddess.”

Sorin was still laughing when he answered. “You’ll be needing to give that money purse back then, won’t you?”

“I was thinking of that as a gift from the goddess,” Krea said quietly.

“I bet you were.” Still chuckling, Sorin turned to her. “We are not going to die. I’m not planning on it, anyway. And we aren’t going through the forest. Probably. The only reason people have trouble in the Nayli is because they don’t understand her. That forest is a living thing, and she is protective of her treasures. As long as we respect her, she will leave us alone.”

“How do you know? Have you ever been through there before?”

“Many times,” he assured her. 

“What are you?” Krea asked. “How is it that you have been to all of these places? Aren’t nobles supposed to just travel back and forth between their summer manor and their wintering house?”

“I’m not a noble.”

Krea cocked her head and stared at the man with one eyebrow raised, expressing the absurdity of his statement.

“Okay, I am a noble, but not the kind you’re thinking of. I’m a steward of the Lady. I go where she bids me to go. It has only been in recent years that I’ve had land to call home. You could say that I came into your idea of nobility late.”

Krea adjusted her feet in the stirrups and shook her head in protest. “I don’t know who you’re trying to convince, but it isn’t working on me. You were born into nobility. I’d be surprised if you even had to gather wood as a child. I can spot wealth as well as the next person, but there is a huge difference between just having money and being bred into it. You have privilege coursing through your veins.”

The caller started to answer, but the sound of a rider coming up the road forestalled his comment. He didn’t have to say a word this time; Krea knew just what to do. Slowly, so as not to have Caldir’s hoofprints leave too sharp an indentation, Krea eased her mount off the road between two large pines. She then doubled back into the brush so that she could see the road. If the rider stopped to follow their trail, they would see him and could ambush him from behind, if need be. 

In silence, they waited.

When the two riders finally rounded the curve, Krea knew right away that something about them wasn’t right. One at Sorin’s grim frown confirmed her suspicion. They rode too straight in their saddles. They moved too much like trained horsemen; their horses glistened too much in the filtered sunlight. These were no traders. Though they rode at an easy pace carrying on a casual conversation, even from her hiding spot she could see how they constantly glanced around. The dark-skinned man let his right hand dangle against his thigh, conveniently close to his sword. The other man, whose long blond hair fell from his head in thin, twisted cords, kept his riding cloak pulled away from his knife. 

Krea strained to make out their words, but the men were too far away when they suddenly stopped and spun their horses around. A shadow too large for a bird crossed overhead. Caldir snorted, and Krea hurried to quiet him. The shadow crossed again, and this time she heard the familiar thump of a proth’s wings.

Sorin already had one glove off, but the faerie flew right by their hiding place and landed just beyond where the men waited. Although their horses danced in alarm at the arrival of the beast, the riders appeared untroubled. Unfortunately, since the proth dropped on the opposite side of the riders, it was now well out of sight.

“Can you hear what it is saying?” Sorin asked.

Krea shook her head. “Only that the faerie is speaking. They sound like they’re talking through a mouth full of stones. I can barely understand them when they are right in front of me.”

“Those would be teeth, not rocks. Stay here.” He quietly slid off Drindoc and dropped his gloves across the saddle.

“Hey, wait.” Krea dropped down behind him, noting with some pride that she was just as quiet. “I can hear better than you can.” 

Sorin spared her the briefest glance before nodding and heading back through the trees. After a thought to Caldir telling him to stay where he was, she hurried to join him.

They made it halfway to the riders before Sorin stopped them. Her breathing sounded like thunder in her ears, and every snapped twig may as well have been lightning. The proth raised its humanlike head once, but when they stopped and waited, it started its screechy conversation again. She could almost make out the words. Something about traders and Trasdaak. She just needed to sneak a little bit closer.

With great care, Krea placed each foot on the leaf-littered ground. Ahead was a small cluster of rocks. If she could just get to them. Every step seemed so loud. She was sure the proth would leap into the trees after her any second, but it didn’t. By the time Krea reached the rocks, she was making sense out of the conversation. 

The faerie’s tail snaked back and forth as it spoke, and it kept its wings partly spread as if it were ready to take to the air at any moment. The creature’s mouth, not intended for speech but for ripping things apart, sprayed saliva as it spoke. Someone was paying a reward for something, and the creature wanted the riders to find it. No. They would be rewarded if they found it. The stench of rotting flesh wafted past her as the faerie snarled and whipped its head at a question asked by one of the riders.

“Mashter wantsher. You no ashk of Mashter.”

Well, that wasn’t good. The dark-skinned rider slid his sword partway out of the sheath in response to the proth’s reaction, but the blond man continued. “Does Master want her alive?”

“Caller to die. Other treatsh for Mashter.”

“Mother Goddess!” Krea slapped her hand over her mouth, but too late. The proth spun around, its tail flipping around behind it. Its head swung back and forth as it sniffed the air, searching for the source of the sound. It took a step toward where she had left Sorin, then turned and headed directly for the rocks. 

Krea scrambled for something to save herself with and cursed Sorin again for not letting her keep that knife. The proth tucked its wings tight to its back and began winding through the trees to get to the outcrop she was hiding in. On the road, one of the men yelled, and then she heard the clash of metal. In a burst of light, the proth vanished; then the clashing started again. Krea peered over the rocks and saw Sorin locked in battle with the two riders. 

She didn’t have a sword or knife, but what she did have was her mind. She reached out to the blond man’s horse. The instant she made contact, she sent him the most powerful need to run she could. To her surprise, it worked. The horse leaped forward, nearly unseating the blond rider. When the man tried to check his horse, the animal reared in panic, lost its balance, and fell over backward.

Krea turned her attention to the bay horse, but she was too late. The dark-skinned man had apparently seen enough. He turned his horse into the forest opposite her rock and ran. The blond man’s horse struggled to his feet and fled the way they had come. His rider was not as lucky. Blood spilled out in a pool around his head. The blond cords of hair soaked it up, turning a sickly shade of orange as they lay splayed in the dirt. The man’s head twisted at an unnatural angle, his eyes staring blindly at the rock that had ended his life.

“Let’s go,” Sorin yelled, already running back toward the horses.

She reached down and unhooked the man’s belt. The sheath was nearly off when Sorin grabbed her arm and yanked her sideways. “I said let’s go, and I meant now!”

“I need a knife!” Krea jerked her arm free and wrestled the sheath the rest of the way off the belt. Maybe it wasn’t a proth-killing knife, but it was certainly better than nothing. A soft whistling sound came at her from somewhere to her left. She started to turn around, but a stronger instinct made her drop to the ground. Everything seemed to slow down as a crossbow arrow sailed over her head. She watched it fly by as if it were moving through ice. Saw the stripes on the feathers. Watched as they shivered in the air. Jumped as the steel point buried into a tree with an eerie thump.

She was already on her feet and running for the horses when something else that she saw connected in her head. Sorin called again. Goddess, she was going to get herself killed, but what could she do? Ripping her new knife from its sheath, she scrambled back to the body. In one smooth motion, she slid down beside the dead man, cut his purse strings, and was running back to the cover of trees before the arrow thumped into the man’s shoulder where she had just been.

“Nordu, have mercy! I swear on my life I should just let them have you.” Drindoc ripped through the underbrush. Sorin had Caldir in tow. “You are going to get both of us killed. Get on this horse, or I’ll do the killing!” 

Krea didn’t have time to grab the stirrup before Sorin had her under the arm and thrown across the saddle. She very nearly bounced right back off as Caldir started running after Drindoc, but with a final heave, she managed to swing into the saddle and bury one hand in his mane to hold on. The trick hadn’t been swinging onto the horse so much as doing it with the knife clutched in one hand and the money bag in the other. However, as Caldir followed Drindoc through the forest, leaping over fallen logs and jumping across narrow ravines, she nearly dropped both.

Their run through the forest led them deep into the trees. When Sorin finally pulled the horses to a walk, Krea saw no trails or paths of any kind. As the horses caught their breath, Sorin studied the ground as he picked their way through the woods, but what he was looking for was anybody’s guess.

After several meandering circles and a few reverses, he finally found a location that suited his needs. He had been following a deer trail that headed around an outcropping of rocks, but rather than follow it around, Sorin reined Drindoc right up the slippery boulders to a narrow opening between several large, weedy shrubs. After several more turns, he finally stopped. 

They dismounted, but didn’t loosen the saddles as Sorin surveyed his surroundings. Much to Krea’s surprise, they were on a hill overlooking the forest they had just ridden through.

“Aren’t you worried he’ll shoot us if he’s out there?”

“He couldn’t hit us at this distance, but I don’t think he’s out there. Has anyone tried to kill you before the proth?”

“What kind of question is that?”

“The kind I need an answer to. Has anyone tried to kill you?”

Krea nodded. “Plenty of people, but I don't think they really wanted to. I think they were just mad because I took their food.”

“I don't think they're mad anymore. I think you’re marked.”

“What? Why would I be marked? No one even knows who I am.”

Sorin turned to her. His expression was grim, and when he caught sight of the knife sticking out of her waistband, he turned outright hostile. At that moment, she was glad she had already shoved the purse into her saddlebag.

“Apparently someone knows who you are. Those proth knew where to find you. Don’t ask me how, but they did. What did you overhear?”

Part of her didn’t want to tell him. After his comment about letting them have her, he was going to be even less excited when he heard they wanted to kill him too, but the other part of her knew she needed his help if she was going to survive this. “They said something about Trasdaak and traders and a reward. They wanted those men to find someone...to find me, I think. And...”

Sorin waited, his frown deepening the longer she stayed silent. 

“And they said the Master wants me. The Master wants you dead and wants me, but it didn’t say why or who the Master is.”

When she finished, Sorin only nodded and looked back over the forest again.

They sat in silence awhile longer. Birds swooped in and out of the trees around them. Squirrels chattered. Nothing large moved. The air smelled sweet, like wet bark and wild onions, making her stomach growl. 

“Can we eat while we wait?” she asked.

Sorin shook his head. “No. You can’t hear as well when you’re chewing. Better to sit it out. Drink some water, if you’re hungry.”

Water didn’t excite her, so Krea found a spot that was mostly dry and joined Sorin on the ground. “How long do you plan to wait?” she asked after a couple of minutes had gone by.

Her companion turned to her, his irritation written on his brow. “Could be several hours, maybe longer. Just keep your ears open and your mouth closed, and we’ll be all right.”

Krea glared back at him. “Why do you hate me?”

At first, she didn’t think Sorin would answer. He just peered at her with those birdlike eyes, trying to find something that apparently wasn’t there. Then his expression changed. The hard lines of his face relaxed, and the sadness she had seen the day before by the creek washed over him. When he finally spoke, his voice was softer, distant. 

“I don’t hate you,” he said, snatching a rock up off the ground and rolling it around in his hand. “Although, at times I do want to shake you till your teeth rattle.” He indicated the knife with a stern glance, then looked away. “You bring back memories of a time that I have worked hard to put behind me. Painful memories.” Sorin glanced down at the rock in his hand. On one end, it was smooth and flat, the sort of rock that would skip across a pond several times before sinking, except that particular rock would never skip. Where gentle curves marked one side of the rock, a sharp, jagged edge was all that remained of the rock’s other half. “It isn’t your fault, and I’m sorry that you have taken the brunt of my foul mood.” He ran his thumb over the broken edge for a moment and then tossed it to the side. “I’ll have to ask you to be patient with me while I try to work this out.”

Krea was stunned. Whatever happened that led to the loss of his link must have been horrible. Sorin was a hard man to figure out, but that he was not given to emotional displays was obvious enough. She couldn’t decide on a proper response, so she just nodded and stared down at the forest.

“If you don’t start doing what I tell you to do when I tell you to do it, you are going to find out I can be a whole different kind of cross.”

She nodded again, but couldn’t help smiling. 

They sat in silence for what felt like the whole rest of the day. She had done her share of stalking her mark, but this was ridiculous. “How much longer?” she finally asked.

“I don’t think he’s still following us. The birds and squirrels would have given him away by now. Do you hear anything? Smell anything?”

Smell anything! Krea blinked at him and then closed her eyes to concentrate on her other senses. She had never really paid attention to her sense of smell before. How was she supposed to smell a...a what? She didn’t even know what he was. After a few seconds of trying to focus on nothing, she shook her head. “Do you know what he was? He didn’t act like a trader.”

“I can guess.” Sorin pushed himself up and dusted off his breeches. “Let me see that knife.”

“Why?”

They stared at each other. Sorin’s jaw twitched. His birch-colored eyes squinted at her from under dark, furrowed brows. When he finally spoke, his voice was hard and controlled. “Because I am going to stab you with it after I see if it tells me anything about its former owner.”

She waited another few seconds to make her point, and then pulled it out from the back of her breeches. It was a good knife. At least as good as the one she had nearly taken from the clearing, maybe better. She had examined every line while they had been waiting on the rock. The handle was made of creamy-white polished bone with a carved design partly worn away from use. The blade had also seen some wear, but it was still sharp and smooth. No pits or deep scratches anywhere. With as much indifference as she could feign, she handed him the sheathed knife.

Sorin stared at her a moment longer and then took it. He examined the sheath, paying special attention to the threads and knots, held the handle up to the light to better see what was left of the carvings, and finally slid the blade free. After checking its edge, he returned the knife to the sheath and handed it over. She snatched it away and quickly shoved it back into her waistband.

“Well, the knife is Wakilni, that much is certain. I’d bet my horse those riders were as well.”

“You sure they weren’t from Tisher?”

“I’m sure.”

“Do you think that rider will keep following us?”

Sorin shook his head. “My guess is he went back to Faythor.”

“Why?”

“To set a trap for you.”

She didn’t like the sound of that. 

Sorin took in their surroundings again and finally climbed onto his horse. When Krea was also mounted, he turned Drindoc toward the steep embankment that made up the backside of their hill. Krea yanked Caldir back hard. 

“We can’t go down that!” she exclaimed, chancing another peek over the edge. “No way. What are you thinking?”

Sorin looked over at her in obvious confusion and then surveyed the drop again. “Sure we can. Just give him his head and lean back in your saddle.”

The man had lost his mind— again. “Sorin, that’s a cliff!” 

“We’ll get to some cliffs later, and I’ll show you what one really looks like. This is just a little hill. Caldir will get you down. Just leave him alone. He’ll take care of it.” Without another word, Sorin clicked to his mount and disappeared.

With her heart lodged in her throat, Krea edged her horse closer to the drop-off and looked over. Drindoc was taking the hill at an angle. His haunches bunched under him as if he were ready to spring. At times, he looked like he was sliding down the hill on his rear, and Krea had to admit that in a certain sense, he was. 

Drindoc was already halfway down before she built up enough nerve to click her horse forward. Caldir didn’t hesitate. Krea pitched forward, and only a handful of mane kept her on the horse. She yanked at the reins to turn Caldir back, but it was too late; he was committed. 

Caldir jerked his head back when she pulled on the reins and slipped to the side in his attempt to obey her command. Dirt and rocks gave way under his hooves, and Krea screamed. She was sure he was about to fall sideways and roll on top of her down the hill. He would kill her if that happened. She decided to jump free and released the reins so she could roll off the side. Caldir took advantage of the freedom and dropped his head almost between his legs. All at once, she was looking at the ground where Caldir’s head once was, and it felt for all the world as if he were about to somersault the rest of the way down the hill. Caldir slipped sideways. A sudden jolt threw Krea back in the saddle, but she had nothing but air to hold onto. 

She felt her horse shift his weight back onto his powerful haunches, and even though the ground continued to crumble beneath his feet, he adjusted and stayed essentially level the rest of the way down the hill. Ironically, it wasn’t until they reached the bottom of the hill and Caldir pushed himself out of his tucked position that Krea fell off.

“What were you thinking!” Sorin demanded, snatching Caldir’s reins off the ground before she had finished rolling sideways. He led the horse forward, watching each foot as it hit the ground.

“What was I thinking? Did you really just say that? You’re the one who decided to go down a cliff when there was a perfectly good hill on the other side!” Krea climbed to her feet and tried to push away the jarring in her head. “I’m fine, by the way. Don’t worry about me.”

Sorin walked Caldir in several circles before he was satisfied that the horse wasn’t hurt. “I told you to give him his head. Your change of heart up there nearly lamed my horse.”

Krea snatched the reins he offered and glared up at the caller. “Maybe this little fact has somehow escaped your thick skull, but I don’t know how to ride a horse. I’m so happy that you can drop off the edge of a cliff and see that as nothing to be concerned about, but from where I was sitting, that was just this side of insane, not to mention damned scary.”

Sorin started to respond, but then smiled instead. Slowly, the smile turned into a soft chuckle until he was finally laughing outright. Krea couldn’t help herself, and before she knew it, she was laughing too.

“That was actually pretty funny to watch.” Sorin walked over to her, still chuckling, and reached for her face. “Come here. You have dirt on your nose.”

“I bet it was,” Krea said. “Wasn’t funny at the time, though, let me tell you.”

Sorin was still grinning when he dropped his hand on her shoulder. “Are you all right?” 

Krea nodded.

“Good. Next time, let the horse have his head. Let him get down the mountain his own way.”

She nodded again and brushed more dust off her sleeve. “Why didn’t we just go back the way we came instead of going through all of that?”

“Because if that last rider is waiting for us, he will be at the base of that hill. I chose that spot specifically because I knew no one could come in from the back without us hearing. Unfortunately, if he is waiting, he would have heard you scream, which means he’ll know where we are, again.” 

Sorin helped Krea resituate her pack and then climbed onto his horse. “I think we’ll cut away from the river and head straight for Ryth. It’s going to get interesting because we left Trasdaak without provisions, but I don’t see any other safe options.” Sorin looked out into the tree-covered thicket. “The last thing we want is to spend the next four weeks looking over our shoulders.”

That familiar feeling of awkwardness rushed in and took over. It seemed like her whole life Krea had been messing things up, and today was no exception. Maybe she wasn't a changeling like she thought, but she sure had some sort of curse on her head. Krea pulled herself up onto her horse and fell in behind Sorin, feeling heavy and stupid. Chances were that when she got to the Royal City, they wouldn’t want her anyhow.
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Krea didn’t have to guide Caldir at all. He naturally followed Drindoc as Sorin wound in and out of trees and rocks. The sun was long out of its crest, but the dark sky was from the ominous clouds, not the waning day. Thick underbrush made the forest difficult to navigate in places, but Sorin always managed to find a path through the tall evergreens and looming oaks, almost as if the forest welcomed him by opening paths that weren’t there a moment before. How he even knew the direction he traveled was beyond her. Krea followed along in sulky silence, watching, wondering, and learning. 

Days blurred into a week and the week into two weeks. Day after day, the same monotonous thing. At first Sorin hardly spoke, but as the days passed, his dark demeanor seemed to lift. He shared stories of the battles he and Kole fought when Sorin first arrived at the manor he had been given as a fief by Her Majesty, and about how slow the townspeople of Trasdaak were to accept him when they found out he was a caller. Other than to say the drykir had given it to him, Sorin would not speak about his hand. He did tell her about court life and why he avoided it whenever possible. Now and again, he would pause to let the horses eat or point out special flowers or plants that caught his attention; some he collected for food, but for the most part, they rode in eternal silence from the moment the sun rose until it dropped out of the sky and sometimes beyond that.

Krea glanced up. The dark clouds continued to press in above them, and she could smell the rain on the air. She frowned at the angry black sky peeking in through the thick forest canopy. Sorin didn’t seem to notice, or more likely, he didn’t care. He just continued picking his way through the scrub oak and fallen trees as if this were as natural as breathing. When the sky started to rumble, she clicked Caldir up beside him and protested.

“Aren’t we going to stop?” she asked, pulling her thin oilskin cloak out of the saddlebag. It was the one piece of clothing he had packed for her that didn’t fit. 

Sorin shook his head. “We can get wet riding, or we can get wet sitting. Either way, we’re about to get wet.”

He had a point. “Do you know where we are?”

Drindoc stopped. After a long stretch in the saddle, Sorin looked around. “Mostly,” he said, turning to pull his own cloak out of a pouch. 

“Mostly?” Krea glanced around at the forbidding woods. She had spent many nights sleeping out in the forest before this trip and as many sleeping in the rain for that matter, but this was different. There were no roads, no paths, and no village. 

To make matters worse, the storm cast an eerie haze over the treetops that left her feeling like the trees leered down at her. Their leaves whispered about her fate. She didn’t want to spend another minute under their looming stare, let alone a night, but Sorin didn’t seem bothered.

“Well, it’s been a while since I came this way, but I seem to remember a rock face that should have been in view by now. It could be that we aren’t far enough in.”

“Maybe we’ll find a hunter’s shelter to weather the storm in,” Krea said, giving the sky another speculative glance. When she looked back at Sorin, he was looking at her as if she had just wished for a flying horse.

“You aren’t serious, are you?” he asked, head cocked to one side.

“Well, that’s what happens in the songs.”

“And that would be because singing about a cold, miserable night in the woods doesn’t get a bard asked back to the town.” Sorin pulled the hood of his leather cloak up and nudged his horse forward before Krea could form a decent response. 

“Why are you so grumpy?” she demanded, kicking Caldir into motion and pulling up her own hood.

Sorin didn’t even turn around. “Because I’m old,” he called back. “Too old to be dragging through the forest in a rainstorm.”

“Well, don’t take it out on me. This was your idea, remember? You were the one who said we had to go see the elders.” 

###
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Sorin’s rock face finally came into view through sheets of rain so heavy she could barely hear Sorin call for a stop. Fortunately, the thick canopy of the forest took part of the beating, but Krea was soaked just the same. Only the oily leather cloak offered any protection from the downpour, and it didn’t cover half of what it was intended to. 

Several times he stopped in front of very promising overhangs, but after a cursory glance, he pushed forward. When the caller drew up to yet another protruding rock, Krea didn’t bother looking up. She just kept her hood pulled as far down over her face as it would go and waited for him to set off again.

“I was beginning to wonder,” he muttered mostly to himself as he reined his horse back toward Krea. Whatever else he had to say was lost to the rain. The forest was as dark as dusk from the heavy cloud cover. Krea shivered. She didn’t relish the idea of sleeping in the downpour, but the idea of curling up in the heavy wool blanket sounded better and better.

“Krea!” Sorin called.

When she glanced up to find him, a stream of water from her hood drizzled down her cheek. The caller waved for her to follow and then turned his horse into what looked like a thick wall of underbrush. A week earlier, she would have been surprised by his disregard for nature’s obstacle, but like his moody silence, she was getting used to it. Instead, she waited for the cedar brush to snap back behind him before clicking her horse forward. 

Caldir was less enthusiastic about stepping into the tangle of brush, but after sufficient coaxing that involved several kicks and a yell, he jumped into the weedy branches. The bush reluctantly parted, and when Krea looked up again, she was shocked to find herself in a huge shallow cave. The brush had provided a perfect curtain for the oasis of dry land. Had Sorin not been there, she would have never seen it. 

“And you said that this only happens in songs,” she said, sliding out of the saddle.

Sorin grinned and started untying his bags. “Who do you think the bards were singing about?”

At first, Krea dismissed his comment and went to work removing her own saddlebags, but the more she thought about it, the more she wondered. How old did he say he was? And he was a caller, after all. There were more songs about the kyrni and their callers than she could count. 

She peered over Caldir’s saddle as she worked to make her frozen fingers unlatch the girth buckles and watched Sorin deftly strip his gear from Drindoc’s back. Where had he been? What adventures had he seen? What could have happened to him to make him so surly and silent? She wondered again about his lost link and the pain she had seen in his eyes. Where had he been, indeed?

As if reading her mind, Sorin glanced over at her. She hurried to look away, embarrassed. 

“Do you need help?” he asked.

Krea shook her head. “I’m fine. Do you want me to put my saddle by yours?”

“Aye, and use that torn shirt of yours to dry the saddles as best you can.” 

“What about the horses?”

He waved her off and began searching through another bag. “Don’t worry about them. They just need to go eat. Tend to the saddles.”

Still shivering, Krea carried her tack over and laid it out next to Sorin’s. In short order, she had both saddles as dry as she could get them, but there was nothing to be done for the discoloration caused by the rain on the leather. When she turned back to Sorin, he had moved his search to her bags.

“I didn’t steal anything of yours, so whatever it is you’re looking for, I don’t have it,” she said, glaring across the dimly lit cave.

“I didn’t say that you did.” He reached for a new bag.

“Then why are you looking through my things?”

Sorin finished searching the last bags, then turned to look at her. “Well, to be honest, they’re all my bags, aren’t they? And the reason I’m looking through them is because I know I put an extra pick in and I can’t find it. I can’t find either of them, actually.”

Krea glared at him for a moment, remembered that he was the reason she wasn’t standing in the rain, and contained her desire to scratch his eyes out. “What’s a pick?” she finally managed through chattering teeth. His amusement danced in his eyes.

“A hoof pick,” he explained. “It’s for digging rocks out of a horse’s feet. You must have seen me use it before now.”

“Does it look like a small rod of metal twisted into a curved hook?”

“Aye. Do you know where it is?”

Krea smiled. “Is it black?”

“I don’t remember. It could be. Have you seen it?”

“About this big?” she asked, indicating a distance roughly the length of her hand.

“Aye,” Sorin said, exasperated. “Where did you see it?”

“Who says I saw it?” Krea said, unable to suppress her grin. “Maybe I used to have one just like it when I was a child.” 

Sorin stared hard at the ground. His obvious frustration only made the entire exchange that much more enjoyable. In his silence, she walked back to her saddle, lifted a small flap, and untied the piece of metal that she had wondered about so many nights before.

When she turned around, expecting Sorin’s angry stare, she was surprised to find him smiling at her. She smiled back and handed him the tool. “I suppose I deserved that.” He took the pick. “Where was it?”

“I didn’t want it poking a hole in one of the bags, so I tied it to the saddle. I had no idea what it was for.”

“Well, I’m glad you kept it, since I seem to have lost mine.” With that, he went to tend to the horses. In short order, he had the mud and rocks picked out of their hooves and was pushing them out of a narrow clearing at the cave’s edge, but the pungent scent of wet hide and sweat lingered. 

Krea watched from her perch on a small boulder. Her bedding was unrolled and wrapped tightly around her, but she still shivered. “Won’t they get cold out in the rain?” she asked, pulling her blanket tighter.

“No. They’ll be fine. There’s plenty for them to eat out there, and more than enough water. If they want out of the rain, they know where to come.” Sorin adjusted Caldir’s blankets on the rocks and then turned to Krea. He watched her for a moment and frowned, glancing around the cave. Apparently, his search didn’t yield the result he wanted, because his frown was more pronounced when he turned back to her. “You’re too skinny,” he said for no apparent reason.

Krea blinked in startled confusion and then twisted around on her rock so she didn’t have to look at him. For all the world, she couldn’t think of a single comment vicious enough to express her thoughts. 

“You need to get out of those wet clothes,” Sorin said. “I’ll get a fire going to warm you up.”

When Krea turned back around, he was collecting twigs and small branches from around the outskirts of the cave. The shallow alcove that had been large enough to house two horses a few moments before suddenly seemed much too small. “I don’t have a change of clothes,” she said, eyeing him warily. “I’ll be fine.”

“Just stay in your blanket while they dry.” Sorin dropped an armload of small branches into a pile near the back wall. “They shouldn’t be too wet. Once we have a fire, they’ll dry fast enough.”

Krea held her ground, though she didn't know why. He had made his intentions toward her, or lack of, clear enough at his estate, and had he been lying then, he’d had plenty of opportunity since to act accordingly. But she had never been naked around him, or anyone else, for that matter. Even with a blanket to cover her, the idea of sitting in a cave without her clothes sent her into a near panic. But why? 

Krea looked out at the thin drizzle of water running down the rock wall. The same question needled her day in and day out. Since he clearly didn’t want her, what did he want? When she finally turned back to him, he was frowning at her again, a stick clenched in either hand.

“Krea, I don’t intend you harm. I would think that you’d have figured that out by now.”

“I do. I mean, I don’t. You don’t... I do know that you don’t,” she finally managed. Blood rushed to her face, and Krea was suddenly glad for the dim light, because she knew she had to be glowing red. But that strange warning still sounded inside. On one hand, she was immensely thankful that he found her repulsive, whether it was because she was a kyrni or not. On the other hand, he had to want something. Why else would he go through all this trouble? She’d been dancing around the question for a week and decided it was time to get it out. “Why not?” she asked in a rush before she lost her nerve. Not exactly the question she had been meaning to ask.

Sorin’s bushy brows arched in surprise. “Why don’t I want to hurt you? What kind of question is that?”

“No. What are you...” Krea broke off mid-sentence. What was she going to do? Ask him if he planned to sell her when they reached the Royal City? How stupid was that? Unfortunately, he jumped to his own conclusion.

“Mother Creator, Krea!” Sorin stepped back like he had been hit. “What kind of person do you think I am? Why would you even think me capable of something like that? I explained this already. You are kyrni. Do you think me one of the orbadyn?” His anger was genuine, and his accusing stare pierced her soul, though she didn’t know why. 

“I didn’t mean... It’s not like I think you...” Her words just wouldn’t come out. “I’m sorry,” she blurted as she slid off the rock and headed toward the darkest part of the cave. “I just don’t understand what you want for... why you are doing this.” Tears burned her eyes, but she didn’t understand where they came from. She had been called names so vile they caused bystanders to recoil, but they never penetrated her tough hide. She had been beaten like an animal, worked like a slave, and traded like property, but through it all she was always strong, always untouchable. Yet this man had only to get angry at her and she fell apart. It didn’t make any sense. She worked hard at keeping her voice steady as she peeled off her wet shirt. “It’s just that I can’t figure out what you want.”

The steady clicks of his flint hitting the other rock suddenly stopped. She glanced up, expecting to see him nursing a small fire, but instead he was staring at her again. “I understand,” he whispered, shaking his head. “How could this have happened? Why didn’t you get a caller?”

Krea turned away.

“Goddess, Krea. There is so much you don’t know. So much you don’t understand, and you have no time left to learn it.” After another pause, the rocks started clicking again. When they stopped, she heard small twigs snapping to feed an infant flame. In short order, an unmistakable red glow filled the nearly dark cave and cast strange, flickering shadows against the rocky wall. Gravel crunched under boots, and a large log grated across the floor. A hand fell lightly on her rigid shoulder. When Krea turned around to face Sorin, his anger was gone. 

He paused, as if checking for understanding, then gave her shoulder an affectionate squeeze. “I need to tell you a story. Finish getting out of your wet clothes while I get out what’s left of the food. I’ll tell it to you over dinner.”

Krea nodded and watched him walk away. A small shiver prompted her to get moving. Turning her back on the caller once again, she wiggled out of her sopping breeches. 

She felt impossibly vulnerable under the blanket, but she was determined to attempt some maturity. After arranging the wrap as securely as possible, she picked up her boots with one hand, wedged her pile of clothes into the folds of the blanket with the other, and made her way to the small fire. Thankfully, Sorin took the ball of clothing out of her hooked arm and motioned her toward the dead tree trunk. 

“I wish we had something hot and fresh to eat, but to be honest, I’m not up to tramping through the rain to get it. We are at the end of our rations, though.” Sorin finished arranging Krea’s clothes on the root end of the log and then grabbed the food bags before coming over to join her. “It’s probably just as well. I’m done to death with this salted meat and flatbread. I’ll be glad when we finally get to Ryth for supplies.”

As much as she agreed with him, food was food, and Krea wasn’t about to ruin her chances of another free meal by complaining about it. Instead, she rearranged her blanket so she could eat without it coming undone and took the proffered meat stick and water skin. They ate in silence. 

Sorin no longer wore his gloves when they weren't riding, and Krea had long since quit jumping every time he touched her. His wooden hand still fascinated her, though, and she watched it as they ate. It was the same size and shape as his flesh hand, but it moved more slowly, more deliberately, with a grace the other hand could not mimic. It was stronger than the human hand as well, and she knew from riding with him that it didn't feel pain. She was lost in its movement, wondering if it felt anything at all when Sorin began his story. “What do you know about the kyrni, Krea?” 

She shrugged. “I know that they are created by Nordu and protected by her. She made callers to protect them because they were being hunted by the torbadyn. Those are the stories I’ve heard. 

“I know the story about Thaylo, who was birthed by a cloud as the first kyrni, and I know the five lines of women who were chosen as the first callers.” She broke off her recount because Sorin was laughing. “What?”

“I always find it hard to understand how myths as ridiculous as Thaylo springing to life from a wisp of cloud can be passed on and believed when the hard truth that the torbadyn are on the verge of overtaking mankind can be so easily dismissed.” 

Krea just stared at him in silence. After a pause, he sobered and went on. “I will tell you about the kyrni.

“Long ago, before the influence of man, before the Empire, elves reigned over this part of the world. Some say that only one race of elves existed and that the torbadyn broke from that line. The drykir say that the torbadyn are not of their blood and they would curse the man who said otherwise. Either way, the elves were divided. The drykir were the faithful disciples of Nordu. They followed her ways and upheld her laws. They protected Nature and kept safe the magic of the Essence, the magic of Creation. 

“The torbadyn were not so faithful. They sought power and fought against the laws put in place by the Mother Creator to sustain the life she breathed into existence. In a final act of rebellion, the torbadyn, led by Mithtrae, sought to violate the sacred law of Nordu. They mixed the blood of man with the blood of the ryni, the magic born.”

“How did they do that?” Krea asked. 

Sorin tossed another small branch on the fire and leaned back against the makeshift bench. “They twisted the Essence and perverted it. They captured man and creature, and using magic as it was never meant to be used, they combined the two and begat the kyrni. What they wanted was a creature with the intelligence of man, but the magic and power of the ryni counter. With such a creature, they would rule over all of the lands.”

“But it didn’t work.”

Sorin shook his head. “No, it didn’t. The kyrni were able to shift into the magical creature the human crossed with, but once in that form, they lacked the intelligence to shift back. The torbadyn failed.”

“So, the kyrni are the spawn of evil, after all,” Krea whispered.

“No, you are not the spawn of evil,” Sorin said, placing special emphasis on the word you. “You are the product of two of Nordu’s creations coming together, albeit unintentionally. The evil lies in the hearts of those who made it happen, not in the offspring.”

Krea pulled her toes in away from the fire and considered what she knew of the torbadyn. From the stories she had heard, they were hideous creatures. Elves that had been warped by their own evil. She knew all things were created by Nordu, but had a hard time imagining the goddess creating something so evil. “What happened to Mithtrae?” she asked.

“In punishment for betraying her sacred law, Nordu withdrew her protection from the torbadyn. And she took away their ability to create. Oh, they can still use the Essence much the way I can, but just as it does with me, it must draw power from somewhere. They cannot create it for their own use like they once could, like the drykir still can. 

“By withdrawing their access to that magic, she made them mortal. The torbadyn can live for a very long time, but they can’t live forever. When they work their magic, it draws power from their own life Essence until it is eventually spent.”

“So Mithtrae died?” 

“Aye, but not before starting a war more terrible than anything mankind has ever seen.”

“With who? Who could...” 

Krea didn’t finish her question before Sorin cut her off with a wave of his hand. “Are you going to let me finish this telling, or do you want to keep talking?”

“Sorry.” Krea fell silent. It was obvious that Sorin had heard the story many times, and even though he wasn't a bard, he told it well. 

“The torbadyn were filled with hate toward Nordu and the kyrni for their loss of magic protection. They never looked to themselves as the ones to blame. The kyrni had failed them, so the torbadyn decided to take out their vengeance on the innocent creatures. Nordu wasn’t willing to let the creation pay for the crimes of their creator, so she saved them. She charged the drykir with the job of protecting the creatures, and that alone kept them from being destroyed. 

“The drykir, still loyal to Nordu and gifted with the power of the Essence, chose from the human followers of the goddess five women whom they deemed worthy and true. In these five women, the drykir created a magic to counter the kyrni. To these five women, the drykir gave the ability to sing down your kind.

“When the torbadyn saw that the drykir had harnessed the magic that they had been cursed for creating, they were consumed. They struck out at the kyrni and the drykir alike, intent on seeing them both destroyed. Being faithful to Nordu, the drykir could not destroy the torbadyn in return. To do so would violate their sacred charge to protect all of Nordu’s creations, even the torbadyn. Instead, the drykir moved the women and the kyrni deep into the Konadorak Forest for protection. Where the Bothri Mountains meet the peaks of the Morkeen, the drykir set up a temple to the goddess and prepared their defenses against their attacking brothers and sisters, the torbadyn.”

“Is it still there?” Krea asked before she could stop herself. Realizing her mistake, she slapped her hand over her mouth. “Sorry,” she mumbled. “I’ll be quiet.”

Sorin laughed. “Aye, it’s still there. I’ve never been to it, but I’ve been told that the ruins are still easily recognizable.”

Krea waited a moment, but when Sorin didn’t continue, she ventured another transgression. “So, what happened?”

“What happened? I should think that would be obvious enough. The torbadyn and the drykir launched into a war so unthinkably horrible, we can scarcely consider what it was like. The drykir could not destroy the torbadyn because that was in violation to the laws of Nordu, and the torbadyn could not kill the drykir because they could no longer create from the Essence.”

“Then how could it ever end?”

“It can’t. But the more the torbadyn fought, the more twisted and vile they became. They used their Essence to attack, and the price was exacted from their own being. Likewise, the drykir grew tired and many fell away into the Pool of Life. 

“The most vicious of the fighting finally ended, not because one side had won, but because both sides grew tired after hundreds of years of war. During that time, the kyrni and the callers grew in number and in strength.”

“And it is still going on,” Krea whispered. “How horrible.”

“Well, aye...but no.” When Krea looked up at him, he continued. “The torbadyn are no longer wasting their precious energy attacking the drykir or the kyrni directly. They have changed their focus. Now, they have armed themselves with proth and are focusing their attacks on mankind. Instead of lashing out at the kyrni, they murder the callers. Rather than go up against the goddess, they prey upon her weakest creation: man.”

“But by killing the callers, they are killing the kyrni,” Krea said. 

Sorin’s expression was as dire as she had ever seen it as he gave her a solemn nod. 

The two fell into their own silent thoughts for a time as the fire cracked and spit, making short work of the dry wood Sorin had gathered to warm them. Outside the shelter, rain continued to sheet against the rock, pooling in small impressions among the otherwise smooth boulders. Night had fallen unnoticed. 

“I understand now,” Krea said, again more to herself than anything else. Sorin’s questioning glance beckoned clarification. “What you said at your house. Why you were so angry a little while ago.” Just thinking back to it made her cheeks flush again, so she kept her eyes on the ground as she pressed forward. “I’m not disgusting to you, just forbidden. And it’s because you think I’m magic born that you feel obligated to take me to the Royal City.”

“You are magic born, Krea, and that makes you forbidden, aye. For a caller to form a union with a kyrni is...” When the man broke off, Krea looked up in time to see him shiver. “That would simply be unthinkable. The relationship between the callers and the kyrni is sacred. Such an act would pervert that bond. And I do not feel obligated. It’s just what is right. I can’t let you lone-shift.” His voice dropped to barely a whisper. “Not if I can help it.”

“But what about the elves? You hear stories all the time about men and women falling in love with the elvish kind.”

“Just stories. I’m sure they are true for the human’s part, but not the drykir. Elves can join with elves only. Mankind with mankind. Kyrni with kyrni. That is how Nordu made us. To violate that law requires a perversion of magic greater than anything a mere man can manage, and the outcome is severe.”

Krea nodded her understanding and took a long drink from her water skin while Sorin turned her clothes over to allow the other side to dry. A piece of bark stabbed her bare skin through the blanket, but she didn’t dare try to pick it out for fear of losing what covering she had. Instead, she tried to shift yet again on the fallen log and finally settled for using the tree as a backrest rather than a bench. “What do you think happened to my caller?” she asked, not sure she liked the unspoken admission of her origin. 

“I have no idea,” he said, with a slow shake of his head. “I can’t even imagine. You said your earliest memory was when you had about eight years, right?”

Krea nodded. “Seven or eight. I’m not sure.”

“And you can’t remember anything before that? No faces? No scenes? Nothing? Even if it doesn’t make any sense?”

She thought for a moment, and then shook her head. “Just the trader’s face and the face of that farmer. I remember the inside of the cart and running along behind. I remember getting hit when I fell. There was another girl, an older girl, but I don’t remember her very well. I remember seeing the color orange. I don’t know what it was, but I hated it. I still hate that color. It’s all I can do not to step on morning stars when they bloom.”

Sorin was quiet for a moment, which was good. Krea tried not to remember that time of her life, if she could help it. It was associated with so much pain, so much despair that it was hard to even think about it. She had spent as long as she could remember pushing it back and she didn’t especially want to talk about it now. But something in that dark past could shed light on her situation, and Sorin might be the person capable of putting those pieces together. Resolute, she let her mind drift.

“I remember men. Maybe four or five. They are all standing around me, poking me with something. A stick, maybe. I was cold, very cold. They were talking, but I couldn’t understand them. I couldn’t hear them. I just knew that they were talking. I kept looking up like I was waiting for someone, but no one came, and then I remember the orange. 

“I think I bit someone, because I remember getting hit and tasting blood, but I was glad to taste the blood. Then I don’t remember anything until I was inside the cart. There were things on top of me. I couldn’t move. Couldn’t breathe. The girl was there, but she wouldn’t help me or even look at me. From there, it’s just images. The cart. The trader. Getting hit.

“I can still hear the trader and the farmer talking. I don’t know exactly what they said because I still couldn’t understand most of it, but I have the impression that the farmer wanted the older girl, not me. The trader and the farmer argued back and forth. At one point, the trader untied the older girl and brought her to the farmer, which left me tied to the cart alone. The farmer reached for the girl and she kicked him. The farmer started beating her, and the trader was trying to pull him away. At least, I think he was. In the confusion, I ran.” 

As Krea remembered the scene, the gruesome details became so vivid in her mind that she thought she might be reliving them. She could smell the stench coming off the farmer: manure and sweat. But there was another smell there, too. One that grew stronger as the farmer watched the older girl tied to the cart. Terror welled up, and the ropes holding her to the cart snapped like blades of grass. Rocks stabbed through her thin leather sandals as she ran, sucking air into lungs about to burst. 

She darted into the forest, thinking it was her friend, but it wasn't. Angry branches slapped her face and thorns clawed her skin. Finally, the heap of trash loomed before her in an area black from the multiple fires that had been set to burn the waste. The rancid smell of rotting flesh was suffocating. She wanted to wretch, but she didn’t have time. A massive ox lay against a charred tree, bloated with maggots and starting to rot. Krea dropped down behind it and waited. The scraping of the little insects rooting around inside the carcass nearly drove her away, but fear won out. 

She barely let out a breath when the quiet footsteps of the trader stepped into the blackened clearing. He looked around, hand over his mouth to filter out some of the stench, then left just as quietly. Two more times the man came back into the clearing, but he didn’t stay long before the choking stench drove him away. 

A hand on her arm brought her back to the safety of her shelter and the warmth of the blanket and fire. Sorin crouched at her side, and only then did Krea realize she was trembling. 

She shook her head and drew in a deep breath, thankfully clear of the stink she had been remembering. “Like I told you, I stayed in the garbage heap until the villagers came to burn it again. Then I left. I stayed on the main trade road for the most part, and eventually found myself in Trasdaak.”

“What about dreams? Do you have any dreams that keep returning to your sleep?” 

Krea looked into the birch eyes of the caller who watched her so intently. She wondered what he hoped for. What answer did he want her to give him? Probably not the one she had. “I dream about a forest a lot. Not like this forest. The forest I dream of is filled with moss-covered trees so tall the clouds hide their tops. The rocks are like cliffs and on their ledges are eagle nests the size of your barn. I know that they are rocks, though, because I can climb up on them. When I’m dreaming, I look down at a tiny stream. I see a minnow swimming in a little pool, and then I jump like I’m going to dive into that little creek and get the minnow. That’s when I always wake up. Stupid dream, isn’t it?”

Sorin laughed. “Odd,” he said, giving her arm a soft pat. “Definitely odd.”

“That’s the only one I have more than once.” She edged closer to the dying fire.

After tossing another small branch into the pit, Sorin walked around their camp as he had every night before chanting under his breath and making signs in the air. She never asked. It was some sort of magic, and she didn’t want to know. 

When he finished, he climbed over the log and began kicking stones out of the way. “We’ll sleep over here,” he said, once the area was clear enough for his intentions. Krea watched him unroll his bedding, then use a small rope that he had tied to his saddle to suspend their food bags from an overhanging branch, as he had done so many times before.

“Won’t a squirrel or something just climb down the rope?” Krea asked, watching the small pouches swing back and forth.

“It’s not the squirrels that I’m worried about. There isn't much in it, anyhow. Are you ready to go to bed? We need to be up and moving early tomorrow if we are going to make Ryth before nightfall.”

Krea nodded. “Do you think my clothes are dry?”

Sorin picked her riding clothes off the roots and tossed them on her lap. “I’m afraid our cloaks have a ways to go yet. But those will be nice and warm.”

They were indeed warm, and except for a few spots, completely dry. “What about the horses?”

“Don’t worry about them. They’ll be in when their bellies are full and the fire is out.” The caller settled into his bag and groaned. “I forget every day how hard the ground will be that night,” he mumbled, before falling silent.

Krea settled into her bag and watched the flames flicker and dance as they consumed the last of the logs Sorin had fed it. Sparks popped into the air as the dry wood crackled in the fire. The shadows it cast on the far wall as the light shone through the root branches started telling their own story. Mithtrae was there, hidden behind a cloak of glowing embers. She conjured a spell from magic so dark it came from the center of the world. A branch fell in the fire, sending sparks raining into the air; an answer to the hissed chant of Mithtrae, and from that conjuring came... 

Krea stopped her mental story to ponder how little she really knew about the kyrni. How little she knew about herself, if she came right to it. What did Mithtrae conjure? Was it a man or a beast? “Sorin?” she asked when she realized that her story could go no further.

“Hmm?” he mumbled, nearly asleep already.

“Where do the kyrni actually come from?”

The caller shifted. “You can find them under rocks,” he said, after a long silence.

“Really?” Krea was astonished. All this time the villagers had been right. She had come from under a rock. “What kind of rocks?”

“They don’t come from rocks, Krea. I was just kidding. Go to sleep.”

The flames danced sideways again, changing the shape of the cloak into a large ball. “They come from eggs, don’t they?” she asked, remembering one of the stories she had heard in Trasdaak. “A human child hatches from the egg laid by the beast, doesn’t it?”

“Aye. Good night. If you speak to me again, I’ll hang you up there next to that food bag.”

Krea smiled. This noble wasn’t as old and crotchety as he made himself out to be, but she certainly didn’t want to be on the receiving end of his ill temper. Instead, she contented herself to watch the shapes shift and morph against the back wall, until eventually her eyes grew heavy and she drifted off. 

A noise in the night brought her reeling from her sleep, and from somewhere in the pitch-black cave she heard branches breaking as heavy feet stomped into their shelter. A hand fell on her shoulder and she tried to spin around to fight off the intruder, but her blanket wrapped around her legs and she couldn’t break free. The hand pushed her down, and she heard Sorin’s voice in her ears. “Krea, hush. It’s just the horses. Settle down.”

Her heart hammered in her chest. Her ears were ringing again. When the steady hum that she knew and dreaded finally faded, Sorin’s soft chanting hummed around her head. One of the horses snorted and then the cave fell silent. Only then did Krea realize she had been about to shift, again. Like what had happened in the alleyway. Like what had happened once before in the woods behind the smith’s barn. She had tried to transform into the beast that she was.

“We must get to Shaylith,” Sorin said, patting her arm once more for encouragement before settling into his bedroll once again. “We must get there soon.”

For once, Krea agreed with him. 
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Krea woke to the smell of wet pine needles, dead leaves, and cooking meat. Warm tendrils of light broke through the trees and into the cave, but the air was still thick and humid. Even though the shrubs filtered out the full light of dawn, it was bright enough to see that Sorin had the fire going again, with two large bird breasts roasting over it. Her mouth watered.

“Not much, but it beats dried meat any day,” Sorin said from his perch on the log.

“It sure does.” When Krea managed to untangle herself from her blanket, she realized that Sorin had already broken camp. She hadn’t heard a thing. “How did you get the birds? Did you throw a sunball at them?”

Sorin turned to her. “What are you calling a sunball?”

“That thing you used to kill the proth.”

“Oh. No. I threw rocks at them.” He pulled one of the sticks out of the fire and examined the golden meat. Apparently, they weren’t to his satisfaction, because he shoved them back into the fire.

“You’re going to burn them,” Krea said, carefully shaking out her blanket so as not to kick dirt up.

“You put your things away. Leave the cooking to me.”

There wasn’t much for her to do beyond roll her money bags back into her bedroll and tie it to the saddle. She refilled her water skin from one of the pools by the boulders and headed for the fire. When she sat down next to him on the log, he was just pulling out the crispy remains of the two birds. 

She took the stick he offered and examined his work. The meat was almost too hot to touch, but she was hungry, so with short jabs she managed to peel away the first strip and wave it around in the air to cool it. Not surprisingly, the meat was dry and chewy. The crispy casing was difficult to bite through, and it tasted like smoke, but as he had said, it was better than dried meat. Not much better, but a little. 

They ate quietly until Sorin finally broke the silence by spitting what must have been a particularly challenging piece of burned meat out into the trees. “Okay, so they’re burned.”

Krea chuckled. “My thanks for the effort,” she said, tossing the carcass out into the shrubs. She threw her roasting stick into the fire and turned to leave through the narrow gap in the brush.

“Where are you going?”

“To relieve myself.” With that, she slipped out a side opening and stepped in a fresh pile of what, she didn’t know. “Ahh! Disgusting!” she yelled, shaking her boot. Slimy bits of green goo dropped off her sole to join the puddle on the ground. “Yuck!”

“It’s muddy out there,” Sorin said. She could hear him laughing at her.

“Aye. Got that. Thanks. But this isn’t mud.” Krea hobbled over to the nearest tree and tried wiping the clinging green strings off her boot. It just seemed to smear that much more from her efforts. “How could I have missed that?” she mumbled to herself as she renewed her efforts with a small stick. “This is vile.”

“What? Did you step in bear leftovers?”

“If this came from a bear, she is soon to die!” The stick yielded better results than the tree trunk, but her favorite brown leather boots were taking on a decidedly green tint. From the direction of the cave, Krea heard Sorin’s scuffling. She turned around, hoping to see Sorin take a nosedive into the stuff, but instead he made a graceful leap, deftly avoiding all contact.

“Wonderful,” he muttered, bending to inspect the puddle. Oddly, the stuff didn’t smell half as bad as it looked.

“See what I mean? I wouldn’t cross that bear if she were serving pie for dinner.”

“This isn’t from a bear,” Sorin said, poking at it with a stick.

“What is it, then?” Krea had the worst of the slime scraped or rubbed off her boot, but the green tint remained.

“It’s a message from the proth.”

“That came from a proth?”

Sorin stood, nodding.

“You mean, they were this close? They could have attacked us last night?”

“No.” Sorin tossed his stick into the puddle and turned to examine her boot. “You stepped in it?”

“Aye. What do you mean, no? They were right here. Why didn’t they attack us?”

“Let me see your boot. Did it get on both of them or just this one?”

Krea used a small sapling for balance and lifted the offending boot for him to survey. “Mostly on this one,” she said. “I think I got most of it off. Why didn’t they attack us?”

Only after he finished his inspection did he offer her an explanation. “I spelled the cave. The proth couldn’t get in. This must have happened early this morning, which was just as well, or they would have killed the horses. In fact, their presence may have been what drove the horses back into the cave.”

Krea was stunned. They had been so close she should have smelled them, but she slept right through it. “I can’t believe they were that close. I didn’t even know. They could have killed me last night, and I wouldn’t have even known they were there.”

“Don’t be so sure about that. Do you have any other shoes?” 

Krea shook her head. “Just these. What do you mean?”

Again, she had to wait until he was finished scouring every bit of landscape within sight before he finally looked back at her and answered. “You nearly shifted again last night.”

“Aye, I know.” Krea’s tone was slow and methodical as she tried to break into Sorin's thoughts. “I was there. The horses scared me when they came in.”

Sorin smiled and gave her his full attention. “True, but that shouldn’t have caused a shift. I mean, granted, the time before the first shift does get unpredictable, but I’d be willing to bet that it was the proth and not the horses that brought you to that point. Always trust Nature, Krea. She will never lead you astray.”

“Well, She led me straight into a pile of...of whatever that is, now, didn’t She?”

At that Sorin laughed. “No. You not paying attention led you there, not Nature. Unfortunately, your boots will have to stay here.”

“Oh no, they won’t,” Krea said, trying again to get the green filth off them.

“Aye, they will.” Sorin kicked dirt and leaves over the green puddle, then used small, fallen branches to box off the contaminated area. “Those proth weren’t just leaving a hello message. They were leaving themselves a way to track us. I’m sure they assumed the horses would step in it instead of you, but the result will be the same. They will follow their marker wherever it goes.”

“Well, how do you know the horses didn’t step in it? And what if they had? Would you be asking them to leave their shoes behind?”

“The horses went out the way we came in last night. I should have put that together. I should have known something was out there. Anyway, they didn’t step in it. The only one dribbling proth puke is you. And that is at least one thing we can thank the goddess for.”

“Proth puke? As in vomit? The monsters just showed up at the side door, couldn’t get in, so they wretched? How disgusting!” Krea made one more pass at her boot and decided to hide the incriminating evidence with dirt instead. 

“Krea, look at me.”

With great reluctance, Krea looked up to meet the caller’s expectant gaze.

“You have to leave your shoes here.”

“You don’t understand,” Krea said. “I pulled these boots off a dead man. I got sick from the same thing that killed him. I almost died from it. I had to shove plants down into the toe for over a year before I could fit into them. Even now there is plenty of room for...” Krea stopped herself before she confessed too much. “Plenty of room for me to grow,” she amended, although Sorin’s smirk told her that he knew the truth.

Sorin examined the boots with what she hoped was new appreciation, but when he looked up, Krea knew his answer would be the same. “Krea, I understand your attachment to those shoes, and they are a fine piece of workmanship, although from the looks of them they wouldn’t have held you through another winter anyway. Unfortunately, you will never find out, because those boots are staying right here with the vomit.”

Krea looked down. They were splitting along one of the soles, and she had to admit that he was probably right. They had been patched and mended probably more than anyone would have thought possible. The leather was brittle from so much wear, and it would doubtless crack if she tried to sew a new strip over the split. Still, they were all she had. “What am I supposed to wear, then?” she asked, resigned to the inevitable. 

“Well, that is a problem. If we ride at a good pace, we can make Ryth before the merchants close up for the night, but we will be hard-pressed to explain why you are riding barefoot.”

With a sigh, Krea went about unlacing her boots. “Don’t worry about that. I can explain a great deal when put to it. So, I’m to ride barefoot?”

Sorin laughed. “I bet you can explain your way out of most things, can’t you? Aye, you’ll have to ride barefoot. I’m afraid I don’t have any extra boots. Don’t pull those off just yet. I need you to stand over here and guard this area.”

“You want me to guard the puke?” Krea was revolted at the idea.

“Aye.” Sorin finished outlining the area with sticks, creating a rough circle that included her in its center, and then pointed to his structure. “I’m going to call the horses. You absolutely must not let them near this area. It is imperative that they don’t step hoof into this circle. Can you do that?”

Krea nodded. “Aye, but I still haven’t gone to relieve myself yet.”

“Well, wait until the horses are with me. Then you can go. Walk to the edge of the circle, leave your boots inside, and be careful not to let your boots touch your clothes. You didn’t get any on your pants, did you?”

“No.” Krea shook her head.

“You’re sure?”

“Well, if I did, we would be able to see it now, wouldn’t we? It’s not as if the stuff is discreet.”

“Fair enough.” Sorin’s expression took on a distant look as he walked away, and Krea knew he was calling the horses to him. She waited and listened, but when the heavy footfalls finally came, they were approaching from the opposite side of the cave. 

“Smart horses,” she muttered. “Smarter than me.” In short order, Sorin’s yell told her that the horses were safely in his possession and she was free to take care of her business. With great reluctance, she stomped to the circle’s edge and finished unlacing her boots. Fortunately for her, she had always preferred to tuck her breeches into her boots. It was more to hide the tattered bottoms than a fashion concern, but in this case, it saved her from having to ride barefoot and naked. 

When she finally managed to wiggle out of the last boot, using great care not to touch it with her hands, she stepped out onto the forest floor and yelped. Of course, the first thing stepped on had to be pieces of pinecone. “Oh, this is going to be so much fun,” she grumbled, padding out into the trees with considerably more caution. A few years ago, running through the woods on bare feet wouldn’t have been a concern. But her feet were boot soft now, and they objected to every tiny rock and brittle leaf that they encountered. 

By the time Krea hobbled around the curtain of trees to where Sorin waited, both horses were tacked up and ready. Her toes were already freezing from walking through the dew-covered forest, and she didn’t relish the idea of stepping onto the cold iron of her stirrup. There was no avoiding it, though. Krea told herself she had been cold before and took a handful of Caldir’s mane. She hooked her foot into the iron and climbed on. 

The stirrups felt huge and heavy dangling against her bare feet, and it was only then that she noticed that the bottoms weren’t smooth. They had small slits dug into them to provide traction for boots—boots she didn’t have. 

“Are you ready?” Sorin asked.

Krea nodded.

“Okay, hold still.” Krea didn’t realize how cold her toes were until Sorin wrapped a piece of cloth and his warm hands around them. Her skin tingled where his stick fingers touched her, and she was sad to see them go when he was finished wrapping her feet in little cloth cocoons.

“Now, let’s get to Ryth.” With that, the caller stepped onto his horse with the grace of a cat and nudged him into the yawning forest. “It’s a good thing that pouch of yours is so heavy,” he said as Drindoc picked his way through the fallen limbs and underbrush.

“Why? And how do you know how heavy it is?” Krea suddenly wondered why she hadn’t slept with her treasure tucked under her head as she had every other night of their trip. The thought hadn’t even occurred to her.

Sorin laughed. “I know, because I looked, and I looked because you are now a change of clothes, a larger cloak, and a new pair of boots into this trip and you aren’t three weeks away from home. If this keeps up, that bag won’t get you to Roshirim, let alone Shaylith.”

She wanted to blame him for her troubles, but she couldn’t. The Proth had attacked her, not him, and it had been her lack of attention that had landed her in proth vomit. 

“That is a rather large sum of money for a traveler to be carrying. Who did you lift it from?”

Krea’s head snapped up at his use of thieves’ slang. “A man,” she said casually.

“Aye. I figured that much out. What man?”

Krea shrugged. “I didn’t ask his name.”

“Of that I’m certain, but you know exactly who he was, where he was staying, and probably which pocket he kept his nose rag in. Men who carry that kind of money don’t let go of it easily. Now, who was he?”

“Why does it matter?” 

“It matters because normal merchants or nobles, for that matter, don’t make it a practice to carry that much coin. Ryth is the sort of town where you would find a merchant of that wealth, not Trasdaak.” Sorin turned in his saddle to watch her. “Who was he?”

Under his scrutiny, Krea was hard-pressed not to divulge her secrets. It didn’t really matter if he knew. If the caller intended to turn her in to authorities, he would do it regardless of who her mark had been. He didn’t plan on turning her in, though. She was at least sure of that much. “His name was Lord Blaydon.”

“Blaydon.” Sorin repeated the name to himself. “Blaydon. I know that name. Why do I know that name?” Without warning, the caller spun his horse around and planted him in front of Caldir. “Lord Blaydon? Krea! Are you telling me that you stole that money from the Lady Regent’s brother?”

“If his name is Lord Blaydon.” As much as she would never admit it aloud, the caller’s shock was a huge boost to her ego. At least this was something she could do right. He may not approve of it, but it was something.

“Like you didn’t know.” A slow smile replaced Sorin’s shocked expression before he nudged his horse back into a walk. “You do realize that you stole the Regent Heir Lady Trintin’s travel money, don’t you?”

Krea couldn’t hide her smile. She hadn’t known what the money was to be used for, but she did know from whom she had taken it. “I’m sure she has more.”

“Oh, I’m sure she does too, but that’s not the point. You may have started a political earthquake.” 

“Why?”

“Well, you see, the Crown Princess, Her Imperial Highness Princess Larea, is betrothed. We should be arriving in Shaylith just in time for the month of wedding celebrations. At first, I wasn’t certain that the rumor was true. The name of her betrothed has been held a secret for some time now. However, Blaydon's arrival confirmed the story.

“Since Trasdaak has no governor, it would be inappropriate for Lady Regent Marli to attend the festivities in Shaylith, so she intends to send her beautiful, if not bothersome, daughter in her stead. Clearly, Regent Heir Trintin cannot travel all the way to Shaylith without a suitable escort, so the Lady Regent asked her brother, who has been in ill-favor with the court for some time now, to attend to Lady Trintin’s travel needs. As is customary, Lord Blaydon was expected to pay for the travel expenses of his charge.”

Krea kicked her horse up beside Drindoc. The way Sorin tossed around titles fascinated her. And he said he wasn’t a noble...right! “Well, the way he acted, he must have plenty more where this bag came from.” She gave her bedroll a pat.

“Ah, but he doesn’t,” Sorin said with a shake of his finger. “There’s a reason Lord Blaydon is out of favor with the court. He’s an idiot. Many years ago, he was given a governorship over a small territory west of Dorish. He lost the title because of his incompetence. Escorting the very marriageable Lady Trintin to Shaylith could have been his chance to reestablish himself with the lower courts, if not with Her Imperial Majesty, the Empress Raeyal.”

“So what does this money bag have to do with anything?” 

“I told you. Lord Blaydon was to be responsible for Lady Trintin’s travel expenses. You stole that money, or a good part of it, anyway. He can’t replace it. Not without selling some possessions, and he doesn’t have that much time. The wedding celebrations will begin in a few weeks from now. They probably left a day or so after we did.”

Krea shrugged. “So? Let Lady Marli pay for it.”

“The Regent Heir of Trasdaak arrives in Shaylith using her mother’s money because her male relative is too poor to follow appropriate customs? That little fact will limit Lady Trintin’s possible betrothals considerably.” Sorin shook his head. “Although Trasdaak has its place in the Empire since it borders Tishar, it is not an overly desirable post. No doubt, Lady Marli hoped to position her daughter closer to the Royal City through a favorable match with another family in good standing. There is even a possibility that the Lady Regent has her eye on Prince Northel, Her Imperial Majesty’s eldest son. This little problem of Blaydon's will probably keep either of those things from happening. It may even be the end of Blaydon. Lady Marli has carried that man about as far as she’s willing to carry him.”

“Well, if this bag of money meant so much to him, then why was he prancing all over the marketplace, flashing coin? If it was for a trip, why didn’t he leave it in the manor until he and Lady Trintin left for the Royal City?”

“As I said, the man’s an idiot.”

“No one has to know if he borrows money from his sister. This isn’t that much money. I mean, it’s a good amount, but it isn’t that much.” Krea felt a twinge of guilt at the magnitude of her offense. She hadn’t given her mark a second thought other than to tell herself that he didn’t deserve to be carrying around such a burden of money if he was going to flaunt it like a drunkard. Knowing Blaydon had more to lose than money gave her pause. Although, in truth, she would have stolen it regardless. That purse contained a lot of money.

Sorin waved away her suggestion. “The news will get to Shaylith. In fact, it will no doubt get there long before Blaydon does. The court holds no secrets.” At that, Sorin laughed. “The goddess has an evil sense of humor, does she not?”

Krea didn’t really know what to say to that. In truth, she didn’t even know the exact amount in the pouch she carried. She had just done what any good thief does and seized an opportunity when she saw it. “I would have been in serious trouble if I had been caught,” Krea said, suddenly realizing the extent of her folly in going back after the bag. 

“What do mean? You did get caught.”

When Krea looked at him, she was relieved to see a playful smirk instead of the accusing glare she was expecting. “No, I didn’t.” She stopped herself. “Well, not by the captain, anyway.”

Sorin cocked his head expectantly.

“Okay, I would have if you hadn’t been there. I admit it. Do you feel better now?”

He just laughed and shook his head. “It’s just a good thing your captain didn’t meet my bluff and demand rodulin. I can say with absolute certainty that given what the Lady Marli stands to lose, she would not have been terribly objective.”

Krea whistled. “You’re not joking! That was closer than I thought. But that bag doesn’t hold that much money, Sorin. I mean, think about it. For a regent heir to go anywhere requires an armed escort of at least ten men.”

“More like fifteen, with so many traders on the routes. Maybe even twenty.”

“Okay, fifteen. She will have at least one personal servant and a chaperone from the temple with her, right?”

Sorin nodded. “And Lord Blaydon, along with one or two of his personal servants.”

“Well, that’s at least twenty people and their horses to provide for, and I can imagine that they will be taking the long way through Sra. That group wouldn’t be caught dead in the Nayli.”

“Actually, that group would be very dead in the Nayli, so you’re right. They’ll be going through Sra. What’s your point?”

Krea reached back and patted her bedroll again. “There is no way you can convince me that this bag has enough money in it to finance that trip.”

“No, no,” Sorin said, waving his hand through the air. “Blaydon isn’t responsible for funding everyone’s expenses, just Trintin’s.” When Krea shrugged her confusion, he continued. “You know, like her extra expenses. Things she needs along the way or decides she wants. Not food and shelter. The other things.”

“Are you telling me that this bag is spending money? Pocket money for that spoiled, privileged little...”

Sorin’s laugh cut her off. “That is what I’m telling you.”

Krea grinned. “That means that when I get to Ryth, I could treat myself like a pampered regent heir. I can buy anything I want, can’t I?”

“You can, but you won’t.”

“Why not?”

“Look at yourself,” Sorin said, waving his arm at her. “You are dressed in a stable boy’s clothing, you have no shoes, and a handed down cloak two years too small. And, you will be arriving with me. Just me. Where would you come by having money you can spend so frivolously?” 

He had a point. If she pulled out that bag and started tossing it around, she would be no smarter than Lord Blaydon. She would have to be frugal in her purchases, which was business as usual for her. At least this time they would be purchases rather than acquisitions. And she still had the small purse she had snatched off the merc. “You’re right. I’ll mind myself. Who should I say that I am?”

“I’m still working on that. But it will be for nothing if we don’t get to Ryth.” Sorin clicked his horse into a trot. “Come on. Let’s get out of these trees so we can make up the time.”
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Once they maneuvered out of the thickest of the trees, Sorin found a well-traveled deer path and set the horses at a slow canter to help cover ground. They stopped only once to eat, and other than that, they kept their pace as fast as the terrain would permit. A wide bend of the Morkeen River was just peeking through the trees when the forest path dropped them back out onto the main trade route.

“Perfect,” Sorin said, dropping his horse back into a walk and pulling on his gloves. She still wasn’t used to seeing the wood fingers, but she was sad to see them covered up again. “We couldn’t have done that better.”

Krea glanced up. The sun was just falling out of its crest. “We should have plenty of time to get our things and leave before sundown,” Krea said, giving her horse’s damp coat an affectionate pat.

Sorin shook his head. “No. We’ll be staying at least the night. Sra or Shaylith might have a cobbler or cordwainer with stock on hand, but Ryth isn’t that large. Your new boots will have to be made. Besides, these horses need to be fed up.”

As Sorin spoke, a small cart burdened with sacks and towing two oxen rounded the corner ahead. Sorin nodded politely to the farmer as he passed, but kept his focus on the road. 

“Who are you going to say we are?” Krea asked once the cart was well behind them.

“I think I’ll pretend to be a bailiff escorting my troublesome daughter to her new position at my master’s manor in Dyrshem.”

The caller’s jabbing comment was lost in the preposterousness of his story. Krea couldn’t keep from laughing. “You must be joking,” she finally managed. “You? A peasant? You wouldn’t make it fifteen minutes.”

“I can make the talk,” Sorin assured her in the guttural slang of the field workers.

Krea checked to be sure he was serious and then sobered up enough to save his life. “No, Lord Sorin, you can’t. They will know you in an instant and your life will be in jeopardy. You couldn’t pass for a commoner if you were found dead in a pig trough.”

Sorin stared at her, a thin smile playing at the corners of his mouth. “A liege steward, then? On my way back to my master with my recently orphaned niece in tow?”

“Liege steward for a member of the royal family, maybe.” Krea let the idea run through her mind a few times. “Maybe,” she added again for extra emphasis.

At that, Sorin laughed. “Okay. How about a caller on his way back to the Royal City?”

She paused and frowned at him. “But that’s what you are.”

Her comment only made Sorin laugh again. She didn’t see the humor, but she was getting used to the man, so she waited him out. In due time, he turned back to her. “The truth is usually the best option. An effective lie is based on truth. We will tell the truth, but only the barest part of it. I’m sure you can manage that without trouble.” Sorin’s expression suddenly sobered, and once again he was the silent brooding man who left Trasdaak. “Only the barest truth, Krea. Do you understand me? Not a word about the proth. Not a word about anything that doesn’t have to be said.”

Krea nodded. 

“Good. And my title is Tal, not Lord. If you are traveling with me, you should know that.”

“What does that mean? It sure brought those merchants up short.”

“It means The Chosen. It is for callers. Are you ready?”

She nodded again. She didn’t like the somber wizard half as much as the mocking noble, but his moods weren’t hers to choose. Instead, she drank in their surroundings. 

The fresh, musky scent of water hung on the air. The thick, lording oaks and elms had long since given way to tall, white-barked aspens and airy willows that dipped their heavy branches in homage to the river that dominated the landscape. 

Serfs pushing handcarts and others towing herd animals passed, offering a cursory nod or polite greeting, but other than that, the road was curiously empty. Krea waited for the huge town to spring up before her, but she saw only other travelers until the wide road finally turned toward the massive waterway. 

As they cleared a thicket of huge, lumbering cypresses, the wide blue-green waters of the Morkeen River finally came into full view. The river washed gently down the rocky brim in such quiet solitude that Krea found it nearly impossible to believe that the sweeping tide of water could possibly stretch so wide. 

On the far bank, the cottages and mills that had to be Ryth stood like toy buildings made for dolls. She glanced over at Sorin in sheer panic. She hated rivers. They terrified her.

“I can’t swim,” she said in barely more than a whisper. “I can’t cross that. Why is the river so wide? It’s as far across as a wheat field. I can’t get across that.” She shook her head. “You don’t mean to go over there, do you?”

He laughed. “Even if you could swim, you couldn’t cross that, but aye, I do mean to go over there.” Sorin pointed them upriver and started out again. “Rivers can teach us a great many things. Look out at the water, Krea. What do you see?”

“I see a killer trying to disguise itself as a calm river. I know better, though. That water is on a journey, and it will stop for no one.”

Sorin smiled and nodded. “The power of purpose. Only a fool tries to stop a river, and only a fool underestimates one.”

“I thought I had seen a river,” Krea said as they approached a small dock guarded by a bent and wrinkled old man. “I thought that’s what I bathed in. A river.”

“Well, now you know what a proper river looks like. Here is our ferryman.”

Krea regarded the gray-haired man with a critical eye and then glanced over to Sorin. “And what does this ferryman do?” She was afraid she wouldn’t like the answer.

“He provides us with a way across the river.”

She was right.

“Good day, kind sir,” said Sorin, once they were up on the dock. “May we gain passage?”

The old man grinned up with only one tooth showing, and squinted at the sun. “Ah, milord! ’Tis a good day for it. My son is yon with a empty plank. Does ya want the both of you to go?”

“I do.”

“That’ll be a even shol for you and the horses,” the man said, hobbling up to accept the coin.

“An even shol?” Sorin said with a companionable smile. “That makes it hard to split the trip, doesn’t it? Is it not customary to pay half upon leaving and half upon arriving?”

The old man drew himself up as tall as years of pushing a river ferry would allow and shoved out his chin. “If that be yer concern, milord, I’ll ask ya to hold yer coin till ya be safe on yonder brim.” 

Sorin dismounted and dug a shol and a dalman out of his money purse. “With a bond such as that, how can I not pay my debt?” 

The man took the coin with grumbled instruction to wait and hobbled away to prepare for the approaching ferry, but Krea could see from the way he held himself that he wasn’t really angry. “Why did you go through all that when you were going to pay him the shol anyway?” Krea asked when the man was at the far end of the dock.

“To make him feel good.”

Krea looked back at the old man. He was working on a docking rope that had probably been loose for ages, but suddenly required his immediate expert attention. Krea smiled. 

The ferry turned out to be a large, square piece of wood that floated. Nothing more. Just that. A tall pole rose from its center, but was bare of a sail in the calm afternoon air. The only semblance of sides that it offered was a small railing that hit Krea about chest high and would be of little use should things go wrong.

“Is this one of your jokes?” Krea asked as she watched the river push and shove at the tethered pad.

Sorin frowned and shook his head. ‘It’s a good, solid ferry,” he whispered, leading his horse past her. “Don’t disrespect our ride. The next crossing isn’t for another two hours.”

“Oh goddess, I may be soon to die,” Krea began as she took her horse’s reins and started after Sorin, but not before scratching the triple spiral in the air. 

“Not that again.” Sorin turned to her. “You know, you should try doing that some time when you’re not in trouble.”

Krea sent him a scathing glare, but received only a dismissive wave for her trouble.

To her utter shock, both horses agreed to get on the ferry. Why, Krea couldn’t imagine. Had she been big enough to have a say in the matter, she was quite sure she would have never boarded. But faced with the shame of balking when the mighty horses agreed to brave the floating barge of death, Krea reluctantly joined Caldir. She did refuse to open her eyes, though, until the ferryman’s stout son had them well onto the river. 

The ride was oddly fluid and much faster than she had anticipated. Three strong men worked the ferry, but other than dipping an ore or stick to keep the platform straight and moving forward, they mostly just chatted quietly with Sorin while Krea clung for her life to the center mast. By the time she was willing to loosen her grip, the men were using their poles to maneuver the ferry toward the Ryth side dock.

“Well, that wasn’t so bad,” Krea said, still not brave enough to peer over the railing. 

The ferryman’s son held out his hand to help her off. “That was since it were the downstream trip, sweet lady. Ya coulda let go the mast.” 

Krea blushed so hot she was sure her skin would melt. She had never been helped anywhere before, and she had certainly never been called anything so nice. The only response she could manage was a mumbled thank you before she grabbed Caldir’s reins and trotted him off the dock.

Ryth was at least twice as large as Trasdaak. Carts creaked up and down the central road as they entered the village proper, and peasants and merchants alike dodged in and out of the paths of the burdened beasts pulling them. The lingering aroma of roasting meats and baked bread still drifted through the air, giving way to the biting musk of the animals laboring under their loads.

Sorin headed down the main road, paused, started again and then stopped. After glancing around, he frowned and turned Drindoc down a side road mumbling something about the goddess’s wicked sense of humor.

Krea’s sharp eye surveyed the villagers, marking each one’s station as she went. A young nobleman crossed the road in front of them with a woman on his arm, both assuming an air of importance that their rank did not give them. 

Another woman crossed the road farther ahead, and unlike her younger noble counterparts, she attempted to play down her station, a rank neither of the earlier nobles would ever reach. Krea watched the woman’s purposeful, confident stride and noted her guard, trailing as far behind as his will would permit, but no doubt much closer than his lady preferred. 

Two merchants held to the shadows of a miller’s cottage, negotiating the details of a contract that would never be put to parchment. Farther ahead, a young boy ducked behind a cart that lumbered toward them. He never reappeared on the other side. Krea grinned. She knew his station well. 

Sure enough, just before the cart rolled past them, the boy dropped off the back, nearly finding himself under Drindoc’s angry hooves. Why Sorin was there in the first place, she couldn’t say. He hadn’t been there a second ago.

The boy tried to run backward, but only managed to slip on the loose gravel. He threw his hands up to protect his head as Drindoc reared again, and barely rolled clear of the horse before hooves rained down on him. When he finally got his feet under him, the young thief tried to run, but Sorin had Drindoc under control, and in one quick movement, he hoisted the child up onto the front of his saddle. In his shock, the boy dropped the small bag he had been clutching.

“Sir,” Sorin called to the farmer who had only just managed to bring his mules back under control. The woman beside him turned to answer the address. “I believe some of your supplies have shaken loose.”

Sorin no sooner had the words out of his mouth before the farmer was on the ground checking his ropes. His eyes fell on the dark green cloth, traveled up Drindoc’s leg, and finally fell on the wide-eyed boy who had finally stopped squirming, more from lack of air than good thinking. The man’s face turned to stone and Krea was actually afraid for the child, but a soft voice stalled any action the man may have taken.

“My thanks, milord, for stopping us,” said the woman in the cart, gracing Sorin with a kind yet weathered smile. “Thal, I’m sure the ropes will hold now. Please, let’s go, or we won't see home before the night falls.”

Thal watched the boy for another second, looked over at Krea, marked her bare feet, and then finally turned to Sorin. “Aye,” he said, sucking in another slow breath. “My thanks to you.”

Sorin simply nodded, waited for the cart to start on its path again, and then turned his attention to the boy half lying, half hanging from his saddle. 

The child couldn’t have had more than seven years, but from the look of him, all seven had been spent on the street. Blond hair kept short by cutting out the mats with a knife fell in haphazard chunks against a dirt-smudged face. One of his eyes shone as blue as a jay and the other was the same deep brown of well-tanned hide, but they were both ringed with dark, black circles that spoke of little sleep and a poor diet.

“You would do well to stop calling attention to yourself, pelt,” Krea hissed. 

He snapped his head around and stared at Krea. “Pelt! How do you...,” he stammered, but Krea cut him off with a flip of her hand.

“Because I do,” she whispered, leaning toward him. “Now stop thrashing about like a stuck pig.”

As she had hoped it would, her comment stopped his struggle. He watched her for another moment and then suffered himself to be pulled upright onto Sorin’s horse. “I ain’t no pelt,” he muttered as Sorin reined Drindoc off of the main road.

“You’re sitting on a noble’s horse, and your shill is rolling away with your mark.” Krea graced the boy with the most contemptuous look she could muster. It was hard to look stern where the child was concerned, because he was so unbelievably pathetic, but she knew bright and well that pathetic would only work for another year, maybe two. He was going to have to get better at being a thief, or he was going to get killed. “That makes you a pelt.”

“Hush, both of you,” Sorin said once they found a place to stop in the shadows of a small tavern. “Boy, what is your name?”

“It ain’t pelt,” he said, and then made an impressive attempt at flying. Sorin was way ahead of him, though, and before the child’s feet could figure out where they needed to be, his arm was twisted behind his back. In less than a second, the thief was once again sitting quietly across the caller’s saddle.

“Your name?” Sorin asked again.

“Hawk,” he said with a thrust of his chin. 

Krea just rolled her eyes.

“Your other name,” the caller prompted, giving his arm a tiny nudge.

“Dane,” the boy squeaked. “It’s Dane.”

“Dane.” Sorin glanced over at Krea and she nodded. As best she could tell, the boy was telling the truth this time. Goddess help him. He was such a pelt. “Okay, Dane, how well do you know this village?”

Dane started to answer, but just then a man appeared at the edge of the tavern wall. “This lad be giving ya trouble, milord?” drawled the man who was as wide as he was tall. “Trouble, ’tis what that one be. Give him over, and I’ll see to it ’e won’t be no more bother to ya.” 

The man wiped at his scruffy beard with the back of his hand, but Krea caught the murderous glance he gave the boy before settling his amiable gaze back on Sorin. She also heard Dane suck in his breath. So the man was a runner. She had always managed to stay clear of men like him, but then she had been fortunate. Dane wasn’t so lucky. Once a thief was being used by a runner, there was no getting away from him.

“My thanks, tavern keeper, but I’ll take care of this myself.”

“Awww! Ya don't want to trouble yerself with vermin like ’im,” the tavern keeper said, waving his hand at the boy as if he were shooing away flies. “I’m sure ya got business to tend to. I’ll take care o’ that one.”

“We’re fine,” Sorin said in a cool tone. “My thanks.”

“No problem, no problem,” the man hurried. “Can I ready a room for ya and yer...” He let the sentence hang, obviously looking for information, but Sorin was loath to give it. 

“No, we have other arrangements,” Sorin said, still bracing the runner with an icy stare.

“Fair ’nough,” the keeper said as he turned to leave. “Yer welcome back, if ya be changin’ yer mind.”

The caller simply nodded. When the man was gone, Sorin gave Dane a gentle shake. “You can breathe now.” 

The man was perceptive; she had to give him that much. 

“Do you know this town?” Sorin asked.

Dane nodded. He wasn’t willing to speak, probably because the runner might be listening, and Krea couldn’t blame him. Runners were a nasty lot. The worst sorts of people. She would have been dead silent, too.

“Okay.” The caller lowered his voice to such a whisper that Krea barely heard him. “We need a stable, a clothier, and a cobbler. Can you show us where to go?”

Again, the boy nodded. Sorin had already released his arm, but Dane remained as still as stone.

“Good. Now climb over there behind Krea, and if you touch her money bag, she’ll break your fingers.”

Sorin nudged his horse over toward Caldir and waited, but the boy never moved. “I can’t ride no horse,” he protested, clinging to Sorin’s arm.

“What’s with you people?” Sorin demanded as he maneuvered the boy over to sit behind Krea. “Why don’t any of you know how to ride?”

“Well, horses aren’t the sorts of things a person usually steals,” Krea said, pushing Dane’s legs over. “They're hard to hide and the penalty is a little on the severe side.”

At that, Sorin laughed. “You have a point. Where do we go, Dane?”

“That way,” the boy said, indicating the direction with a nudge of his chin. He apparently wasn’t willing to let go of Krea in order to use his arms. 

For all the world, Krea wished she knew how to make Caldir drop into a turn the way Drindoc had done the day she was clinging to Sorin for her life. It would have felt so good. As it was, she would probably end up on the ground right along with Dane if she tried it. Instead, she nudged him into a walk and fell in beside Sorin. “He’s not kidding about the money bag,” she whispered as they rode. “I will break your fingers if you even so much as bump it.”

“I know it,” Dane assured her. “Where is you going first?”

“The cobbler?” Krea asked Sorin, unsure of his intentions.

He nodded. “Aye. Then the stable.” He looked over at his newest charge. “A reputable stable. Don’t take us to a rat hole like that tavern just because you have connections.”

The boy shook his head emphatically. “I won’t. I know just the place. And there’s a inn what’s owned by the same lady right next door, ’cause I know you was lying to Bel...to the tavern keeper back there.”

“Sounds like it’ll work,” Sorin said without another backward glance. 

They walked in silence. Krea wanted to ask the boy about the town and about his life here, but she knew that he wouldn’t tell her. If he did, only half of what he said would be believable. Instead, she kept every sense alert to her surroundings, especially to where Dane’s hands were, and continued to take stock in the bounty that Ryth held. 

She also couldn’t help but wonder if she had been here. She didn’t remember any of it, but how could she have made it to Trasdaak without going through such a major thoroughfare? And if she did go through Ryth, why didn’t she stop here? It was a wonderful village, with far more merchant trade than Trasdaak. At the same time, she was glad that she hadn’t stayed. Staying out of the grip of a runner was nearly impossible if you were a child, and as fate would have it, the local runner in Trasdaak had been imprisoned only weeks after she got there. The guards picked off the four or five kids the woman was running for bait, and that left the town wide open for Krea to start her own business, so to speak. No other runners ever tried to move in.

“The cobbler’s there where that sign hangs down,” Dane said, breaking into her thoughts. “And the stable’s right up that hill. You’d have to fall on your head to miss it. The clothmaker’s up there, too. The good one. He got real nice stuff up there. You’ll like it.” With that, Dane started to push himself off the back of the still-moving horse.

“Where are you going?“ Krea asked, catching him by his tunic and pulling him back on.

The boy jerked free. “No way I can go up there. I done showed you where to go, now leave off.”

Before Krea could get a second hold on the boy, Sorin was beside her and Dane was once again dangling across his saddle. At least this time, he had the sense not to fight it.

“You’re staying with us, young man,” Sorin said. “At least until supper, maybe until tomorrow.”

The boy looked up at the caller, decided against it, and then turned his plea onto Krea. “Tell him,” he said. “You caught me lifting them clothes, fair ’nough. And you didn’t give me over to Belt, so I brung you up here for nothing back, but I can’t take you no further. I ain’t allowed up there. Not for no reason. Explain it to him.”

“Territory?” Krea asked, not sure what was staying the boy’s chance to make some money.

“Not up there,” he assured her. “Ain’t no one working the hill streets. That’s the regent’s manor there on the very top, and the witch lives up there, too. You get caught on the hill, ain’t no finding even bones to prove you was living. Them hill guards got a magic eye, same way as he got a magic hand.”

Krea looked over at Sorin in shock. With his gloves on, his wood hand looked just like the other. How could the boy have known?

Sorin acted as if he had expected Dane's comment— as if it were as normal as noting the weather. His confusion was still over the boy's refusal to go with them up the hill. “I don't understand,“ he said, looking at Krea for his answers.

Krea nudged Caldir up and took first one, then the other, of the boy’s hands in hers. “You marked?” she asked, looking for the customary symbol that the courts left on an accused thief’s palm. The boy yanked his hands away, but not before she saw the scar where the mark had been.

“Leave off,” he demanded again, with a baleful glance up the road.

“They know him,” Krea explained to the caller. “If he goes up there, they’ll know him on sight. He already got his warning, so if he gets caught again, he’ll lose a hand. How did he know about your hand?”

The caller dismissed her question. He was quiet for a moment, looking from Dane's hands, now well hidden beneath his ragged tunic, to Krea, and then back to the boy.

“We can get along without a guide,” Krea said, unsure why Sorin hesitated.

“It’s not that.”

Suddenly Krea took another look at the child propped across the front of Sorin’s saddle. “Tell me he isn’t a...”

Sorin waved his hand, causing the boy to jerk back. “No. I just have a feeling, and my feelings aren’t often wrong.” The noble patted the boy on the shoulder. “Being a guide isn’t a crime, Dane. As long as you keep it to just being a guide, I’m sure you’ll be fine. You’re staying with us.”

Dane didn’t try to jump down, but his shoulders sagged noticeably as he shook his head. “Least I won’t have to face Belt,” he muttered. “I’ll be dead as broke wood by tomorrow.”

“I think you could be a lot of things by tomorrow, Dane, but dead won’t be one of them.” With that, the caller nudged his horse toward the yellow sign.
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The cobbler’s shop was so small that the three of them barely fit in the entry that served as the seating area. They may have had a better time of it, but Dane wasn’t willing to be more than one step away from the man who would vouch for his employment. In the end, both Dane and Sorin resigned themselves to hold up the doorway, freeing Krea to haggle with the cobbler.

A long, blue curtain dangled from a wood rod across the back of the room. Behind it came the soft tapping and an occasional clang from what must have been the workroom. Footsteps padded down wood stairs, and by the time the other two had decided on their post by the door, a tiny woman not even as tall as Krea slipped out from behind the curtain. She wore the traditional browns of her trade and station, but the plain clothes did not hide her beauty. Plaited hair so blonde it was nearly white draped her shoulders like a cape, each of the many braids ending in a tiny thong of colored leather wrapped into bands the width of a thumbnail. Her skin was white like the bark of a young aspen, a perfect complement to her moss-green eyes.

Krea was genuinely startled when the woman dropped into a tiny, respectful bow of greeting, but not surprised to note that the merchant’s eyes were on the caller in the doorway when she addressed them, not on Krea.

“I am well met with whom the goddess has brought me today, Tal,” she began, her voice soft and melodious. “How might I be of service?”

Krea turned to ask Sorin if he knew her, but his expression was one of amused perplexity. He may not know her, but she obviously knew him, or knew his station, at least. He waved toward Krea and maintained his silent watch, but his stance changed. He was more alert now, his hand resting casually on his sword, his birch eyes catching every nuance of the exchange.

“I need boots,” Krea began, but she got no further before a middle-aged man poked his head around the curtain, bringing the rich scent of leather with him. The woman smiled at him, conveying a message in the secret language known only to life-mates, and then turned back to Krea. Apparently satisfied that his wife was safe, the man disappeared and the gentle pounding took up again. 

“I see that,” the woman said, taking a measuring stick down off the wall. “We have some drawings of the latest fashions in Shaylith. Would you like to look at them?”

“No,” Krea said. “I want sturdy boots that will last a long time.”

“Riding boots,” Sorin added from the doorway.

“Of course,” the woman said as if she had known it all along. “Just sit down and let me take some measurements of your feet. Do you have your old boot leather with you?”

The woman's movements were mesmerizing. She was beyond graceful; each motion flowed into the next much the way water navigates the rocks of a streambed. Krea was so caught up by the strange woman that she nearly lost herself. “No,” she answered finally. “I need all new leather. I don’t have my old boots at all.”

The woman nodded, shifted the stick from one angle to another, noted the measurements with charcoal on a tablet, and then finally looked up again. Krea nearly fell into those green eyes. She had to shake her head to clear the spell that the woman’s beauty cast on her. When the cobbler spoke, Krea took several seconds to process what she had said. “We do have some used leather in the back. Probably enough to make a nice ankle boot for you.”

In her mind, Krea decided she was dealing with Onin. She refused to see the woman’s beauty. Instead, she conjured up a vision of an empty money bag and finally managed to recover her senses. “I want new leather,” she told the woman, slowly drinking in the details of the room to clear her mind. “And full boots, please. Not ankle length.”
“Good enough. Just let me bring you some samples to choose from.”

Krea nodded and let out the breath she was holding as the woman breezed behind the curtain. Sorin chuckled behind her and Krea turned to comment, but before she could think of anything scathing to say, the woman was back. 

She carefully placed four strips of leather on a small wood table positioned near the stools. The first was very light tan and extremely thin. Krea imagined that it would make a beautiful house shoe for the Lady Trintin, whose pocket money she was now spending, but it wouldn’t last a season in the woods. The second leather strip was a dark, rich brown that was much thicker than it looked. Although the texture was smooth, the leather maintained a rough, raked look. The third piece was smooth to the touch and in appearance. In fact, Krea was almost afraid to touch it for fear of leaving a scratch mark. It was also the thickest of them all. So far, it seemed the superior choice, but it would make a thick, heavy boot that would take many weeks to break in and be much too cumbersome for her to manage. Krea was just about to move her attention to the fourth sample when Sorin’s fist slammed down over it. He clenched a thin strip of leather in his fist. When she looked up at him, his bemused expression was gone, replaced by icy anger.

Sorin held the strip of leather up to the woman, the action itself demanding an explanation. The leather was medium brown in color and lined with thin indentations along its length. It was thin, almost as thin as the first sample, but it held an odd shine, a luster that spoke of immense strength. 

“That leather came from west of the Thaydor River,” the woman whispered in explanation, glancing to the small pile of discards by the door where Sorin had evidently found the offending piece. 

“I’d bet it did,” Sorin said, his voice biting and angry. “You know very well what this is, faerie-born. Why do you have it?”

The woman’s eyes changed to a green as dark as a forest night, and when she spun to answer Sorin, danger radiated from her like light from the moon. Magic suddenly charged the air, but Krea knew from experience that it was Sorin’s magic she sensed, not the woman’s. 

“I am a merchant,” the woman stated in a low, clear voice. “Times are changing, caller. Those of us who do not have the luxury of being one of Nordu’s chosen must do what we can to change with it.”

“This is not about change,” Sorin shot back. “This is selling yourself to the torbadyn.”

“How dare you! How dare you make such an accusation!”

“How dare you travel so far from your roots,” Sorin said, suddenly the calm caller she had met in the alleyway. “You travel with a false confidence, faerie-born. One day you will travel so far you will forget where you come from.”

The woman started to answer, but turned instead to the curtain an instant before the cobbler entered the already crowded room, a curved blade clenched in his right hand. “Is there a problem here?” he asked, eyeing Sorin in challenge.

“There is indeed. You trade in dragon skin.” Sorin dropped the piece of leather on the table.

“We attempt to meet the needs of our buyers,” the man returned, matching Sorin’s calculated tone. “Nothing more. That leather came from outside the Empire. There is no crime here.”

“Aye, there is.” Sorin bore down on the woman again. “Ask your wife to explain it to you, cobbler, if she can still remember. Krea, let us go.”

Sorin was already out the door before Krea managed to find her feet, but a single word stopped her. “Krea!” the woman whispered in a voice so soft Krea barely heard it. Krea turned and gazed into the eyes that were once again placid and deep. “You are Krea?”

Krea frowned. How did this woman know her? She didn’t remember ever being in Ryth, and if she had been, she certainly hadn’t stolen anything from this woman.

“You are Krea,” the woman said again in more of a statement than a question.

“Why do you ask?” 

“You must go to the mage who lives at the base of the wall. You must go see her. She has been waiting for you.”

“What? What do you mean she has been waiting for me? I only just got here.” Krea looked from the woman to the cobbler, but he was as confused as she was.

“Wait here,” she said, and before Krea could answer, the woman slipped behind the curtain. She appeared an instant later with a pair of soft house shoes in her hand. “Take these. Your boots will be made by the morrow. Here.” She shoved the floppy shoes into Krea’s hand. “Wear these until yours are ready.”

Krea took the shoes and stared at them. She couldn’t think of anything to say before the woman was turning her around and shoving her out the door. “Go,” she insisted. “Go to the mage at the base of the wall.” 

Krea glanced back just in time to see the woman and Sorin exchange glances. The door slammed closed.

“What did she say?” Sorin asked, his hand clamped over Dane’s shoulder. The boy must have been about to run.

“She said to see the mage at the end of the wall. Or at the bottom of the wall. Something about a wall. She said the mage has been waiting for me. She gave me these to wear until my boots are done.” Krea looked up at the man who was scowling at the door. “How is that possible? I don’t think I’ve ever been to Ryth.”

“I should o’ never gone for them clothes,” Dane moaned, bent sideways under the weight of Sorin’s grip. “If I don’t get tagged by them guards, or get a curse laid on me by the witch, I’ll get fed to a dragon by a caller.” He shook his head slowly from side to side. “I never thought it would be so soon.”

“What would be so soon?” Krea asked, trying hard not to laugh at the child’s pitiful antics.

“My end, is what.”

Krea smiled, but the seriousness of the merchant woman’s words stole the moment. “What do we do?”

“First, we tend to the horses. They need to eat. Then we see about this young man’s curse.”

Dane let out a heavy sigh, but he didn’t balk when Sorin lifted him up to sit behind Krea on Caldir. Once they were all mounted, Krea’s new shoes a warm welcome from the cold iron stirrups, Sorin turned to Dane. “Take us to the stable, Dane, and get your hands away from those travel sacks.”

At the caller’s warning, Krea jerked around to see just what sacks the boy was fingering. In response to her sudden movement, Caldir spun accidentally, accomplishing what Krea had wanted to do at the tavern. Sure enough, Dane nearly slid off Caldir’s flank, and were it not for a thick handful of mane, Krea would have joined him. As it was, Caldir made several turns and two or three healthy hops before the two thieves managed to find their seat again. 

“I told you I’d break your fingers,” Krea hissed once her horse was finally back under control.

“I wasn’t taking nothing,” the boy said. “Maybe I’s a pelt, but I ain’t stupid. Just trying to find a way to sit back here. It ain’t easy, you know.”

“Just keep your hands where I can see them.” 

The boy tried to link his hands in front of her, but his arms were too short. He started to put them on her lap, but that put him to close to her money bag. He was just placing them on her shoulder when Krea grabbed one and placed it on her side. “Keep them right there,” she said. “And don’t move them.”

“I just was trying to do like you said,” he complained, clenching her tunic in his small fists. “Make up your mind.”

Krea gave the boy a low growl and then turned her scowl onto Sorin, who had a smug grin. “Why do I have to carry him? Why can’t he ride with you?”

“I told you the goddess had a wicked sense of humor.” His smile said much more than his words. “Dane, where’s the stable?”

“There.” Dane released the tunic just long enough to jab his finger up the hill. “You just got to go up there. You’ll see it.”

The stable was more than halfway to the top. It was almost as large as the stable in the regent manor at Trasdaak, and at least as clean. Sorin was equally impressed, and he turned his tolerant smile onto Dane. “Well done.” 

Krea could practically feel Dane beaming under the caller’s approval. A stable boy trotted out to meet them, his master not far behind.

“Can I be of service?” the man asked, raking the party with a quick, appraising glance. 

Krea couldn’t help but wonder what he saw. Did he see the filthy thief and the misfit girl riding with a weathered, road-beaten old noble or did he see the fine horses, the expert stitch of the noble’s clothes, and the craftsmanship of his blade?

Sorin dismounted. “We need keep for our horses. They need to be fed up tonight and tomorrow morning. Our guide tells us that the stable owner also has an inn near here.”

“Your guide?” The man’s brow arched in bemused speculation as he watched Sorin help Dane off the horse. “I suppose everyone’s entitled to a second run.” The stable master turned to his apprentice. “See to these horses. Put them in the stalls along the back wall away from the door. Fresh straw and a full bucket of grain each.” 

The stable boy nodded his understanding and set to unfastening Caldir’s saddle. Krea watched him with a close eye and then gladly took the saddle from him, still laden with its packs, at her first opportunity. Sorin had his saddle free by the time the stable boy was finished. 

Sorin pressed a coin into the boy’s hand. “Wipe them down,” he said. “And see to the buckskin’s legs. That front right pastern looks a little swollen. He may need to be wrapped in a poultice.”

“I will, milord,” the stable boy answered before heading back to the stable with the horses in tow.

The stable master smiled. “I respect a man who knows how to care for his animals.” Then he turned to Dane. “Can your guide lead you to the inn?”

Dane nodded. “I can.”

“Good.” He turned back to Sorin. “You can store your things there. We don’t have a tavern on this end, but there’s a dining hall that can take care of your needs. There’s also a bathhouse farther up if you have coin to spare.” He took the money Sorin offered as a deposit for the horse’s keep, then nodded his head in Dane’s direction. “Best keep him close, milord. Not everyone is as open to second chances as you are.”

“So I’ve heard. My thanks for the information.”

“The inn is this way,” Dane said, pulling on Krea’s tunic again. “I ain’t never been inside, though. They keep it locked up on account of thieves.”

“I thought you said there weren’t any thieves working the hill,” Krea said, peeling his hand off her tunic.

“There ain’t. What’s the point? They keep everything up here locked up tight.”

“Well, take us to it,” Sorin said, giving Dane a gentle shove. 

Dane started forward, but then thought better of it and grabbed one of the irons on Krea’s saddle. “Come on,” he insisted. “This way.”

He took them to a large gate set in an equally massive wood beam fence. The thick timber that surrounded what Krea hoped was the inn stood in silent challenge to anyone who might want to enter without permission. Sorin gave the bell rope several pulls. Feet padded up behind the gate, and after a second a small window that Krea hadn’t even noticed revealed an aged woman missing most of her teeth.

“We seek a room,” Sorin explained, shifting his saddle from one hand to the other.

The woman nodded. The window closed, and after a series of clicks the gate swung open to reveal a well-kept courtyard cut by narrow cobblestone paths, one of which led up to the multi-level house that served as the inn. Rows of neatly trimmed bushes lined the various walkways, and small clumps of flowers all in full bloom dotted the open spaces. Vines clung to the walls of the inn, but the marks in the stone told the story of the innkeeper’s war with them. Krea smiled at the deep green swirls of leaves and stems that dug into the stone and mortar as testimony to Nature’s tenacity. The vines were winning. 

The old woman shuffled up the stone steps toward the door, pushing her basket of flower trimmings out of the path as she went. A gentle breeze pulled at the gray wisps of hair that would never again fold obediently into the long braid that fell down her back. She wore a light-green shawl, well worn but also well mended, across her shoulders and a mud-covered apron about her waist. Krea had a difficult time imagining a woman of her age being responsible for the grounds of the inn, but for all appearances that was exactly what the woman had been doing before she opened the gate.

“This way, milord,” said the old woman, motioning them toward a small door well kept in pitch and grease. The metal fastenings were as silent as air when the door swung open. A young woman greeted them with the customary bow and waved at the old woman already returning to her flowerbeds.

“We have need of a room,” Sorin repeated. “One of the outside rooms with a window, if you have one.”

“Aye, milord. We do. Please follow me.” The girl led the trio through the main hall to a narrow stairway hidden by a huge tapestry depicting all manner of magical creatures locked in battle against a monstrous army of beastly men. The red colors had lost their luster to time, but Krea could see that the tapestry had been a beautiful but gory display in its day. Sorin paused for a moment to look at the wall hanging, glanced once again at his surroundings, and then finally followed the others up the stairs.

The room was small and utilitarian in nature. Two wooden cots rested against opposite walls, and a small table with two stools sat under the single tiny, shuttered window. The floor was swept clean, and except for the bedpan still wet from a recent washing, Krea would have thought that the room had been vacant for some time.

“I’ll be back with your mattresses and a basin, milord,” the girl said before disappearing back down the hall.

“Tell me again how you were going to pass for a steward?” Krea called over her shoulder as Sorin pushed the door closed and hooked his cloak on the wall.

Dane burst out laughing. Sorin didn’t comment except to drop his saddle on top of the one Krea was already holding. “Set them in that corner,” he directed, peeking out between the shutter slats.

“Why don’t you open the window?” Krea asked. “The room could use some air.”

Sorin shook his head. “Not until we return.”

There was a soft rap on the door, and Dane ran to open it. The girl was back with a stack of blankets, several small towels, and two more girls hefting the large straw-filled mattresses intended for the cots. 

Before they were finished arranging the bed, an older woman stood at the door, water filled basin in one hand, basin bowl in the other, snapping orders at the three workers. She barked instructions at the last girl through the door, and then turned to Sorin. “I’m ’fraid we won’t be serving supper for hours yet, milord, but ya can still get a nice bowl of stew in the hall yonder.” 

Sorin thanked her, assured her that their lodging was most acceptable, and walked her to the door just as the girl was running back in with a rolled up straw mat. 

“Ya shoulda had that in the first place,” the woman chided, handing the mat to Sorin. “Man don’t need to be bothering with no fool girls when he’s clearly tired.”

“My thanks,” Sorin said in a firm voice that overrode that of the fussing woman. “This will be fine.”

“O’ course it will,” the woman said with a nod. “Should ya be needing anything else, just let me know. We got the means to serve all tastes here at River’s Bend.”

“I’m sure we’ll be fine.” With that, Sorin backed the woman out the door with gentle nudges and pushed it closed behind her. He no more than turned around before Dane was laughing again. 

“A steward,” Dane howled. “You was thinking to come to Ryth pretending to be a steward?”

“Leave off,” Sorin said, mimicking Dane’s street urchin drawl. The boy sobered considerably, but an impish smirk still played about his lips.

“What do we do with our things while we’re gone?” Krea asked, dropping onto the mattress with a sigh. “I really like beds that sit off the ground. I think they should all sit off the ground.”

“Beds is s’posed to lay on the ground. That way no pulks can hide under there.”

“Oh, Dane! There ain’t no pulks hiding under no beds.” Krea sat up and stared at the boy. “Ahhh! Listen to me. I’m starting to sound like you.”

Sorin’s open laugh turned them both around. “We’ll leave it all right there,” he told her finally, giving Dane a pat on the shoulder. “It’ll be safe from the pulks.” 

Dane leaned toward Krea, keeping a careful distance from the bed in question, and whispered, “Told you there was pulks.”

“Pelt!” Krea hissed, pushing the boy out of her way. “Sorin, it’s not Dane’s imaginary friends I’m worried about. Are you going to put a spell on the room or something?”

Dane drew in a sharp breath and made the symbol of protection in the air, but the caller ignored him. “No,” Sorin said. “A spell here would be too draining. Our things will be fine. Let’s get to our business, though, and get back before nightfall.”

“I don’t understand. What’s the difference between doing a spell here and doing one in that cave?”

“My magic comes from the life forces of nature. There isn’t enough nature here to keep from tapping into my own Essence.” Sorin shook his head to forestall the question that he obviously saw in Krea’s face. “I can’t explain it to you right now. Later, maybe, but not now. Our things will be fine. An inn doesn’t keep a respectable reputation by letting thieves wander its halls.”

Krea cocked her head to the side and stared. “Tell me you can do better than that.”

Sorin waved her off. “You will just have to trust me on this. Do you have enough coin on you for the clothing you need?”

Krea wanted to ask her questions. She wanted to know about the sunball and the proth and all of it, but Sorin never wanted to answer them. Besides, Dane was already looking pale and Sorin’s expression was one of finality, so she just nodded. “I hope so. I thought we were going to see the mage first.”

“We had better see to your clothes. They may have to be made, so we need to give the shopkeepers as much time as possible. Besides, we’ll have to stop at the bathhouse as well. It isn’t proper to visit a mage looking like you’ve been dragged behind a cart.” 

Krea glanced back at the two saddles still laden with their packs, and most importantly, the rest of her money well hidden in her bedroll. Sorin’s hand on her shoulder made her look around. “We could leave Dane here to keep watch, if you want,” he said. 

Krea’s glare only made the man laugh again.

“I ain’t staying here,” Dane said. “No way!”

“No, young morni, you’re coming with us.” Sorin collected his cloak, pulled open the door, and waved toward the empty hallway. “It’ll be safe. Come.”

Krea squeezed her small money purse, the one she had taken from the merc, and followed Sorin out.

“What’s a morni?” Dane asked Krea as he slipped up next to her. 

After giving the door a hard pull, she shrugged. “I have no idea. Why are you asking me? He’s the one who said it.”

Dane ran to catch up. Using Krea’s tunic to pull himself up closer to her ear, he whispered, “Because he’s a caller and he got him a magic hand. He scares me.”

Not quite as annoyed as she pretended to be, Krea yanked the boy’s hand free and started down the stairs in front of him, but before she had taken more than three steps, she turned and looked the little boy in the eyes. “Sometimes he scares me, too,” she confessed, then headed down to the hall.
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The clothier wasn’t far from the stable. Unlike the cobbler’s shop, the clothier’s cottage was reasonably large and offered its patrons room to sit and admire the various fabrics cleverly displayed throughout the shop. Krea reached for a piece of fabric, then hesitated. She’d never been in a shop that carried such quality. Not in Trasdaak, at least. But to be fair, she hadn’t been in the front door of many shops at all.

A man not much older than Krea, with the symbol of the royal guard embroidered onto his sleeve, smiled amiably at Sorin, but his entire demeanor changed the instant he turned his attention to Krea. With eyes narrowed, he started toward her. His reaction wasn’t new to her, but this time she was a legitimate customer, and she wasn’t about to be treated otherwise.

“I have money,” Krea said, taking a step backward and patting the small purse hanging from her belt.

“I see that,” the man said, now nearly upon her. “And the boy no doubt intends to relieve you of it.”

“The boy is with me,” Sorin said in a tone that was neither loud nor angry, but he let it hang with a final authority that the guard would not debate. 

The guard paused, which made Krea smile just a tiny bit. He now had a problem. Without a doubt, he knew that he was confronting a noble, and he also knew just as surely that the boy the noble was defending was a thief. He probably suspected her as well. The guard had to be wondering if Sorin was about to run a hit on the shop, but he could never suggest such a thing without risking an offense that could ultimately cost him his life, depending on Sorin’s rank, something he couldn’t guess given Sorin’s travel attire. She wouldn’t have felt sorry for him, except that he was still a guard.

In the end, the young guard opted for silence. He simply nodded and walked slowly back to his spot by the door, but he kept a steely eye on Dane the entire time. 

“May I help you, milord?” asked a middle-aged man, crossing the room from the back. A tangle of curly orange hair covered the man’s head and hung nearly to his shoulders. He wasn’t a tall man, but he was as wide as an ox. His head seemed to sprout right from his shoulders, and his beard lay across his chest like the ruffles of a fine orange surcoat. 

He wore a practical brown tunic consistent with his station over dark-green breeches, but like the walls, the merchant’s clothing spoke of extreme wealth far beyond that of a typical clothier. The sleeves of his tunic had horizontal slashes all the way to the shoulder, allowing the light tan linen chemise that he wore beneath to show through, and his breeches boasted a rich, embroidered band just below the knee that Krea would have expected to see on a noble, not a merchant. And why did he have a guard? 

Sorin greeted the man and then nodded toward Krea. “She is in need of your services.”

The merchant smiled through his beard and turned to Krea. “And how may I serve you?”

Krea shoved her nervousness aside and imagined Onin standing before her. “I have need of clothing,” she said, glancing around the shop with a schooled blank expression. “And a new cloak, like his.” She thumbed her finger at Sorin, who was admiring different fabrics, his brow furled. “Well, not exactly like his, but...” 

The orange beard lifted as the polite smile became genuine. But he didn’t comment. 

“Will you be needing the clothes for court?” the man asked. 

Krea had to give him credit for shrewdness. Without being overly presumptuous, he had just tried to find out who she was, where they were going, and what relation she was to the noble.

“Travel clothes,” Sorin said from behind her. “She’ll be riding in them. And we need to be on our way as soon as possible. We were hoping you may have something workable on hand.”

The man looked Krea over and nodded. “Aye. Well, come with me. I may have something that will do. Please, sir, make yourself comfortable. Perchance you would care to choose some fabric for a garment that you could pick up on a return trip?”

Krea smiled at the man’s industriousness. Whatever courtesies he was extending Krea, he knew full well that Sorin was the one with the money. Sorin was smiling too as he shook his head. “Perhaps on the next trip.”

“Good enough, good enough.” The man waved Krea toward the back room. 

At the merchant’s direction, Krea headed toward a small doorway set against the back wall, with Dane in tow, his small fist still firmly clenching the back of her tunic. Both the guard and the bearded man started to object, but to Krea’s relief Sorin managed to speak first. “Dane, stay here with me.”

The boy turned around and practically ran to Sorin’s side. Gone was the brave young terror Sorin had nearly had to harness by the tavern. The Dane who sought protection now was every bit an unsure seven-year-old child. Something about this end of town took the fight right out of him. Krea glanced at the guard again and then followed the merchant through the door.

If the front of the shop had been impressive, the back was awe-inspiring. Rolls of fine silks and colored butter soft leathers lined the walls and tables. A woman and a man worked furiously in a corner, adding bone bead accents to a gown the likes of which Krea had never seen. Another woman bent over a tall table, scratching measurements down on a sheet of parchment. None of them looked up as the merchant led Krea around a small wall of shelves to an area relatively clear of material. Just to be sure, Krea shoved her hands deep into her pockets and took extra care where she stepped. The last thing she needed to do was waste her coin on paying for the damage caused by her own clumsiness. 

“Here we are,” the merchant said. He glanced toward her hands but didn’t comment. He didn’t have to. They both knew just how uncomfortable Krea was. “It would seem luck has followed you,” he said, pulling a small stack of clothes off the shelf. “I think we may have something to your taste that is already made and will only require simple tailoring.” 

With that, he unfolded a wonderful deep-green tunic with a long slit down the front that laced up with a leather thong dyed the same color. The sleeves capped over in long, wide ribbons that ended at the elbow and would allow the chemise to peek through. The front was plain and probably more suited for a boy than a girl since it lacked the adornment that most women preferred, but it was well made and would suit her needs perfectly.

“Where’d you get that?” Krea asked, peering around at the neat piles all around her.

The merchant frowned. “I made it.”

Krea rolled her eyes. “Well, of course you made it, but why? Why is it here?”

“Ah. A young man came through on his way from Sra. His father ordered clothing, but was delayed several months in Trasdaak. When he finally made it back, he claimed I had made the clothing too small. He was a young lad in his growing years, but...” The merchant trailed off with a shrug. “So, now here they are for you. They’re unused, as you can see, and of the highest quality.”

There was no arguing about their quality. “Do you have more than just the one tunic?”

The merchant draped the tunic over a nearby bench and moved a stack of linen. “I do.” The merchant pulled down an entire pile of completed clothing. Each piece he stretched out for her to see until he had three chemises and two full-length breeches, each one beautifully designed and completely practical. Not too ornate or bold, but of superb quality and dyed in rich deep browns, blues, and reds. 

After the last deep red tunic was laid out before her, Krea finally looked back to the merchant, ready to start the battle. “How much?”

“You need to try them first. Be certain they’ll meet your needs,” said the merchant, pointing toward a tiny curtained area that served as a dressing room.

“They’ll meet my needs, but probably not my coin,” Krea returned. She knew what he was trying to do. It would be harder to walk away from them once she had seen them on her.

The merchant was persistent. “I can’t state a price without seeing how much tailoring will be needed, now can I?” He reached into the pile and not surprisingly came out with the most striking of the bunch, a deep-brown chemise and leather breeches nearly the same color with a vivid blue tunic to go over it. He handed the bundle to Krea and pushed her toward the curtain. “Pull these on, and we’ll see the work that’ll be involved.”

Krea slipped obediently behind the curtain and stared at the stack of clothing. He didn’t need to see them on her. Not to decide on a price, at least. As a skilled merchant, he could tell just by looking at her how much effort it would take to tailor the clothes to fit. 

Just the same, she wanted to feel the fine material on her skin and see what she would look like in such sophisticated clothes, so she shrugged out of her filthy riding clothes and slipped the dark chemise over her head. It slid across her skin as if it were woven from feathers, so soft she hated for it to touch her dirty arms. The tunic was cut to hang loose, which suited her just fine, but the deep bark brown chemise peeked out in ideal places, creating a striking contrast. 

Finally, she pulled on the leather breeches and only then discovered that they were lined with a soft, slippery material that would keep the leather from chafing on the long ride. The waist was much too large, but she could still get a good feel for how the whole ensemble looked and she was in love. Krea brushed her hands over the tunic one last time, tried to freeze her face into indifference, and pushed back the curtain.

The merchant went to work pulling and pushing at the material and occasionally shoving in thin pins to hold his place. She watched carefully as he pulled the chemise out through the slits on the arm and adjusted the lace on the tunic to let the darker brown show through. In the end, he gave it a nod and smiled. “I can have them ready for you on the morrow.”

Krea smiled, too. He was good. “I have need of only one change of clothing, as I have others with me, and you have yet to give me your price.”

“Surely you don’t mean to enter Shaylith in riding clothes when the whole city is holding court for the wedding?” the man said. “You’ll want to keep a clean set in your bag to change into on arriving, and you’ll need a set for your pack so’s you can keep one clean and not be riding in the grime of the road.”

That one hurt. Her own clothes had enough mud and sweat caked on them to practically stand up by themselves. She stroked the smooth material again, considered her bag of money still hidden at the inn—hopefully hidden at the inn—and finally shrugged. “How much?”

“Fifteen and three,” the man returned without a moment’s hesitation. 

Krea’s instinct was to start pulling the clothing off right then and there, but her experience with traders kicked in and she squinted up at the burly merchant. “Fifteen and three?” she repeated with a small laugh. “Merchant, you are obviously skilled, but for fifteen and three, it had better include the tailoring, a pair of boots, and the cloak I still need.”

Not even remotely perturbed, the merchant pushed forward. “Fair and true. These clothes are of the highest quality. You’ll not find better even in Shaylith, and if you take all three sets, I will have the cloak ready for you as well for only five shol more.”

“Five shol more?” Krea protested. “How much is that for all of it?” She had never really figured out how to do numbers the way Onin did. She always had to count.

“Twenty and three,” the merchant returned, reaching onto the shelf again. He pulled down two folded cloaks. The one that smelled of oiled leather and looked like maple, he placed back on the shelf. The other he laid in her hand. It was a simple gray wool, but it was better than the one she had, and it looked to be long enough to cover her legs in the rain. He flipped it open and turned it for her to examine. “You’ll not find a better price for equal quality and you won’t be having to wait.”

Krea reached out and stroked the cloak. It was well-combed wool, soft to the touch. Not even the best merchant cart in Trasdaak had cloth as fine. Even though Ryth was a much larger city, the merchant still seemed out of place. “How did a merchant of your talent come to be in Ryth?” she asked, still fingering the material.

He shrugged. “I came down from Sorl with everyone else when the torbadyn began massing there. Settled in Dorish for a time, but I prefer the company of the river. Besides, with rumors of a treaty between the torbadyn and the Walkilni, I didn’t want to be staring down that border.”

The torbadyn and the Walkilni? Krea hadn’t heard of that. She knew about the torbadyn’s movement out of the Dakel Forest, but she had no idea they had moved down as far as Sorl. “You saw them when you were in Sorl?” Krea asked. “You actually saw the torbadyn?”

“Aye.” The merchant’s face grew dark. “They cloak themselves in the skin of men, but you can see their gnarled and twisted insides when you look right at them, when you look for their heart and find only hatred. They be evil. They smell evil. They sound evil. You’ll know a torbadyn when you see one, child, if you go looking for their soul.”

Krea shuddered. She didn’t want to look for their soul or any other part of the torbadyn. She just wanted to go back to Trasdaak and talk Onin into letting her join him when he headed out on his next run. She wanted to be normal and not have to wonder when the proth were going to show up again, or if she was going to turn into a dragon in the middle of the marketplace. “That’s why you have a guard? To watch for the torbadyn?”

He laughed. “No. That young man is just earning his betrothed a wedding gown by working here nights. You normally wouldn’t have found him here with the shop opened.” 

“If you wouldn’t find me rude, good merchant, why are you not in Shaylith? I’m sure your skill would fetch you a better living there. If nothing else, until after the wedding.”

“Oh no,” the merchant said, dropping his voice. His expression grew serious. “If gold was lying on the streets of Shaylith, I wouldn’t step boot in that city, and you shouldn’t either, if you know what’s good for you.”

“Why?” Not that she wanted to go in the first place, but his warning concerned her.

His small eyes swept the shop and Krea mirrored his actions. What she was looking for, she couldn’t guess, but it seemed the smart thing to do.

“The torbadyn have moved in,” he said, his words hissing out through clenched teeth. “Some say they’ve taken the castle. Can’t say that it’s true, but rumors aren’t born of air. One thing’s for sure, it’s just a matter of time. The callers and their kyrni are too few to help us. The torbadyn’s been trickling in from every direction, and the Royal City has done nothing to stop them. Why? And who is the princess marrying, anyhow? Why is it a secret?” The merchant straightened and smoothed his beard. “Can’t say the entire Empire isn’t already infiltrated, truth be told.”

“Do you think so, really?”

He shrugged. “Like I said. Rumors follow the river down from the Royal City. Do with them what you will. So, do we have an agreement?”

Krea shoved the thought of torbadyn away and focused on the dickering. She rubbed the soft wool cloak to hide her fingers as she ticked off the cost of the garments and then, without looking up, made her counter. “I’ll give you seventeen shol for the lot, but switching this for the oil-skin cloak there on the shelf.”

“Seventeen will barely cover the cost of my materials,” the merchant said, but he didn’t put the cloak away. He should have, Krea mused.  

“But your material is wasted if you don’t find a buyer,” she countered. “And what chance have you of another traveler just the right size coming through again? And I am willing to bet the noble who ordered this in the first place didn’t get his deposit back.”

It was the barest movement, but Krea saw the merchant’s lip twitch as he worked to hide his smirk. “Ah. You’re a skilled buyer,” the man said, slowly folding the cloak. “I will come down to eighteen and two, but no lower.”

Krea knew this game. He was adding the two dalman just so she could have the last word as the buyer. Eighteen was his lowest price, and she said as much. The merchant nodded and stuck out his arm to bind their contract. 

“Did you want to leave a deposit and pay the rest when you pick up your goods on the morrow?” the merchant asked, already waving over a drudge.

“There’s no need for that. Better that I pay you all I owe. I see no reason to hold my coin and risk a thief when I know you’re good for your word.”

The man smiled. He slapped Krea on the shoulder and started ushering her toward the front lobby. “Well, coming from you, I take that as a fine compliment. A fine compliment indeed.”

In the entry, Krea found Sorin chatting with the guard, which bothered her for no reason other than the fact that she hated guards, and Dane sitting suspiciously still, sucking on the piece of candy he had won from her. A little sad, she pulled out her money pouch and did what Onin had told her never to do. She poured the contents out on the table. She didn’t think it mattered anyhow. Almost all of it would go to the merchant. Let him see how little she had left. Maybe he would throw in a belt or something. 

With painstaking care, she counted out her funds and slid all but one shol and two dalman over to the merchant. It was more money than she had ever had in her life, and she was spending it all on what she could probably steal if she just had a little more time and no eagle-eyed Sorin to contend with. All the same, it did feel good to be legal for a change, and she hoped the royal guard was watching.

“So you have enough stockings, then?” the merchant asked, pocketing the coin.

Krea blinked. “What?”

“Stockings,” the merchant repeated. “You have stockings to match your new clothes? You won’t want to go into the Royal City in clean court clothing and dirty, torn stockings.”

She couldn’t believe it. He had been planning this all along. After an eternal silence, Krea finally shook her head. “No. I have no stockings. Let me guess. I can get three pair of stockings for one and two.”

The merchant grinned. “For a shol and two dalman, I will give you three pair of stockings and one set of under garments.”

Krea didn’t even try. She knew when she had been beat. She just dumped the last three coins back on the table and shoved them across to the merchant. Her little money purse looked sad and empty. 

Sorin walked over to stand beside her and frowned at her empty money bag. “What did you buy that could require such a large deposit?” he asked.

“That was no deposit,” Krea assured him as the merchant finished tucking her payment into his belt. “What’s the point in a deposit? Have you looked around? He’s not going to cheat anyone. He doesn’t have to. You should see what’s back there. No, I figured to just pay up the whole that I owe him and not have to worry about it getting stolen. There are thieves about, you know.”

Sorin gave her one of his bemused looks, one eyebrow arched, his mouth void of any expression. It made her grin. “Krea,” he said, dropping his hand on her shoulder a little too hard. “Would you go wait with Dane while I talk to this man about repairing my cloak? See that he doesn’t touch anything.”

Krea nodded and waved toward Dane. They both smiled innocently at the guard as they slipped out the door. 

When Sorin stepped out of the door a few moments later, without his cloak, he paused on the step and glared. Behind him, the guard jerked the door closed. “What were you two doing?” 

Dane jumped and practically climbed under Krea’s leg in his attempt to get behind her. Krea pushed him away and went back to cleaning her nails with her stolen knife. “We were waiting for you. Are you ready? The sun is long out of its crest.”

Sorin raised one brow. “You were tormenting that poor guard.”

Krea gasped, hand on her chest, and pretended outrage. “Tormenting a guard? Tal Sorin, how could you name me in such an offense? We did but wait as you asked, and so as not to distract your lordship and the good artisan from your business, we kept our conversation discreet.” At that, Krea glanced over at Dane. He chimed in with a nod, good lad. Pleased, she continued her charade. “What would you have had us do, milord?” she asked finally, nearly in tears.

“Oh, may the goddess have mercy on your soul,” Sorin said with an exaggerated shake of his head. “And where did you learn to talk like that?”

“Aye!” Dane said, staring up at Krea in wide-eyed wonder. “Ain’t never heard no lift talk like that.”

Krea smiled. That ruse had gotten her out of more trouble than she could count. “Are we going back to the inn now?” she said, dropping the noble act. “I’m starving.”

“I’m serious,” Sorin said. “I want to know how you learned to talk like that. Why don’t you sound like Dane or any of the other peasants? I would never know you grew up on the streets based on your speech.”

She offered him a small bow. “And that is why I don’t talk like I grew up on the streets. I took great pains to learn how to speak correctly and even read a little.” Krea glanced over at Dane, who looked decidedly forlorn. “In Dane’s defense, I never got picked up by a runner. Once you’re being run as bait, there isn’t a lot you can do.”

Dane frowned and stared hard at the ground. The little pelt was so stupidly cute she wanted to hug him. Instead, she put her arm around his shoulder. “I don’t need no mothering!” Dane yelled. He took four determined steps into the street, but before Sorin could call him back, the boy spun on his heels and marched right back to where he had started. “I did change my mind about charging for being your guide, though, and decided that you owe me supper.”

Sorin’s lip twitched, but other than that, he managed a straight face when he addressed Dane. “A fair price. I take it you two are hungry?”

“Aye,” Krea said. Dane only nodded. When Sorin didn’t turn back toward the inn, Krea frowned. “What’s the problem?”

“We need to see to our baths before the bathhouse closes. We can’t go see a mage looking like this, and besides, Dane, you stink.” He turned to the boy. “Where is the bathhouse, guide?”

At this, Dane shrugged. “Ain’t never seen one.”

“You two stay right here. Do not move from this spot.” 

Krea thought about explaining the futility of his plan, but decided against it. He wouldn’t listen anyhow. A few moments later, the guard pulled the door closed again and Sorin pointed up the street. “He said it is there, by the big oak tree, but we need to hurry.”

“I can’t go to no bathhouse,” Dane said as Sorin started ushering him up the street. “They ain't gonna let me in.”

“They’ll let you in,” Sorin assured him, but Krea shook her head. Dane had spoken the truth sure as the sun would set.
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“It be late, milord. I understan’ you wantin’ to help this poor wretch, but I ain’t dirtyin’ up the whole pool an’ riskin’ no diseases over the likes o’ him. I is sorry, milord. I can stay open a hour more for you an’ your...” The woman hesitated. She was clearly tired. She was tired before Sorin started arguing with her, but she was near exhausted now and she was fast losing her tact. “An’ you, mistress. But I ain’t lettin’ that boy in.”

Krea sucked in a long deep breath and fought the urge to roll her eyes. Again. She had tried to warn him. They had both tried to warn him, but Sorin was having none of it. “Pray a word, Tal?” Krea asked in her well-rehearsed silky noble voice.

Sorin’s confusion was obvious when he glanced around, which make Krea smile. So did the shock on the peasant woman’s face when she heard his title. “Let it go,” she whispered, pointing to Dane. “He can join us once we’re in.” She flipped her hand down toward the river dismissively. “Act like you’re conceding, and tell them Dane will go bathe in the river.” Krea glanced up at the sky, as if noting the late hour. “And I’ll tell him the rest.”

Sorin nodded, but turned back to the drudge just a little too fast. She grabbed his arm and gave a slight shake of her head, pulling at her clothes as if to live in her own dirty skin one more day would likely kill her. “Slowly. Don’t be too eager,” she whispered. “Please,” she added, just loud enough to be overheard by the straining eavesdropper.

Sorin stepped up to Krea and leaned forward. “You are scary,” he whispered, and then turned back to the woman, this time appearing much more chastened than his first attempt. 

As Sorin paid for their baths, Krea took care of sending Dane to the river. When the boy finally slumped off down the path, he looked every bit the part of an abandoned child. He may be a pelt, but the boy had some skill. 

Most of the bathhouse staff had been dismissed, so the two women who were left were scrambling to make the two tubs ready. Sorin didn’t know what all the fuss was about, since they didn’t even have to heat water. The bathhouse pulled water off a natural hot spring that ran from the rock face farther up the hill. Dane wouldn’t have dirtied their water any more than it running through the ground had. 

Once inside, Krea and Sorin kept the women running until they finally got wise and made themselves scarce. Krea hurried to wash. This was the second time in her life she had bathed in hot water and she wanted to languish in the beauty of it, but they had to hurry. More than a little sad, she grabbed the large wrap the women had left them and ducked out one of the many doors used to air out the room during hot summer months. 

As she had arranged, Dane was tucked into the roots of a bulging oak, waiting as motionless as stone. The boy managed to slip out of his clothes and under the water of Sorin’s stall only seconds before one of the attending women poked her head into the room. She glanced at Krea, who was in the wrong stall, with a curious expression. She didn’t comment, which was to her credit.

“If I have need of you, I’ll call,” Sorin said in a tone that was polite, yet final. The woman bowed slightly and ducked away. 

Sorin was making short work of scrubbing Dane clean as Krea slipped back to her stall to dress. To his credit, the child stayed utterly silent during the entire assault.

Faster than she would have liked, they were back in their freshened clothes and saying good-bye to the women, who were only too happy to see them leave. 

Once they circled around the side of the building, Sorin whistled. When Dane didn’t respond, Krea started to worry. What if he got caught? They should be in trouble, not him. Sorin whistled three more times before Dane finally came running around the corner, looking pale as an aspen. The sun was just kissing the horizon as dusk fell on the river town of Ryth, but even in the milky light, Krea could see that Dane was cold and scared.

“What is it?” Sorin asked, heading over to meet him. 

“I seed a pulk,” Dane whispered, not even trying to cover the crack in his voice. “I seed a bunch of them.”

Krea rolled her eyes. “Oh Dane, would you leave off with the pulks!” 

“Krea. Hush.” Sorin knelt down to the boy’s level. “Dane, what do you mean? What did you see?” 

“I was hiding in them roots, just like Krea said, and that’s when they comed. They was small. Like ’bout big as my leg, and they had scales that was they skin. It was real pretty, and at first, they was real pretty too. They was dancing ’round, and they was wanting me to dance with them.” Dane grabbed Sorin’s arm and shook it. “They seemed real nice, I swear. ’Cept something weren’t right about their eyes. They was...” Dane shuddered. “It was like they was sucking the air right out of my head.” 

A small tear slipped down his cheek, and he glanced over at Krea. “I stayed right there, just like you told me,” he assured her with a nod. “I didn’t move, and I guess that made ’em mad.” 

Krea glanced around as Dane swallowed hard and turned back to Sorin. He dropped his voice to barely more than a breath. “They turned evil. Their pretty scales got all slimy and their hair falled off. They was hissing and screeching, and their teeth had fangs like a pike fish, only longer, but they didn’t come near the tree. I just stayed there like Krea said, and they didn’t come near the tree.” Tears streamed down his face, and he didn’t balk when Sorin pulled him into a protective hug.

“What made them leave, Dane?” Krea asked, peering into the shadows that now seemed to be everywhere.

“They runned away when you called,” he answered. “I waited, to be sure they wasn’t coming back, then I comed here.”

Sorin glanced over at Krea. “I don’t see anything,” she said.

He nodded. “Keep looking,” he said, and then looked back at Dane, who was trying to collect himself. “It was an oak tree, right?”

He nodded. 

“Sounds like loireags, though I’m surprised they would be so far from the water.” Sorin released Dane and got to his feet. “Let’s go see about this tree of yours.” Dane’s eyes grew wide with fear, but Sorin took his hand and gave it a solid squeeze. “Don’t worry. They won’t come back.”

“’Cause you is a wizard?”

Sorin chuckled. “Well, one of us is, little morni.” 

Krea jogged over to catch up. “What does that mean?” she asked, but Sorin waved her off.

“Take me to your tree,” he said. 

Dane grabbed Krea’s hand, his fierce grip not quite hiding his trembling. She held tight as he grabbed Sorin with his other and led them to the tree. As they rounded the bathhouse, the musty scent of wet animals filled the clearing. Dane held Krea’s hand in a death grip as he stepped over one of the protruding roots to get closer. Krea glanced around again, but still didn’t see anything. 

Dane’s tree was a sprawling oak. It wasn’t an enormously tall tree, but the oak’s roots dipped in and out of the ground in great curling ridges that seemed to wander for ages. Heavy branches scraped the ground where the ancient tree struggled to keep her great arms reaching up as they inched ever longer following a path set long ago. 

Sorin released Dane to Krea’s care and picked his way along the winding roots and branches to the sturdy, etched trunk. He ran his faerie-wood hand up the rough bark of the tree and closed his eyes. His hand was darker than the oak, but they were kin. What transpired between the caller and the tree, Krea couldn’t guess, but she had to admit she was a little bit jealous. His face took on a serene expression, and when he was finished, he smiled as he gave the trunk an affectionate pat. 

“She’s old,” he said, as if that should explain everything. 

Krea and Dane stared back.

“She’s a very old tree. That’s why she was able to protect Dane from the loireags. Normally an ash or rowan is your protection from attacking faeries. An oak is a wonderful tree, but they are not usually strong enough to fend off more than one or two faeries at a time. But this lady is older than Ryth. She knows a thing or two about loireags.”

When Krea and Dane just continued to stare at him, Sorin gave up his explanation. “Dane, come here,” he said, waving Dane over. “You need to offer proper thanks to the tree and Nordu.” 

Dane released Krea’s hand with obvious reluctance and scrambled over the roots to join Sorin at the base of the trunk. Sorin shifted Dane around and placed the boy’s small hand against the tree’s bark and put his fae-hand over it. Dane didn't even flinch. Sorin just shrugged and chanted a quick verse of thanks. 

A burst of white light flooded out of Sorin’s hand and exploded throughout the clearing. Magic pulsed through the air, making it impossible to breathe as the tree swayed and snapped under the force of an invisible wind. A sharp crack and then a yelp brought the light flooding into Dane, where it winked out. For several minutes, nobody moved. 

Sorin lay against an upturned root with Dane across his chest. In the boy’s bleeding hands, he clenched a fist-size piece of the oak tree that had twisted and curled into a tight oval to form a small, dark knot. Sorin and Dane were both staring in awe at the twisted jewel when the sweet scent of rotting moss filled the air.

Krea spun to find a single loireag, barely taller than Krea’s knee, standing a mere stride in front of her, sneering with bared fangs. It wore a covering of the same oily moss that collects on the bottom of stagnant pools and clumps of lanky green hair sprang from its head like water plants lying dead on the river’s brim. Skin the muted gray of a bloated carp poked out from between the moss as it weaved back and forth, snarling and hissing, but not venturing to step closer. Krea took two steps backward. “Sorin?”

If he answered, she didn’t hear him. An angry buzz filled her mind, and a sudden, desperate need pulsed through her thoughts. “I think it’s trying to talk to me,” Krea ventured. “Can loireags do that?”

The little creature chattered and snarled as Krea watched Sorin shift Dane onto the ground out of the corner of her eye. “I can’t understand it, can you? You can’t exactly meld with a faerie.”

“It wants something back, but I don’t know what. Something about Dane. About taking something,” Krea said. An image of Dane’s bloody hands flashed through her mind and anger replaced fear. “It’s here for Dane.”

“How do you know?”

Krea shrugged. “I don’t, but it wants something about Dane and it’s not getting him.” She glanced from Sorin to Dane, and then looked around the clearing. It seemed to be the only loireag, but she wasn’t dropping her guard. “Can’t you just blow it up with a sunball or something?” she asked, turning her attention back to the still sneering creature in front of her.

“He hasn’t actually done anything,” Sorin said, but his voice faded away into the distance. A whisper in the wind said, “Krea, listen to me. Listen to my voice. Krea!” But the wind faded as well, until all that was left was the buzzing in her ears and the hiss of the faerie in front of her as it waved its body back and forth, back and forth. “Krea!”

She turned to look at him and the faerie chose that moment to make a dash for Dane. As lightning fast as the loireag was, Krea was faster. The faerie reached the boundary of the tree and grabbed for Dane’s knot. Dane screamed and jerked back, but before the loireag closed his hand around the treasure he sought, Krea had managed to hurdle the many upturned roots and had the creature by the waist. She tossed it like a dead fish. 

The faerie slid across the ground, tumbled over, and scrambled to its feet. Now covered in dust, it spun around to face its attacker. Sorin yelled from somewhere near the tree, “Don’t let it bite you, Krea.” 

The creature raised itself up to his full stature and hissed at Krea, who was now its goal. Krea stepped toward the small water faerie and threw out her arms. She intended to yell at it, but the sound that followed was anything but human. It was at once the shriek of a massive bird and the deep-throated hiss of a protective reptile. 

By the time Sorin fought his way free of the roots, sunball collected in his palm, Krea stood alone. The creature had taken the hint and bolted for the forest. Krea stood in the clearing, shaking and sweating, the kyrni energy pulsing off her in waves that were painful to contain. She wanted to let go of her beast—her counter—and be free, but she knew she couldn’t. Not yet. Sucking in a long breath, she tried to quiet the storm raging inside. Only after several calming breaths did Krea realize Sorin’s song was in her head.  

When her insides stopped feeling as if they were going to rip apart, the details of what had just happened rushed in. “Dane!” she cried, turning to find the boy.

“He’s fine. The loireag wanted the knot.”

Krea ran her fingers through her wet hair. “The knot? From the tree? Why? What is it for?”

“I have no idea, but it was a bloodlock. It has to be important.” Sorin picked his way back through the roots in the falling darkness. Small branches Krea hadn’t noticed before now blocked his way, and he had to push away several ropes of vines to finally get to Dane’s side. Krea stood near the tree, but didn’t venture into the mess. One of them trying to dig Dane out was enough.

The child was still in shock. He stared up at Sorin in stunned silence, the gnarled ball of blood-spattered wood clenched against his chest and bits of moss and leaves stuck in his hair and clothes. “Are you okay?” Sorin asked, helping Dane to his feet.

Dane just nodded. He was shaking from head to toe, a little reluctant to come out of the tree’s grip. Krea didn’t blame him. She’d have probably planted herself there too, if the tree had saved her. Twice. 

With some effort, Sorin managed to carry Dane away from the tree. Krea helped him the last bit of the way, since Dane wouldn’t use his hands to help himself. He still had the burl clenched against his chest, and a hitched horse wasn’t pulling them away.

“What’s a bloodlock?” Krea asked, standing Dane up in the clearing.

Sorin led them to the small footpath that circled the cottage. “When one side offers a gift in exchange for blood, it’s called a bloodlock. It’s a very powerful and binding exchange reserved for the most sacred of gifts.” 

“The tree gived me this, didn’t she?” Dane whispered. He wasn’t willing to let loose of the knot with either hand, but he apparently wanted to hold on to Sorin as well, so he was compromising by standing on Sorin’s feet.

Sorin smiled one of his rare smiles. “Aye. That old mistress has been making the knot you’re holding for more years than I’ve been alive. I don’t know why she wanted you to have it, but she did, and she claimed a bloodlock on it. It’s meant for you alone.” Sorin knelt down in front of Dane. “Listen to me. This is a treasure. You can’t give this away to anyone. You can’t sell it. You can’t let anyone take it. Do you understand how very important this burl is? It’s more than just a twisted piece of wood, child. I need you to understand that.”

Dane nodded and hugged the curled piece of oak so tight against his chest that Krea was afraid he would cut himself more on the sharp edges. “No one ain’t never gived me nothing before,” he said, as if that should be enough, and then turned to Krea. “You know, right?”

She nodded. What she wanted to do was give Dane a big hug, but that was a terrible idea for everyone involved, so she just reached over and gave his shoulder a squeeze. It was enough.

“Let’s go. We need to get to the mage right away,” Sorin said, heading toward the road.  “Where did the cobbler say the mage lived? At the gate?”

“At the wall.”

“At the wall?”

“At the end of the wall.”

“There ain’t nothing at the end of the wall,” Dane said as they turned onto the main road and hurried up toward the manor. 

“You’re supposed to be our guide,” Krea pointed out, pulling her tunic out of his grip. “Don’t you know where she lives?”

“I told you already, I don't know where things is up here ’cause I don’t come up here.”

“Then how do you know that there aren’t any cottages at the end of the wall?”

Dane started to answer, but Sorin cut him short. “Krea, what exactly did the woman say?” 

“She said to see the mage at the end of the wall; that she would be waiting for me. No, wait. Maybe she said at the base of the wall, not that there’s a difference.”

Sorin pulled them off to the side of the road and stared hard at Krea, his brows furled. When he finally spoke, his exasperation was clear. “What did she say? Exactly?”

“Don’t be mad at me. You were the one who stomped off and wouldn’t talk to her, for what reason I still don’t know. And I don’t remember exactly what she said. Something about the mage being near the wall, and that she wanted to see me.”

“She was trading in dragon skins. Nobody inside the Empire trades in dragon skins. Many of the kyrni, being dragons and all, you can see why having traders trying to kill them would be bad.” 

Feeling stupid for not putting those things together before, Krea opted for silence as Sorin stared at the massive manor gates looming ahead and drew in a long, deep breath. He closed his eyes. “Krea. Close your eyes and focus really hard. Try to feel a small creek. It will feel like the river you felt earlier, only not as strong.”

Krea gave him a skeptical glance, but he seemed serious. Feel for a creek. That may or may not be there. Not a strange request at all. She closed her eyes and let her mind wander. The sound of bugs filled the air, and the scent of cold wet was rising from the ground. She followed that scent. It led deeper into the woods to a brook that trickled and sang as it splashed over rocks and branches. She clapped her hands. “It’s over there! It’s over there!” she said, grabbing his arm and pulling him toward the place where the manor wall disappeared into the field. “Right over there, Sorin. You should hear it. The brook almost talks.”

“A talking brook?” Sorin smiled. “Sounds about right.”

“Is that where the witch lives?” Dane asked.

Sorin nodded. “That’s my guess, and she isn’t a witch. She’s a mage. Let’s go.”

Dane pulled back. “But didn’t them pulks come from the water?”

“Loireags,” Krea corrected automatically, but he had a point. She paused and looked over at Sorin. Night was nearly upon them. The last traces of the sun’s rays stretched over the horizon as if trying to cling to the sky with claws of amber, gold, and red. “To be fair, we don’t know where they came from.”

Dane nodded. “Well? How does you know the witch didn’t send them?”

“She isn’t a witch, Dane. At least, I don’t think she is. She’s a mage, and it’s rude to refer to a mage as a witch. Besides, no one really sends a loireag to go do anything. That would be like sending a cat to retrieve a fallen bird. You just wouldn’t do it.” Sorin started to grab the boy’s hand to reassure him, but Dane pulled it back to better guard the oak knot that he still held against his chest. Instead, Sorin smoothed the child’s still damp hair and smiled down at him. “I can protect us from the loireags if they show up again.”

After several long seconds, the boy finally made his decision, grabbed the end of Krea’s tunic with one blood-blotched fist, pulled the wood burl against his chest with the other, and nodded. “Okay, we can go see the witch.”
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They followed the wall into the meadow that surrounded the regent manor. After a warning growl from Krea, Dane settled for walking between her and Sorin, but he kept his hands to himself. The sweet scent of water plants and damp soil led them to a small brook bubbling along the ground not far from the wall. It was too wide to jump, but not nearly the river that sustained Ryth. At its brim, the trio paused.

“Krea, do you see anything?” 

She glanced at him, but his attention was on the forest in front of them. “What am I looking for? Loireags?” 

At the mention of the boy’s pulks, Dane nearly climbed under Sorin’s tunic. Sorin grabbed his shoulder reassuringly and continued peering into the darkness. “No, a broche. It will probably look like a small knoll or hill in the darkness. A half-buried cottage. They are almost always round.”

“Well, if she’s expecting us, like the cobbler said, the least she could have done was set a lamp burning.” Krea said, venturing a step too close to the river’s brim and backing away with a slosh. “I hate rivers!“

“But there is a light,” Dane said, pointing in the direction of the field. “Can’t you see it?”

Krea squinted into the darkness, hoping to make out some pinprick of an oil lamp, but saw nothing. When she glanced at Sorin, he just shook his head. “Show us,” Sorin said, taking Dane by the hand. “You lead the way and watch for the water.”

Dane ventured forward, hesitantly at first, but growing more confident with each step. He led them to a narrow footpath that followed the creek, and from there, they worked their way farther into the field almost to the backside of the regent manor’s wall. 

In due time, the path took them to a stand of several large oaks interwoven with the occasional towering rowan tree. The entire grove wasn’t a stone’s throw from where the small brook broke away from a larger tributary that served as the water supply for the regent manor, and in its center was the broche that Sorin predicted. A dim light glowed from around a shuttered window, but even if the cottage had been perched on a hill rather than half buried in an oak grove, Dane couldn’t have possibly seen the light from so far away.

Sorin stepped up to a small round door. The broche looked small from the outside, barely large enough to house one person. It was dome shaped, half buried, and covered with field grass and rushes. To Krea, it looked very much like a round toad rising out of the forest floor. But she had heard the rumors of these little houses the mages built. Inside, it would be a different creature altogether. If the stories were true, the back of the broche tunneled into the ground, ending in multiple rooms and even caverns. How a mage built those rooms and what she did in them was the stuff of legends. 

Sorin knocked several times and stepped back. He looked uncomfortable, even nervous. After a long pause, the door creaked open, releasing the refreshing scent of crushed herbs into the clearing. In the yellow lamplight that yawned from inside stood a tall, sturdy woman of at least fifty years wearing a simple brown wool dress and a pleasantly bemused smile. 

Age was stealing the deep chestnut brown from her hair and leaving streaks of silver in its place. Instead of the long plaited hairstyle most women chose, the mage wore several long braids of varying thicknesses falling down her back and a few thin strands plaited with bits of thread and what looked like vines. Although she couldn’t be sure since the mage was standing on the steps leading down into her broche, Krea guessed the woman to be nearly as tall as Sorin and every bit as physically fit. 

Leaning on the doorway, she took in the group one at a time and shook her head. “Well,” she began, turning her half smile back on Sorin. “You finally made it. Caller, you are late.”

Sorin didn’t speak. After a long, painful pause that the mage was willing to give him uninterrupted, he shifted on his feet and started to stammer. “I... uh... I pray your pardon, milady, we had to bathe.”

The mage cocked her head to the side in sincere disbelief. “A bath?” she asked, nearly laughing. “You’ve been bathing for eight years?”

Sorin only stared. Krea stared with him. She tried to decide if she should say something, but the stories she had heard always stressed how serious it was to disrespect a mage, so she opted for silence. If the woman was crazy as a rabid badger, she didn’t want to be the one to draw her rage. 

Sorin stood in silence for several eternal minutes. In the end, he wiped his hands on his breeches and shrugged. “I don’t know what the proper response to that question would be, milady.”

The mage smiled. “I can’t imagine that there is one. Please, Tal, come inside and show me what you have brought now that you are finally here.”

Dane and Krea both looked at each other as Sorin waved them forward and stepped boldly through the small archway and down into the mage’s cottage. After exchanging a silent agreement to both run if they needed to, they followed him in.

The main room of the broche contained a small hearth and several large, twisted roots that had been fashioned into crude stools. A small round table displaying an assortment of herbs and roots stood near the hearth, and another longer, sturdier bench ran along the back wall. The room wasn’t so small that the four of them were lacking for space, but it was quaint enough that the small fire burning in the hearth and the one oil lamp hanging over the workbench lit the entire entry and even cast an eerie glow into the passageway that Krea was sure led into the bowels of the earth. 

Dane grabbed at Krea’s tunic again and nearly pulled it off her shoulder trying to jerk her away from the opening. “If you don’t let go of my tunic and stop pulling on my belt, I will rip your arm off and feed it to a pulk,” Krea hissed, trying for subtlety.

“You don’t believe in no pulks,” Dane spat back without looking at her, but he released her tunic and went to stand by Sorin’s instead.

The mage surveyed the three of them with a laughing smile. “I am Arie. You would think that as long as I have been waiting for you, I would know your name, but I’m afraid I don’t.”

Krea decided to abandon any hope of trying to figure the woman out. Either she was crazy, or she was a wizard Krea didn’t want to make mad. Either way, this was going to end poorly. Instead, she watched Sorin place the flat of his left fist against his forehead, wrap his right arm behind his back, and bow his head in a formal show of respect that Krea had only seen done a few times in her life. “I am Tal Sorin, son of Rynel, caller and last in the line of Nalrashi. My first service is to the goddess, and it would then be my honor to serve you, mistress Arie.” 

“May Nordu find pleasure in your service, and may her blessings be upon you,” Arie replied in the tradition of the greeting, the mirth gone from her voice. Her eyes lingered on his faerie hand a moment before she met his gaze again. “I pray your pardon, Tal, for my...” Arie paused to search for the word and smiled. “For my familiarity. You see, I expected you to come through here eight years ago. In fact, I wasn’t even going to stay in Ryth, except that I’ve been waiting for you. I’ve been rather looking forward to it, as I’m sure you can imagine, and I do have to admit that I was both younger and easier to look at back then.”

Sorin shook his head as if trying to clear it. Krea didn’t blame him one bit. “Did I break faith with you, milady?” Sorin asked. “Eight years? I don’t remember having any reason to come through Ryth. When did we meet?”

“Oh no,” the mage clarified, pushing one of her long braids over her shoulder. The blue leather thong on the end reminded her of the cobbler. “You were unaware of our impending meeting, obviously, or you would have passed on the eight-year bath. I was given a vision from the goddess. She told me you were coming and that you were bringing the...well, let’s just see who you have brought, shall we?” Arie turned to Krea, who rose to her full height, but took one bold step backward at the mage’s sudden attention. “You are Krea?”

Krea nodded, her throat suddenly too dry to speak. 

“Well, Krea, the goddess didn’t show me what you would look like; she only gave me your name, but I have to admit, I thought you would be younger.” The woman placed the flat of her fist against her forehead and gave Krea a cursory bob of her head. “Welcome to my home, Krea. I am well met.”

Krea tried to return the greeting, but in her nervousness, she smacked herself in the nose with the hand she intended for her head. The mage smiled, gave her an encouraging wink, and then stepped over to Dane. To his credit, the little pelt stood his ground, even when the woman’s expression grew quiet and serious. “And you are?”

“Dane, lady witch.”

Sorin slapped his hand over his mouth. Krea glanced from him to the mage, trying to understand the problem, but the woman’s deep brown eyes held only laughter. 

“Dane.” The mage spoke the name into the night with an unnatural authority, and Krea could feel the Essence coursing up through the ground. “I think you have another name, child. She peeked over his hands at the knot of oak he still held clenched against his chest. “And it seems you have come with instructions.”

“The tree gived me this,” Dane explained, hugging the chunk of wood tighter. “The same one what saved me from the pulks. Did you send them pulks? ’Cause Sorin says ain’t no one can send no pulk nowhere, not even no witch, but he also says they comed from the water, and you live right by the water.”

Arie glanced over at Sorin in search of clarification. “He was attacked by a large group of loireags at the bathhouse,” Sorin explained, “and then, even after we scared them away, one came back and tried to go through Krea to steal his burl.”

“Loireags?” Arie asked. “You are sure they were loireags?”

Sorin nodded. 

The mage turned back to Dane. “Let me see that knot.”

Dane’s eyes grew wide with fear and a determination that Krea had never before seen in him. He glanced at Krea and eyed the door, pulling the twisted lump of wood in under his arm, and shook his head. “I can’t give this to no one, lady witch,” he whispered, coiled and prepared to spring for the exit. Krea was ready to go with him. “Not to you or no one.”

Sorin stepped forward, his dismay obvious. “He means no offense, milady. He doesn’t know any better. I only discovered him on my way into Ryth today, and I should have taken the time to instruct him before bringing him here. The fault is mine, not his.”

Arie waved her hand through the air to dismiss Sorin’s apology. “Dane, I will answer your question, and then I will remedy this problem. Tal Sorin is correct. I did not send the loireags, nor can I imagine anyone else sending them. As for me being a witch, pay close attention, child. I will only explain this once.” Arie’s otherwise amiable expression grew suddenly dark as she stared down at him. “I am a mage. I am a woman who was gifted by the goddess with a talent for magic and a responsibility for how it should be used. I use my gift in accordance with the natural world that Nordu created. Do you understand that?”

Dane trembled slightly under Arie’s stern reproach and managed little more than a nod in answer. 

“Good. A witch is a woman who may have been born with a gift for magic, but she never accepts the responsibility that goes with it. She never accepts the whole gift, just the parts that suit her, and she uses those gifts to twist and pervert nature in ways that the goddess never intended. Young morni, I serve the goddess. I take great offense to being called a witch.”

A single tear streaked Dane’s cheek as he continued to stare up at the woman before him. “I didn’t know,” he finally managed in barely more than a whisper.

The mage squeezed his shoulder. “And Tal Sorin said as much when he tried to offer himself as a sacrifice for your blunder a moment ago, but now you do know. That means that I hold you responsible from this moment forward. Do you understand that as well?”

Dane’s nod was considerably more enthusiastic, and Krea found herself nodding right along with him. Goddess have mercy, this woman was scary. 

“Wonderful. Now, back to the oak. I don’t want you to give it to me, boy. Just show it to me.”

With the tenderness of a child presenting a wounded fledgling, Dane held the wood out for her to see. All three of them bent over his outstretched hands and dutifully followed when Arie led him over to the lamp for better light. 

The knot curved and twisted in streaks of yellow, tan, and brown around a core so black Sorin could hardly look at it. As he followed the patterns in the wood, Sorin realized that the black core was actually a hard ball of resin that had been covered over time with twisted layers of wood until only bits of the eerie blackness peeked through. Bits of splintered wood still clung to the swirling palm-size oval, but with a little work, the knot would be smooth to the touch and hard as stone. 

Arie brushed her fingers over the rough, broken wood and whispered something into the air. Across the room, the fire in the hearth blazed. “A bloodlock,” she announced, noticing Dane’s hands for what looked like the first time. She brushed her fingers over the dried blood and smiled patiently when the boy pulled his treasure back against his chest. “And it would seem the receiving of the gift took nearly as much effort as the giving must have. The boy is drained. We must eat.”

“I thank you for your kindness, milady,” Sorin began, obviously trying not to offend, “but we are three more than you were expecting for your evening meal. I cannot presume upon you to feed us all.”

Arie smiled. “But you are wrong, caller. I have been expecting you for a very long time. The goddess told me you would come on the hollow moon, so I have made dinner in anticipation of your arrival. You are only one more than I had planned on, and I think I can manage that one just fine.” She waved them over to the bench along the back wall. “Please sit.”

Krea didn’t move. “You have been making dinner for us on every hollow moon for the last eight years?” That didn’t even make sense when she said it.

“Does the goddess not expect us to be faithful in our obedience? She said you would come. She said I was to feed you. She said I was to be prepared. I am prepared.”

“But for eight years? Why didn’t you give up? That doesn’t make any sense,” Krea questioned.

She followed the mage’s gaze over to Sorin. His expression was a mixture of shock and horror. Maybe he thought the mage’s words were meant for him. In a way, he had been running from his calling. For all of the years since Tormismir’s loss, he had been turning his back on his duty, his responsibility as a chosen of Nordu, by hiding in Trasdaak. Maybe he was embarrassed by what the mage was saying. She didn’t seem to notice or, more likely, care. She just answered Krea’s question.

“Give up on the goddess? Who would do such a thing? Tal, the child is failing. Please help him to a seat.”

Sorin shook his head, cleared his throat, and finally found his voice. “Lady, I cannot eat food you serve me. I should be serving you.” His voice cracked and he paused. After a moment, he turned to Krea and motioned toward Dane. “You two, go sit. You may need to help him.” 

Krea glanced over at Dane and had to agree with Sorin. The little pelt looked like he had just been whipped. She grabbed his arms from behind and walked him over to the bench. Once she got him seated, which wasn’t easy since he wouldn’t let go of his burl long enough to help, she pulled out one of the last pieces of her candy and gave it to him. He gave her his impish grin and popped it in his mouth. “Pelt!” she whispered.

Arie laughed, but not at them. She was still facing Sorin, and her expression conveyed indignation, not humor. “It’s not for you to decide a person’s role, caller. Just because you chose to walk away from the path the goddess set for you doesn’t mean I will. I was to do several things in preparation for your visit, and serving this dinner is one of them. Considering the fact that your delay has cost me more respectable meals than I care to recall, the very least you can do is eat it.” With that, the woman spun and walked away, dismissing Sorin with a swish of her skirt.

For a long moment, Sorin didn’t move and Krea and Dane both stared in mutually agreed-upon silence. Finally, Sorin wandered over to drop down next to Krea, but nobody spoke. Only the scratching and clanking of Arie retrieving their dinner broke the palpable silence. 

Not soon enough, Arie was scooting small wooden bowls brimming with stew across the table. She dropped a plate of bread and cut cheese between them, along with a pitcher of water and a cluster of mugs. Then she swished off to the hearth again. Dane reached for a piece of bread, but Sorin cracked him on the knuckles before his fingers locked on their target.

“We offer thanks; then the lady who served us eats first.” Dane sucked the candy and slowly withdrew his hand, watching Sorin the entire time. Sorin pretended to turn his attention to the hearth, but his ploy was obvious to Krea. Apparently not to Dane. Sorin had no more than looked away before Dane’s fingers were sneaking across the table, this time with considerably more stealth. 

“Dane,” Sorin prompted, still pretending to watch the hearth. “Do not disrespect a mage. I don’t care how hungry you are, how cold, how tired, how desperate. Never ever disrespect a teacher of magic. Do I make myself perfectly clear?”

The hand slipped back. Krea snickered at his pathetic skill and Dane settled into a noteworthy pout, but not before acknowledging Sorin’s advice with a quiet grunt.

Tired of watching Dane sulk, Krea looked across the room at the mage. She was pulling what looked like meat pies out of a cooking stone. “She’s a teacher?” 

“Aye. Mages do many things. They heal and advise and often act as priestesses to the goddess, but mostly they teach magic and wisdom to those who will learn it.”

“Did a mage teach you how to do magic?”

Dane still watched the bread with such an expression of longing Krea wanted to laugh, but his hands were on his lap, probably rubbing the burl. Sorin glanced from him to Krea and nodded. “Many mages taught me,” he explained. “We go to the temple when we are ten. From there, we are taught by mages how to meld with nature, how to serve the goddess and each other, how to call and control the Essence that lends us power and,” he glanced over at Dane, “manners.”

“That’s where you learn the songs that control the kyrni?” Krea asked.

“Mages teach us the chants that call back the kyrni, but we don’t control them.” 

Arie propped the edge of a wooden tray on the table and scooted off five small plates, each bearing a meat roll wrapped in a thin crust and topped with small round mushrooms and herbs. “There is an extra one for whoever wants it,” she announced, finally walking around to stand beside Dane. “Shall we offer thanks?”

Sorin slid the bench back and stood, nodding his approval when the other two followed his lead and bowed his head. “My Lady,” Arie began, her voice quiet and assured. “We offer thanks for your gifts, your faithfulness, and your guidance. We pray our service will be pleasing to you and that our faith will not fail.” She closed her prayer with a quiet chant that Krea couldn’t decipher, and smiled. “I am very thankful to finally be having this meal. Let us eat.”

Dane needed no more prompting than that. He piled his plate with bread and cheese, shoving slices into his mouth as he went, and then pulled his stew bowl toward him. “Ain’t never had no cheese before,” Dane informed them between mouthfuls of stew. “It’s sorta sticky.” He was tearing off bites of bread with one hand and spooning stew into his already full mouth with the other, sometimes shoving the food with his fingers to keep it from falling out.

“Dane!” Krea said, disgusted. Dane froze, a piece of cheese in hand, ready to be crammed into his already full mouth. “You’re even embarrassing me. No one is going to take your food from you. Slow down. If you eat like that, you’ll just throw it up later. Or I will now. Honestly!”

The child glanced around the table as if he only just noticed that he wasn’t alone, and then went back to his meal, albeit with considerably more restraint. 

“The cheese came from a herder outside the village,” Arie explained, foregoing the stew and cutting right into the crusty meat pie. “An illness was taking his sheep, and he asked for my help. He offered me a goat in payment, but I have no need of one, so he brings me cheese every year when he comes to Ryth to sell.”

“My thanks for the meal,” Sorin said. He seemed to be having some trouble eating, and Krea didn’t think it was because of the little pelt’s disgusting manners. 

“My pleasure. Would you mind pouring the water? Then I would like to hear what finally brought you to Ryth.” 

Sorin filled the mugs, passed them around, and launched into the story of finding Krea in the alleyway. He made it as far as the proth attack before Arie’s confusion stopped him. “What?” Sorin asked, noting her expression.

“You have lived in Trasdaak this entire time, alone?” Arie asked.

“No. I have a household staff, and my steward, Kole.”

The extra meat pie sat in the middle of the table, steam still drifting off of it. Krea was just cutting into her own pie, but she could see Dane eyeing the extra already. 

Arie shook her head and pointed to Krea. “I mean, Krea doesn’t live with you?” 

“I only just found Krea. We left the next day. The day of the proth attack.” Sorin glanced over at the two and decided to avert a war. “Dane, Krea, mind yourselves. Remember where you are.” 

Krea shot Dane a warning look, then turned to Arie. “Would you like the last pie, lady Arie?” she asked.

Arie smiled. “My thanks, but no. Why don’t you two split it?”

“Fair enough,” Krea agreed, reaching for the plate. Dane started to argue about who should cut it, but Krea’s glare cut him off. He was a pelt for sure, but he wasn’t a stupid one.

As Krea cut the pie and slid Dane’s half onto his plate, Arie turned back to Sorin and grabbed her mug. “I assumed you had been with her this entire time. Now I’m wondering if the mistake was mine rather than yours.”

“I don’t understand,” said Sorin.

“In my vision, the goddess said that a caller would come on the hollow moon with a kyrni named Krea, who was not linked, and a child. The caller would bring with him the prophecy and the key. She then instructed me to feed you, give the child clothing, and perform the blessing on the kyrni.” Arie shrugged. “I assumed that the child would be the kyrni, but now listening to your story, I think I assumed wrong. The kyrni and the child are not the same person, and that means that you are here exactly when you are intended to be here.”

Krea looked over at Dane, who was staring at Arie in shock. 

“Nordu told you that?” Dane asked.

“Aye.”

“She ain’t never told me nothin’.”

Arie reached over and smoothed his hair. “Maybe you just haven’t been listening.”

Dane shrugged. “Seems like she would be hard to ignore.”

Sorin snorted. “Isn’t that the truth!” 

“What’s the key?” Krea asked. “And what’s the prophecy?” She looked over at Sorin. “Did you bring it with you?”

“The prophecy is always with me,” he explained, shoving his mostly empty bowl away from him. “As to the key, I don’t know what that is. Do you?” he asked Arie.

She shook her head. “I don’t. Why have you not shared the prophecy with Krea? As a kyrni, she needs to know these things. She is nearing her shift, but you already know that.”

“I was hoping she could learn everything she needs to know in Shaylith. She has never had a caller. I can’t hope to give her ten years’ worth of training in a few weeks.”

“No,” Arie agreed. “But you can give her what you can. That’s all that’s ever asked of us. She can hardly receive the blessing if she doesn’t know the prophecy on which it is based.”

Krea had been watching their conversation bat back and forth, more than a little annoyed. She raised her hand. Dane took the opportunity to steal Arie’s uneaten bowl of stew, but she ignored him. “The kyrni in question is right here at this table, and in case you thought you were whispering, you should know that she can hear you.”

Sorin, at least, had the decency to look chastised. He stepped out from the table and gathered the dishes. “Why don’t I take these out and wash them?” he said, looking a little too eager to leave. “Dane, bring the rest outside when you finish.”

“And did you tell him of his gift?” Arie asked, adding her dishes to his stack.

At that, Sorin stopped. “Now that, milady, is definitely not my place.”

She shrugged. “Well enough, but you did call it right.”

Krea looked over at Dane, who was staring up, spoon halfway to his mouth. “What gift? What do you mean?” she asked.

Without an answer, Sorin slipped out the door.

“Maybe she means the burl what the tree gived me,” Dane said, before shoving the bite in his mouth. Where he was putting the food was anybody’s guess. 

“I don’t think so.” She looked over at the mage, but the woman seemed preoccupied as she started wandering around the room collecting supplies. 

Dane shrugged, scraped the last bit of the stew directly into his mouth, and stacked the last of the bowls. As he headed toward the door, Krea could see the little bulge of his belly. He was going to be sick tomorrow.
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As Arie busied herself arranging things for what Krea assumed was the blessing, Krea turned and stared down the long, dark passage that opened up opposite the door and wondered what was down there. Some stories about mages talked of treasure and others of bones, but nobody really knew. 

Krea glanced up when the door opened, but it was only Dane. She had the distinct feeling Sorin was deliberately stalling out by the river. She couldn’t figure out what was wrong with him, but the presence of the mage had definitely soured his mood. Of course, the woman unnerved her to no end as well. Either that, or he felt guilty for not telling her about the ritual that was about to happen. If he didn’t, he should.  

While the mage rummaged around, Krea and Dane stole away to the farthest corner of the bench and tried to become invisible. Dane looked better after having eaten, but he still had dark circles under his eyes and a sick, pasty color to his face. The little pelt needed a good night’s sleep, and watching him, she had a feeling it was going to start soon. He could barely keep his eyes open. She was just envisioning the wonderful straw mattress that awaited her at the inn when Sorin pushed through the door and deposited his load of clean dishes on the end of the table. He glanced around.

“What of Dane?” Sorin asked. 

“He will be fine right where he is,” Arie said. “Come, let us begin.”

A blanket woven with intricate symbols now covered the floor, as did several small dishes filled with an array of leaves, flowers, and stems. Soft smoke that smelled like mint and sage wafted up from an incense plate burning on the table. A pile of thin leather thongs sat next to a knife and what looked suspiciously like the contents of a bird’s nest. She wasn’t about to ask, though. 

Sorin waved her over to the washbowl. She glanced over at Dane, but his fight with sleep was already lost. His head rested on the table, burl tucked safely under his chin.

Finally satisfied with the setup, Arie joined them by the water basin. She had dimmed the lamp for the ceremony, but even through the faint flicker of the small hearth fire, Krea noticed Sorin’s rigid posture. She didn’t blame him. She didn’t exactly forgive him, either. 

“You couldn’t have asked for a better blessing than the one you are about to receive, Krea,” Sorin said, giving her a pat on the shoulder. “Nowhere in Shaylith would there be a place so perfect as this to seek the goddess’s will and offer the sacrifice.”

“Sacrifice?” Krea jerked back. “What sacrifice?”

Arie picked up the pitcher of water and held it over the basin. “That’s up to you.”

Up to her? What in the name of the blessed goddess did that mean? Up to her! None of this had been up to her. She hadn’t chosen to turn into some monster in the alleyway. She hadn’t called down proth from the sky, and she sure hadn’t asked to go trudging through the woods for weeks on end with an angry caller. If it had been up to her, none of this would be happening and she would be helping Onin pack his cart to leave Trasdaak.

Sorin held his hands over the basin and closed his eyes as Arie poured the water over them. Krea had seen this part done several times by the priestesses standing outside the regent’s gate. She guessed he was offering thanks to the goddess for something. Maybe he was asking her forgiveness for not warning Krea about what would happen at the mage’s house. Whatever he prayed, it made him feel better because he took a deep breath of relief and smiled for the first time since coming into the broche. Then he looked down at Krea and nodded toward the basin.

“Close your eyes and thank the goddess in your own way,” Sorin instructed, taking the towel off the table and drying his hands. “Ask her to make you ready, and be sincere.”

Krea nodded, made the sacred symbol of the triple spiral in the air, and then closed her eyes as Arie poured the water over her hands. She let the water run through her fingers and took a second to feel the strangeness of it. She tried to form words for the goddess, but all that came out was a feeling. A feeling of wonder and worry and protection all wrapped together like Dane’s burl. There were no words to express what she felt. Instead, she just focused on the feelings and let them flow out of her. 

When Arie stopped pouring, she opened her eyes and looked around. They were both watching her, but neither said anything, and Krea didn’t volunteer. Instead, she took the towel Sorin offered her and watched as Arie handed him the pitcher and sought her own restitution while he trickled the water into the basin. She closed the ceremony with a wave of her hand that made the small hearth fire sputter, and then pointed them over to the blanket. “Krea, sit on the blanket with your legs crossed in front of you, but remove your shoes first. Sorin, please kneel right here beside me.”

Sorin’s face contorted, and without even asking, Krea knew he was thinking about his lost link. She wondered what kind of bond a caller and a kyrni must form for the loss to be so painful. “Milady,” he said. “You do know that Krea cannot be bound to me?”

Arie poured several drops of oil into one of the tiny stone dishes waiting beside the blanket and nodded. “I am aware, Tal. I can’t explain why, but Krea is to be bound to no one.”

“Is that normal?” Krea asked, feeling more uncomfortable with each passing second.

Sorin shook his head. “Nothing about you is normal.”

She gave him one of her better sideways glares, but he didn’t take the bait and before she could stall further, the mage was talking again. She chanted something in the same strange language she used before and slapped her hands on the ground. Magic swelled up around them and rushed out in every direction. Krea stared around the room, trying to catch her breath, but nothing looked any different. “Krea,” she said.

Krea looked from Sorin to the mage, but neither seemed to have noticed. Arie grabbed her bowl and continued on. “We do these things to remember where we came from and what we are here to do,” Arie began, taking a pinch of mixed seeds from one of the bowls and adding it to the oil. “We start as the seed. Shapeless. Helpless. Unable to make our own destiny.” She took a stone carved with symbols like those on the blanket and crushed the seeds, mixing them with the oil. 

Then she added another drop to the bowl and chose a small stem of what looked like betony. “We are nourished by the goddess and placed that we may grow.” She ground the stem into the mixture and again added a drop of oil. “We receive everything we need from the world that Nordu has created.” An ash leaf dropped into the mix along with another drop of oil. “And when our time is upon us, we stretch out and are received once again by the creation that has sustained us.” From the pile, Arie chose a spoon of blue powder and a handful of blackberries. She ground them with the stone, making the concoction in the bowl dark blue. “Sorin, the prophecy.”

Sorin cleared his throat and recited the prophecy in the old language. Krea couldn’t understand a word of it, but listening to the soft words fall with such delicate grace from his lips made a shiver run down her spine. When he finished, he recited the translation.

“My child has turned on the truth of her heart

She must turn again or be from me apart

On the day of severance, when her choice is none

I shall call out from creation the unity of one 

From the head of beast will cry songs of man

And from the heart of man will pour beast again

On that day, she will cry in fear

She will gaze on the whole, knowing death is near

From the creation of two, Justice will call

At the feet of the one, my child will fall.”

“What does it mean?” Krea whispered.

Sorin shrugged. “The lady will make it clear when it is time for us to know. Until then, it is our duty to remember it and pass it on. I will teach it to you on our way to Shaylith.”

“Krea, do you choose to keep the prophecy and serve the goddess?” Arie’s question was spoken in such somberness that the air seemed to turn to mud.

Krea hesitated. She had always served the goddess in her own way, but why did she have to make a formal commitment? What if she didn’t? Would the goddess strike her down? Maybe she would take away the kyrni gift, and Krea would be normal again? That thought gave her pause. Normal again. As if she had ever been normal. As much as she hated to admit it, Sorin was right. She had never been just like everyone else. She had always been different, because she had always been kyrni. 

Krea looked around the room over to Sorin, and finally at Arie, whose pinched expression said Krea’s reply shouldn’t have taken so long. Krea decided on honesty. “I have never served anyone before. Only myself. I don’t know if she will want me.”

Sorin sucked in a surprised breath and nearly choked. Apparently, that had been the wrong answer. Through his coughing, Arie spoke. “You are kyrni. The answer to that is obvious, is it not?”

Again, Krea paused, but then finally shrugged. “I will do my best.”

After a pause, Arie nodded. “That is all that is ever asked of us.” It sounded to Krea like a concession, but she would take it. Arie chose a finely-pointed stick from among her supplies. Krea held her breath as the mage stirred the purple mixture with the dull end, then flipped it over so the surprisingly sharp point was swimming in the paste. “As a mark of your service, I call you kyrni and mark you with the symbol of the chosen.” Arie dipped her stick into the mixture, grabbed Krea's left arm, and turned it over. With the stick, she drew a winding spiral extending halfway up Krea’s forearm. “Nature and our goddess are eternal.” She dipped the stick into the bowl again and added three dots traveling down her arm to just above the wrist. “The stages of nature are three: birth, life, and death.” Finally, she drew a single line just above the wristbone that circled her forearm. “Then there is the rebirth, and the circle is complete.”

Krea stared at the murky purplish patterns on her arm and frowned. She had a bad feeling about this. Something didn’t sit right, but she couldn’t put her finger on the source of her anxiety. Maybe it was just that between Sorin and the mage, the magic in the room made it hard to breathe. Maybe it was the way they seemed to be shoving her through this process. Whatever it was, she didn’t like it, but she couldn’t think on it more because Arie was talking again.

“Krea, you have stated your willingness to serve, and you have heard the command set before you. What sacrifice do you offer to bind you?” Arie asked, still holding Krea’s arm in her hand.

“I don’t know what you mean,” Krea said in a rush. “Do you want me to go find something to kill, or pledge to stop doing something?”

Arie’s brows rose slightly as she turned her disapproval onto Sorin, which made her that much more unnerving. “The sacrifice is usually something you offer to bind the agreement you just made with the goddess. It’s symbolic, of course. A picture of Nordu giving you her blessing, and you giving back your service.”

“Oh,” Krea said. “Like the bloodlock.”

“Is that your sacrifice? Do you choose blood?”

Krea glanced back down at the paste on her arm, then over to Dane, still fast asleep at the table. She thought about the loireags and the burl and the proth and Sorin, and all of it. It was too much. She didn’t want this even if it wanted her. After an eternal silence, Krea finally shook her head. “I don’t think we should do this. I don’t want to be bound to anything. I just want to go to Shaylith so they can make me normal, and then get on with my life.”

The mage stared at her in shock and then looked over at Sorin. “Does she know what this means?”

Sorin shrugged. From the look on his face, Krea guessed even he didn’t know what it meant. “She has no instruction,” he said. “I didn’t expect the ceremony to take place until Shaylith. Perhaps I should talk to her first.”

After considering his words, Arie slowly nodded. It seemed to Krea that the mage should be talking to her, not Sorin, but she didn’t care. She was ready to be done with this strange place. Arie pointed toward the water basin. “Caller, I need a towel, please. I must remove the runes on her arm.” 

Sorin stood to grab the towel as the mage turned Krea’s right arm back over to show the sticky, wet patterns. Krea started to prop herself up with her left hand, but yelped the second her hand met the blanket. She yanked her hand up and stared at the offending drawing stick now buried in her palm. With a deep breath, she grabbed the protruding end and pulled hard. Blood trickled down her palm. She moved to wipe it on her breeches, but before she could touch it, a thin line splintered up Krea’s right forearm and split open. 

Krea's scream was swallowed by an earsplitting crack that ripped through the room. Magic erupted into the air like steam from a kettle. It swirled around, making the air sweaty and suffocating. 

A low hum blocked out all other sound. Krea yelled again as a searing pain shot up her arm. Then the room filled with a light brighter than Sorin’s sunballs. 

Across from her, she felt Arie scurry away. She thought she heard the woman scream, but the hum was too loud to be sure. Then, just as abruptly, a dead calm fell around them. 

When her vision finally returned, Krea saw Arie pushing herself up off the floor where she had apparently fallen trying to flee the blinding light. She stared, white-faced, at the now blood-splattered blanket. Krea knew without looking that it was her blood and that it had come from the arm she now cradled. Dane, too, was wide awake and on his feet, staring at Krea in wonder. 

With some reluctance, Krea pulled her throbbing arm away from her chest and stared in disbelief. Sorin shoved aside a stool that had tangled in his feet and rushed over to help, but he didn’t touch her. Instead, he peered over her shoulder, his expression the mirror of wonder and horror that she felt. Where the dirty purple smudges of Arie’s paste had been, bloodred lines now glared up at them. A perfect spiral wound into a tiny red dot too fine for any stick to have made. Three small, red spots not as large as her smallest fingernail extended from the spiral down her arm. The tail of the spiral trailed between them. Where the single line of pasty red had once circled her wrist, two deep red bands were now etched into her skin. In the narrow space between the bands, a single word appeared in symbols that Krea had never seen before. 

Arie bent down and retrieved the fallen bowls with a trembling hand. Across the room, Dane dropped back onto the bench.

“The goddess has apparently claimed you, whether you like it or not,” Arie whispered, her voice as shaky as her hands.

Krea twisted her wrist back and forth in the firelight, trying to see the strange symbol. Taking a deep breath to work up the nerve, she brushed a tentative finger across the bloodred spiral. Nothing happened. Her arm hurt, but the symbols themselves didn’t hurt at all, and the red pattern stayed put. She examined her fingers in the flickering light. Nothing. No red paste. No nothing. Whatever was left wasn’t rubbing off. 

Sorin watched her for a moment. She didn’t argue as he took her wrist and studied the symbols. After a moment, he asked the mage, “Do you know what it says?” 

Arie shook her head and twisted Krea’s arm to get a better look. “I have no idea. It is in the ancient runes. That much I know. But I can’t even guess as to its meaning.”

“What ancient runes?” Krea asked.

“The runes of the drykir,” Sorin explained.

Arie brushed her finger across them, giving Krea a questioning glance to see if it hurt. Krea shook her head. She looked up at Sorin. “Have you ever seen anything like it before?”

“I’ve seen some of the letters inscribed on the temple in Shaylith.” He also rubbed the dark red lines. “But I don’t know what it means.”

Dane shifted at the table, no doubt checking on his oak. “Do it hurt?” he asked.

“Aye!” Krea confirmed, staring down at the offending appendage. “It feels like my skin was just peeled away and put back inside out, but it doesn’t hurt to touch it. It’s weird.” She pulled her arm back and glared over at the mage. “Why don’t you know what it says? If you know they are runes, you should know what they say. After all, isn’t that what you do?”

Arie’s hands still shook as she set the bowl she was holding back on the blanket and straightened her skirt so she could stand. “I don’t know what to say.”

“Well, neither do I,” Krea snapped, lightly tapping the red lines around her wrist. “This is not good! Tell me we’re at least done with the ceremony.” 

“Well, not exactly, but I’m a little afraid of what may happen if we go on. There’s nothing to be done about it, though. We are to be obedient, and in the face of what just happened, I think you would agree we must finish the ritual.”

Arie's commitment was wavering. Krea didn’t know what to say in the face of such faith. She didn’t want to finish the ritual, but it was more than clear that the goddess had other ideas. Still, she’d had her fill of surprises tonight. “Now, hold on,” she said, scooting off the blanket. “What’s supposed to happen next? Maybe we should be done.”

Arie shook her head. “We must finish. What will happen next is what will happen.”

Easy for her to say; she wasn’t the one who had just been branded. She did have a point, though. With far less enthusiasm than Arie, Krea scooted back onto the blanket and waited. 

After a few deep breaths, Arie dropped to her knees and braced Krea with a hard stare. “We worship the goddess, Krea, and as women, we must act as her priestesses. You are female, chosen to bring life into the world and commanded to protect it. You are a caretaker of Nordu’s creation. This is no small privilege, and you must never lose sight of your responsibilities as a woman. I charge you with this calling.” 

Krea looked around the room, half expecting a tree to sprout through the roof or something equally as heinous. Nothing happened.

The mage chose a thin, red leather thong and reached forward. Krea jumped. After a slight pause, the mage sectioned off a small chunk of Krea’s hair. “Remember the perfection of three,” she explained, dividing the section into three parts. As she spoke, Arie wove the leather string and hair into a braid. “Birth, the beginning. Life, the journey. Death, the transition.” When she finished the braid, Arie wrapped the leather thong around the end with several quick knots and tied it off. She then sectioned off another segment on the other side and braided in another thin piece of leather. “The might of three: water, ice, mist. The Essence of all life.” Arie wove a blue thong into that braid, then sectioned off another braid at the back of Krea’s head. “The completion of three: Child, Mother, Teacher. The cycle of woman,” Arie finished, knotting a brown thong to tie off the last braid.

Krea sat stone still through the entire process. It wasn’t until Arie sat back on her heels that Krea realized she had been holding her breath. She patted her head and smiled. Nothing bad had happened. Just braids in her hair. Braids that felt strangely right. Like they should have been there all along. 

The mage grabbed a handful of leftover thongs and placed them in Krea’s hands, pausing as she did to eye the bloodred brand that now marked Krea’s left arm. “These are for you,” she said. “As you notice examples of the divine three in your life, add a braid or replace one that is already there. You will find strength in Nordu’s perfect plan as you watch for her miracles in creation.”

Krea took the thongs and waited. Everyone was staring at her. Nobody moved; they just stared. After a few seconds, she asked, “Now are we done?” 

The mage nodded and smiled.

Relieved, Krea looked down and noted again the splattered blood marring the beautifully detailed patterns of the blanket. “I’m sorry about your blanket. I will take it to the river to wash it.” Krea climbed to her feet and started to gather up the cloth, but Arie stopped her.

“No, no, no. Your blood is the mark of something important. I have no desire to wash myself of it. Leave the blanket.”

Krea glanced over at Sorin for support, but he just shrugged. She stretched the blanket back out onto the floor and looked over at Dane, who was suddenly staring up at Arie with such dread she actually felt sorry for him.

Arie turned to Dane. “And now we must deal with you, my young friend.”

Dane stared back in bleak silence. 

“But I’m afraid this ritual will not be for observers.” Arie wiped her hands on her long brown dress. “This is for the morni and me alone.”

Sorin nodded, but he didn’t move. Krea followed his gaze and saw why. Dane’s face was frozen in fear. Sorin was about to reassure him when the mage handed the caller his sword and not so subtly bid him good-bye.

“You can pick the boy up tomorrow after the morning meal. He will be ready and waiting for you.”

“I uh...,” Sorin stammered, not quite sure what to say. Apparently the mage’s instructions were as much a surprise to him as they were to Krea. He clearly hadn’t planned on picking Dane up at all. “We have no mage in Trasdaak to teach him,” Sorin explained, choosing his words with great care. He seemed to dance around when speaking to the mage. Maybe she could throw sunballs, too.

Arie shook her head. “No, Caller. Nordu’s plan is becoming much clearer. The child is to stay with you. I’m not sure where you are to take him, but he is to stay with you. Of that I am certain.”

“Milady,” Sorin protested, “I can’t train him. I know only the simple magic of nature. You know my abilities. He is an elemental wizard. He needs proper training or he...” 

Krea’s open-mouthed gasp brought Sorin’s argument to an abrupt halt. Arie’s displeasure was just as obvious. Dane was a wizard? She looked over at him. He didn’t look like a wizard. He looked like a skinny little pelt to her, but then, how many wizards had she known? Maybe they all looked just like him.

“Caller, how could you have wandered so far from the path? Have faith. Be here after the morning meal to retrieve the child.”

Krea stared in silence at the mage. Who was this woman, and how had she known what to say? Hearing the words he had delivered with such venom to the faerie-born spoken back to him stopped all further protest. He managed a nod, then headed for the door without looking up. Dane’s weak protest barely slowed him down. 

“You’ll be fine, Dane,” Sorin assured the boy from the door, sounding hollow and unconvincing. “You have nothing to fear from a mage.”

Krea wasn’t sure if there hadn't been a cutting undertone to his comment, but if there was, the mage remained unperturbed. “Until the morrow,” Arie said just before closing the door behind them. A bar of wood dropped into place in a curt dismissal.

They both stood staring at the closed door. Sorin finally strapped on his sword and began picking his way out of the impossibly dark grove. “Well, Krea,” he said when they finally rounded the wall. “We may as well get back to the inn and see what’s left of our belongings.” 

Krea glanced up to see if he was serious, but the night hid his face. After a second’s thought, she hurried to take the lead.
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When Krea and Sorin finally arrived at the small inn, they found the main hall bustling with activity. The evening meal had long ago been cleared away, but men continued to linger over their mugs, picking at the bread plates and boasting of their accomplishments. Krea had seen similar scenes often enough. Now and again a booming voice rose above the din of voices, but it would soon fade away to be replaced by another across the room. 

The number of nobles dotting the room—flanked by their guards, of course—surprised her, but then she reminded herself that she wasn’t in the sort of establishment that usually housed her class of people, knowingly or otherwise. In fact, the clientele was so confident in the safety of their surroundings that not even the guards gave Krea and Sorin more than a passing glance as the two made their way along the wall to the massive tapestry that hid the stairs. With one notable exception.

In the farthest corner from the door, a young noble and two guards sat at a table too small for the three of them. His hair was too blond and his clothes too clean for a traveler as he watched their progress with keen interest. They drank from large pewter mugs, but the mug hiding the noble’s face didn’t tip as he drank. He was more interested in hiding his face than downing the content. The taller of the two guards glanced from Krea to Sorin and back to Krea. A shadow moved under the table. The light was too dim to be sure, but Krea was confident the movement had been a kick.

She flipped her hair so it fell forward to hide her face and peered sideways at the noble. He and his guards suddenly seemed as oblivious as everyone else to her arrival, and Krea was just about to dismiss what she had seen when the noble picked up his mug and looked directly at her over its rim. Only years of working the streets of Trasdaak kept her from jumping out of her skin. Instead, she kept her pace as if she had seen nothing and joined Sorin on the stairs.

Once they were on the upper landing, Krea started to speak, but Sorin's hand stayed her comment. He yanked his glove off with his teeth and tossed it back to Krea as his sword slid from the sheath. Yellow light from the scattered lamps glinted off his blade with each silent step he took toward their door. Krea followed his lead, drew her knife, and opted for stealth. With her back against the wall, she kept enough distance to stay clear should Sorin decide to swing. 

He paused at the door. His sword shifted to one hand, and a sunball appeared in his wood palm. Light flooded the dim hallway. One shadow in the hallway seemed to linger a little longer, but she couldn’t get a good look at it around Sorin. He nodded toward the door. Krea pulled the latchstring. The door swung inward on silent hinges. With the light from Sorin's sunball filling the room, Sorin stepped inside. 

Krea waited. 

Nothing happened. 

When she finally decided to chance a peek around the doorway, she found Sorin, sunball in hand, scouring the room. He used his sword to turn over the cots and sent the rays of the sunball shooting into every corner. Only after he had circled the small room twice did he resheath his sword and wave Krea in.

“Who was here?” she asked.

“I don’t know. No one, I think. I just had a bad feeling. Go check our things.”

She wasted no time searching her pack for the money bag, and was both relieved and surprised to find it exactly where she had left it. Still, she was sure she had seen that noble watching her. Based on Sorin's reaction, he had seen it, too. If they were not after her money, what else could they possibly want?

“You did see them watching us, right?” she asked.

“I saw them.”

“What did they want? They didn't take my money.”

“How should I know?”

“Well, you obviously know more than I do, or you wouldn't have come in here with a sword in one hand and a sunball in the other. I couldn’t tell, but it looked like someone may have been in the hallway.”

Sorin opened the wick on the lamp before walking over to the window. “It's not a sunball, Krea. It's focused Essence. We call it a rendo.”

“Whatever. You were going to use it to kill something, so you must have thought something bad was going to happen.” 

“I don't know what they want. It could be nothing.” 

Krea watched Sorin secure the shutter and decided to try talking to him again about the mage. He had walked the entire way back in hostile silence. “What will happen to Dane?”

Sorin finished with the shutter and started flipping cots back over. “He will be fine.”

“You keep saying that. What did you mean about him being an elemental wizard? What is that, and why did the tree give him a burl? I am going to keep asking until you finally talk to me.”

Sorin continued arranging the room to his satisfaction, but he finally spoke. “Exactly what I said. He is an elemental wizard. He doesn’t know it, of course, but that’s what he is. As to the burl, I can’t explain that one. His element is clearly earth, but I don’t know what purpose the burl will serve.”

“But aren’t wizards...” Krea broke off. She didn’t know what to say. She had never even seen a real wizard before. She hadn’t been sure they really existed before today. “Aren’t they...”

“Extremely powerful,” Sorin said, dropping a blanket across the straw mattress. “They are gifted with magic beyond imagination, limited only by the element they serve, and they are born only when the moon overpowers the sun, turning the day to night, and even then, only one is born. Never two.” Sorin finished arranging his cot and turned to Krea. “You need to see to your bed. I am bone-weary. The lamp is going out in a few minutes, and you will have to make up your cot in the dark if you don’t hurry.”

His threat moved her into action, but she was still thunderstruck by his casually given explanation. “But why is he thieving, then?” she asked. “And how is it that you just happened to pick him up?”

Fully clothed, Sorin climbed in under the top blanket and dropped his head down onto his bedroll. “He doesn’t know what he is,” Sorin mumbled into the blanket. “Or, I should say, he didn’t. He will after tonight. Hurry up with that lamp.”

Krea was silent for a moment as she stared yet again at the strange design on her arm, but Sorin’s grunted complaint prompted her back into motion. “I guess he’s lucky you found him,” she said, finally lowering the wick until the lamp went out.

“Luck had nothing to do with it,” Sorin grumbled.

“What do you mean?”

“I have told you before. The goddess has a wicked sense of humor.”

After pulling off her borrowed slippers, Krea slid onto the surprisingly soft mattress and considered the day’s events. So, the little pelt was a wizard more powerful than Sorin, or even a mage. How would that knowledge change him? 

Slowly, her mind turned back to the mage and finally to the strange cobbler woman. “Sorin,” she ventured, hoping he wasn’t going to threaten to have her moved to the stable for waking him. 

His ready reply told her that she wasn’t the only one pondering the day. 

“Why did you call that woman faerie-born? I thought you said that magic people and humans can’t mix their blood.”

Sorin rolled over. “They can’t,” he explained, no longer speaking into his bedroll. “That’s not to say they can’t coexist.”

Krea had no idea what he was talking about.

“The woman was very human,” Sorin explained. “But she had been raised by faeries. Judging by her behavior, I suspect she was raised by tree nymphs.”

“Wow.” She had heard stories about such things, but she hadn’t believed them any more than she had believed in wizards. She clearly had a great many things to learn. “She didn’t seem human.” 

Sorin grunted. “She had a command of faerie magic. I’m sure it keeps her and her husband well fed, but she was only human.”

“How come there aren’t any wizards or faerie-born in Trasdaak?”

“Trasdaak is near the border,” Sorin explained. “It is farther from the old places. Ryth is very near the Nayli, a forest that hasn’t lost its magic to the draining souls of mankind. I would expect to find such things in Ryth. Maybe not an elemental wizard, but certainly changelings and faerie-born. Once magic has touched you, has run through your veins, feeding your spirit and warming your soul, you can’t stray far from it. Magical things stay near their source.”

“But you were in Trasdaak,” Krea pointed out.

Sorin was silent for a moment, shifting again on his cot. “Aye,” he answered finally, but Krea could hear a sadness in his tone that she couldn’t explain. “Now go to sleep. Tomorrow will be a long day.”

Krea rolled over and tried to imagine life among a grove filled with tree nymphs. She wondered how the faerie-born woman came to be there in the first place, but as sleep invaded her thoughts, the hawthorn trees of her imagination turned to huge, towering pines. She looked down from among their slender tops to see a small stream winding through the forested valley. A tiny fish jumped, and before she knew what she was doing, Krea jumped after it. 

She crashed through the branches. They snapped under her sudden weight, and as she fell the stream grew larger and larger. She slammed into the water so hard she couldn't breathe. Her body ached. She tried desperately to get a breath, but water closed in around her. Her small hands grabbed at the water in vain. It ran through her fists and continued to suck her down. Something grabbed her shoulder. She struggled away from it, but it held firm. She was still struggling with the newest threat when Sorin’s voice brought her reeling back to the small room.

“Krea!” he demanded, giving her another shake. “Wake up.”

With a jolt, Krea sat up, panting as she took in the room now faintly lit by the dawning sun. It seemed like only moments had passed, yet it was already morning.

“What were you dreaming?” Sorin asked, watching her closely.

Krea wiped her damp forehead and blinked up at him. “I was falling through the trees again,” she explained. “I was falling and falling, but this time I hit the water. It was swallowing me, pulling me under.” Even as she explained, the dream was fading from her mind. “Just a dream,” she said, and pulled back her covers to rise. “Why is it so cold in here? I thought you closed the shutters.”

“I did.” Sorin stepped away as Krea scrambled from the cot to check her pack. “It’s all there,” he said, strapping on his sword. “They didn’t actually break in, but they tried. Not sure if it was me or your dream that scared them away. Grab your gear and let’s go.”

###
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When the stable boy brought the horses out, they looked as clean and shiny as when she had first seen them in Trasdaak. Sorin checked their feet and Caldir’s leg before dropping his saddle into place. Apparently satisfied with what he found, he gave the eager stable boy another shol and paid the stable master the rest of their board. 

“Did you lose your guide?” the man asked, accepting the payment.

Sorin shook his head. “No. Actually, I need to shift these packs around. The boy will be traveling with us.”

The keeper raised an eyebrow in surprise. “I have several mounts for sale, if you have need of another animal,” he offered, gesturing toward the small corral adjacent to the stable.

“I think these two will do fine,” Sorin said as he pulled Krea’s packs off the back of her saddle and began rearranging them to fit across the front. “I think managing one unskilled rider provides all of the adventure my age can manage. Besides,” he added, giving the stable master a knowing smile as he patted Caldir affectionately, “this one listens to me, unlike his riders.”

The man smiled back. “Fair enough. Safe journey, then.”

“My thanks. If I should come through Ryth again, I will seek you out.” The men clasped forearms, and Sorin turned to finish lashing the last pack to his mount’s saddle.

“Why does he have to ride with me?” Krea asked. “I don’t want that little pelt clinging to my tunic all day.”

“One of the reasons he is riding with you is because you weigh less than I do, but the biggest reason is because I don’t want him clinging to my tunic all day, either.” With that, he mounted his horse and pointed down the road. “I will go get our clothes and collect Dane from the mage. You go to the cobbler. Then meet me at the supplier that was across the street. I don’t want to see an escort of guards with you this time.” He waited for her reassurance, but she merely trotted off down the road.

The faerie-born woman was arranging the entry when Krea stepped inside the small shop. As soon as she saw Krea, the woman excused herself and hurried behind the curtain. Krea picked at a few scraps of leather lying by the door and eventually wandered over to the counter to admire a pair of boots. The craftsmanship was unlike anything she had ever seen. Even the detailed stitching looked like it belonged on a gown, not a boot. Something about them seemed odd, though. Krea ran her fingers along the supple leather, not even imagining that the boots belonged to her when the woman suggested Krea try them on.

“Oh,” Krea started at the beautiful woman’s suggestion. She had no other boots in her hand, but her husband had now joined her in the entry. “Oh no. These can’t be for me, lady merchant. They are far too fine.”

The merchant smiled, enveloping the room with her faerie magic. When she spoke again, her voice, like her hair, was as smooth as liquid silk. “They are for you, Eothi.”

Krea blinked and stared, trying to keep her mind focused despite the magic-laden room. “I am not Eothi,” she tried to explain, but her words drifted slowly away as she stared into the bottomless green eyes in front of her. “I don’t even know what that means.”

The woman took the boots from the counter and gently guided Krea toward the stool by the wall. “Try them,” she repeated, this time keeping her eyes averted.

The room came back into focus, and Krea snapped her eyes closed to find her center again. When she opened them, the woman was waiting for her to pull on the boots. Determined not to succumb to the magic again, Krea looked away from the merchant and pulled the too-small house shoes off her feet. 

The boot leather was as supple as cloth, yet thick and durable at the same time. They were dark and smooth, made from the leather that Krea feared would be too heavy, but the merchant had done something to make the leather slide over her foot like a second skin. The outer surface smelled similar to her oilskin cloak, and Krea knew they would be nearly waterproof. To help hold out the weather, a piece of leather backed the place where the lace brought the boot together, assuring that the boot would stay straight along her leg and that water could not seep in through the laces. They were truly beautiful, but when Krea bent down to pull the laces tight, she froze. For the first time, she noticed a ghostly silhouette of shapes that had been carefully stitched on the inside ankle of each boot.

“How did you...?” Krea gasped, twisting her foot so she could better see the now familiar pattern. A spiral slightly larger than her thumb had been stitched just above the inside ankle of each boot. Three dots followed it down toward the sole, and two thin lines wrapped around her ankle. The thread used to embroider the pattern into the boot was so thin as to almost be invisible, but when Krea ran her hand across the stitching, she could feel its thickness and strength.

“I know the mark of the goddess,” the woman assured her quietly. “The thread comes from deep in the Nayli. It will neither break nor discolor. Your boots have been stitched together with it as well.”

Krea looked down and noticed why the boots had looked so strange. They appeared to be seamless. Where the leather sole met the leg of the boot, the overlapping leather had been secured with the ghostly silver thread. At first glance, the shoes appeared to have no binding at all. 

“They are amazing,” Krea whispered. “I have never seen their equal.” She looked back up at the faerie-born merchant and frowned. “I don’t think I have enough gold to pay for these.”

The woman knelt down and took Krea’s left arm in her hand, turning it to expose the bloodred symbols. “You are Eothi. I have been given the highest honor in serving you.”

A surge of joy and lust surged through Krea with such intensity she lost her breath. Before she knew it, she was on her feet cradling the remaining boot, unsure whether she should dance with the merchant or run from the building. Confused, she turned toward the door, but couldn’t make her feet take her any farther. Then, as suddenly as the emotion had overcome her, it vanished.

“My apologies,” the woman said, guiding Krea back toward the stool. “I lose myself sometimes.”

Krea stared up at her in shock. “And you’re not even a faerie?” Krea gasped without thinking. The woman frowned, and only then did Krea consider how her comment must have sounded. “I mean no offense,” she said hurriedly. “It’s just that...how can you have such strong magic and still be a mortal?”

“It was passed to me by my adopted parents,” the merchant explained as Krea went about pulling on the other boot. 

In short order, Krea stood to gaze in wonder at the faerie craft she now wore. They made her worn and dirty clothes look even worse. The gossamer threads shivered in the pale morning light as if they were trying not to be seen. “These will last me half my life,” Krea commented, rolling her ankle to make the ghostly patterns dance. “I wish I could offer you something in return.”

The woman smiled. Light spilled across her dark hair, making it shimmer like a pool of deep black water. “You have offered me a chance to be part of the prophecy, Eothi. That is more than enough.”

Krea had no idea what the woman was talking about, but she had already had her fill of faerie magic for the day and was keen to be on her way, but she couldn’t bite down her questions. “I don’t understand. What is Eothi? What prophecy are you part of?” 

The woman waved away the questions as if they were errant children being scooted from the room. Without another word, the merchant grabbed Krea’s arm and ushered her out the door. With a little more coaxing, she finally climbed up on Caldir to leave. She glanced again at her boots and smiled down at the faerie-born cobbler now standing next to her grinning but silent husband. “Good day to you, lady merchant. Sir.” 

The dark woman clapped her hands together and stepped in close to the bulking man at her side. “And good journey to you,” she called back as Krea turned her horse up the road.

As Sorin had promised, the supplier’s storefront was only doors down and across the road from the cobbler. She had barely situated herself in the saddle before she was there, and Sorin was nowhere in sight. At best, he was on his way to the mage’s broche. If that far. Looking through barrels of dried goods and bags of seed did not interest her in the least, so Krea peered around to find something else to distract her while she waited. 

Unlike Trasdaak, where merchants sold goods from carts along the main road during the spring and summer months, most of Ryth’s merchants had permanent buildings from which to do business. Krea suspected that the difference was not only Ryth’s more central location, but also its placement on the riverbank. She turned Caldir to walk up the part of the main road she had not yet seen.

The occasional merchant or commoner dotted the main strip, but for the most part, the road was empty. A young woman and a boy wrestled with a small herd of goats that were all determined to go in different directions. Across from them, a small bakery began setting out dough to rise. Krea's thief brain took over, and in a second she had mapped out the best approach to the baker's racks. She shook her head. Trouble in Ryth she didn't need.

Krea reined Caldir up a small alley that ran behind a chandler shop. The rich scent of candle wax wafted through the air and mixed with the aroma of baking bread. Not far away, someone pounded steel against an anvil. Its rhythmic ringing chimed in the morning. 

Krea wondered again why she hadn't stopped in Ryth if she had come through the town at all. Surviving here would have been much easier. Of course, the competition would have been a problem, but still. 

She climbed down to more closely survey the back doors of the shops—just to satisfy her own curiosity, of course—when the ringing from the smithy stopped. Ahead, two people argued in hushed whispers. Their voices had been lost in the banging, and Krea had nearly ridden right up on them. Just what she needed: A chance to explain to Sorin why she was skulking around back alleys instead of waiting for him. She held her breath and prayed the banging would resume so she could get out of there without being heard.

“I cannot carry a box all the way to Shaylith,” a man said. She could tell from the way he spoke that the man was a noble, and probably from a young house, based on his tone.

“You are going to have to. You have no choice.” The second voice was that of a woman, and from the sound of it, she was a woman used to many years of getting her way. She carried authority in her voice that the young man lacked.

“Why can't I just hide it in a saddlebag?” the man asked.

“If the witch wanted it in a saddlebag, you fool, she would have sent it in one. It is not for your hands. It is for the master and no other.”

Krea's heart raced. Could it be? Surely not. There had been no proth in Ryth. They could not possibly be talking about the same master. Could they? No. And the mage? Absolutely not.

On silent feet, Krea left Caldir's reins dangling and snuck forward along the chandler's back wall. With every step, she kicked herself for not listening to Sorin. With every step she knew she needed to be walking the other direction, but every step brought her closer to the voices around the corner.

“You must not touch it,” the woman was saying, but Krea heard the squeaking of a lid opening.

“I won't touch it,” the man said, dripping with patronizing impatience. “I just want to see what is so sacred that it can't fit in a saddlebag.” 

Krea peered around the corner and nearly jumped out of her skin when the man shouted a curse and jumped back. A wood box as long as his forearm tumbled to the ground. The woman yelled, and the man pulled his arm into his cloak as the contents of the box spilled out onto the dusty road. A piece of leather wrapping fell back from the slender object it hid, and the glint of gold winked up at Krea like an old friend. 

She jerked back and flattened herself against the wall. What are you doing? she asked herself. Just walk away, Krea. It's not too late. Walk away.

The ringing started again from the smith. Now was her chance. She tried to make herself walk toward the horse, but the memory of the glinting gold held her in place. 

“You fool! I told you not...” The woman's words were lost in the clang of metal.

“...get a bag,” the man said. 

Krea risked a glance around the corner in time to see the man pushing the box against the wall with his foot. He had apparently kicked the gold treasure back inside. He turned, and the hood that hid his face fell back just enough to reveal eyes she had seen before. The noble from the inn spun and stalked off in the opposite direction, his dark gray cape billowing behind him. Krea ducked back again.

Stupid girl. Stupid, stupid girl, she mouthed. The clanging continued in even, measured beats. The horse waited just a short jog away. But the gold. It called her. It begged her to save it from the arrogant noble. She started to peek just one more time when another voice rang out over the din of the anvil.

“You there. What are you doing?”

Krea squeezed her eyes closed and forced her heart to beat. A guard. She knew it without looking.

“I was merely checking the repairs to the gutter. I will be gone when the rains come, and I want to be certain all is well,” the woman answered.

Krea chanced a breath. He hadn't been talking to her.

“Lady Carene,” the guard said, his tone supplicant. “My apologies, milady. I didn’t recognize you. I thought you were away to Shaylith already. Is there a problem with the gutter? I will see to its repair immediately. Just show me the break and I will...”

“No,” the woman said, rushing to stop the guard from entering the alley. Krea heard the rustle of her skirt and guessed she was moving to meet him before he saw the box. When she spoke again, her voice told Krea she had guessed right. “No. It is fine. I just wanted to check. My guards are waiting that we may depart. I shouldn't delay. Would you walk with me?”

“Of course, milady. You shouldn’t be about without an escort. Even at this...” The guard’s voice trailed off as he left the building.

Krea peered around the corner. An empty alley. She drew back and paused again. She knew she shouldn't. The clanging started up again. Perfect cover. She chastised herself for even thinking it, but it was too easy. 

She looked again. There it was, calling her. When things are this easy, it's a gift from the goddess, right? She didn't wait for an answer or for the noble to return with his bag. She snatched the first decent-shaped rock she could find and snatched the box. From the safety of her hiding place, she pulled her pant leg out of her boot and used the dead man’s knife to cut a thin strip from the bottom of her breeches. The box seemed plain enough. She tried to pull off the top, but it didn’t move. She twisted it and wiggled it and held the box between her knees, but it didn’t move. Voices in the street grew louder as someone approached, but she wasn’t willing to give up yet. “Just open!” Krea whispered, giving the lid one more pull, and as if it had never been a problem, the lid slid off with a tiny squeak and the rich scent of oiled mahogany.

Rich red silk lined the entire casing, padded to protect its burden. Or to keep its contents quiet if it were, say, a long oval rock instead of whatever it was. A thin piece of belly-soft black leather blanketed the treasure inside. Krea didn’t want a repeat of whatever happened to the noble, so she saved the investigation for another time. In an instant, the box was back against the wall, the rock tucked inside wrapped tightly in her strip of pant leather to assure its silence. The box's former resident was tucked just as snuggly against her leg.

Caldir spooked when he saw her running toward him. He was already turned around and on the run by the time she was fully in the saddle. Krea barely managed to slow him to a trot before they were back onto the main road. She had no more than cleared the chandler's cottage when the noble rounded the corner, the narrow box peeking out from a small bag under his cloak.

Krea nodded toward him as she would any noble, but didn't make eye contact. Every muscle in her body wanted to run, but she forced an even pace and pretended not to notice that his eyes followed her as she rode. 

At last, she turned back up the road that led to the supplier and chanced a backward glance. The noble was gone. With any luck, he never even opened the box. 

When she reached the supplier, she pulled Caldir up so close to Sorin’s mount that they nearly touched. She pretended to dig something out of one of his packs, and in one smooth motion slipped her stolen goods into a pack already stuffed with her new clothes. It was too easy. Just to make it better, she pulled out the tan and brown chemise and tunic set she had ordered and tied the bag closed. Clean clothes in hand, she slid to the ground and walked inside.

“What took you so long?” Sorin asked when he saw her walk in.

Krea just shrugged and held out one of her boots for him to see. He glanced down at them, then back up to her, and frowned. Whatever he was thinking, he kept it to himself. “Take Dane and wait outside with our things,” he instructed, pushing the child toward her. 

Dane looked like a different person. His hair was combed, and it looked like the mage had at least made an attempt at cutting it. He wore a dark-green tunic that fell low over nearly black leather breeches and boots that cuffed over at his calves. They looked a bit large, but sturdy and comfortable. A light-brown chemise poked out from under the tunic, and he had the sleeves rolled just past his wrists. A leather thong stretched across his neck, but the end disappeared beneath his shirt. That would be where the burl was.

“We wouldn’t want anyone to steal our things,” Krea said as she took the boy’s hand and turned to lead him from the small store. 

Sorin snapped his head around at her comment, but remained silent.

When they were safely outside, Krea looked down at Dane. “Where did you get the clothes?” 

The boy looked up, as if just noticing that she was there. “The mage gived them to me,” he explained in a quiet, solemn tone.

She frowned. He didn’t look like a wizard to her, but whatever he had gone through last night must have been an ordeal. His face was puffy from no sleep, and he seemed ready to drop from exhaustion. “You all right?” 

Dane nodded.

“Did you eat?” she asked, looking for any sign that he had been beaten. She didn’t think the mage was the type, but she knew little else that could so profoundly affect a person’s spirit.

Again Dane nodded, but didn’t speak.

Krea ran her fingers through his hair to check for bumps or cuts, but he had none. The little lice that had been bedding in his head were gone as well, and he looked up at her in silence, as if surprised to find her still standing in front of him. “You look great,” she said, giving his linen chemise a tug.

Finally, he smiled. It was faint, but it was at least something. He smoothed his hand over the front of his tunic, obviously enjoying the feel of the material. “The mage said she thought she was ’sposed to be saving them for you, but she was really ’sposed to be saving them for me. She gived me more, too. They’s in one of them bags.”

She smiled and nodded, hoping he didn’t want to show them to her. “I need to change. Watch the horses?”

Dane nodded.

Krea ducked behind the building, half expecting to find another noble there. The narrow byway was clear, so she slipped into her new clothes and hurried back to join Dane. He wasn't doing any better. She was still shoving her old clothes into the bag, neatly burying her new acquisition, when Sorin walked out of the store with yet another set of bags tossed over his shoulder and several packages of the dreaded salted meat in his hand. 

“Here,” Krea said, hurrying over to relieve him of his burden. “I’ll take these. Your horse is already carrying twice what mine is carrying.”

Sorin narrowed his eyes and gave her a hard stare before pulling the set of bags back out of her grasp. “Put the meat in one of your bags,” he ordered, watching her with obvious suspicion for a moment before turning to secure the new bags onto his saddle. To Krea’s immense relief, he dropped them across Drindoc’s whither in front of the saddle and secured them there rather than to the back. 

He kept glancing over at her, then up and down the street as he arranged the new gear before finally stepping up onto his horse. Krea followed his lead, pulling Dane up behind her. Unhindered by the bags that were now secured in front of her, the boy fit neatly behind the saddle. He grabbed hold of her tunic on both sides and held on like it meant his life. Krea started to complain, but Sorin watched her with a knowing glare and she thought better of it. 

“We should probably go,” she suggested, forcing herself not to look at the saddlebag in question. 

“I imagine we should,” he returned, trying to stare a hole into her head. After another second, he turned his horse down the street and headed out of town. When they walked past the cottage that had been her unsuspecting ally, she didn’t even look up. 

They were barely at the edge of town when Dane leaned forward and tugged on the side of Krea’s tunic. “What’d you lift?” he whispered in her ear.

“Shhhh!” she hissed back, winning her yet another deadly glare from Sorin. 

The town of Ryth was well behind them when they came to a fork in the road. To their left, the road continued on, well-traveled and broad. To their right, the road dwindled down to little more than a path with tufts of grass springing up along its middle until it twisted around and disappeared into the trees. Sorin stopped at the divide and spoke for the first time since leaving the guard. “I have half a mind to send you on ahead of me to see if the Nayli can teach you some respect. It’s obvious enough that I can’t.” He twisted in his saddle to stare at her.

Not so many weeks ago, Krea would have launched into an explanation justifying her actions. As it was, she was more than content to wait him out in silence, except that she never got a chance. 

Dane, who had been alarmingly still behind her, jumped back so fast at Sorin’s words that he slid right down Caldir’s rump and fell hard on his own. “Ain’t no way I is going into that forest,” he declared, climbing to his feet. “No way!”

Dane was already setting off back to Ryth when Sorin brought him up short, his voice booming into the still morning air. “Get back on the horse,” he commanded, and Krea was fairly certain that the people living on the edge of the town had heard him.

Dane froze, considered his options without turning around, and started to run.

At first Krea thought Sorin was hissing, but when she looked over at him, she saw his lips moving in a quiet chant, his gloves in his lap and his eyes fixed on the retreating boy. A wind that didn’t reach the treetops swirled around them, and by the time Krea had glanced from Dane back to Sorin, she saw a sunball collecting in his fae-hand, tiny beads of light flying together like bees swarming a hive. 

“No,” she screamed before the ball had fully formed. “I’ll go get him. Don’t hurt him.” She kicked Caldir forward, but before the horse took two steps, Sorin had sent the ball of light flying at Dane. It crashed to the ground a foot in front of the running boy and sent him skidding backward from the impact. 

Dane shook his head and tried to find his feet, but Krea knew from experience that he was blinded by the light, completely disoriented. Before he could take more than a couple of steps, Sorin had him scooped up and was cantering back to where Krea waited, completely horrified. He all but threw Dane back on Caldir, spinning his own horse around to face them. 

Unlike the last time he had used sunballs to fight off the proth, Sorin looked anything but tired. In fact, he looked more alive than she had ever seen him. As he flexed his wood hand, power rippled around him so that even the air seemed to tremble in his presence.

Krea and Dane both stared in terrified silence, waiting for Sorin to speak. When he finally did, it was not the booming yell that Krea expected, but the soft, low rumbling speech that she knew to be just as deadly. “I have no idea what the two of you are about, but know this: I will not chase you around or abide your disobedience the whole rest of this trip. You will both do as I say, without question—in fact, without comment—until we reach Shaylith. Do you understand?”

Krea nodded. She felt Dane do the same.

“Do you really understand?”

Now he was just being an ass. But his mood was such that she didn’t think now was the time to point it out. Besides, she was mostly sure she heard someone coming up the road, so she nodded again. Sorin stared over Krea's shoulder and frowned. Krea turned to confirm her suspicions. 

Down the road, a puff of dust rose into the air. As she watched it come closer, she saw the noble from the inn flanked by his two guards. They didn’t appear to be in any great hurry, but she didn’t want to meet up with them just the same. She turned back to Sorin to discover him once again appraising her with irritation. 

“That's the noble from the inn,” she said.

“Aye.”

“Why are we standing here? We have no reason to talk to him.”

“Do you have a reason to run away, Krea?”

“No,“ she said, glaring back at him. “I just don't like that he kept watching me. That's all.”

“When was he watching you?”

Krea blinked. He was good. But she was better. “Watching us, at the inn. Remember?”

Sorin gave her a slow nod as the noble drew closer. “I remember.”

“I didn't take anything of his, if that's what you think.” Technically, the box had belonged to the woman.

He offered no response.

“Even if she did lift something, ain't no sense giving it back. All they will be is mad ’cause she took it,” Dane said.

Krea elbowed him in his side.

“No,” Sorin said, pulling on his gloves. “I have trouble enough. Those three are going to Shaylith for the wedding, of that there is little doubt. As much as you deserve whatever is coming to you, Krea, I have no desire to run afoul another noble, no matter his low station. It will follow me.” 

“How does you know they’s going to Shaylith?” Dane asked.

“Everyone is going to Shaylith. I was lucky to get these supplies. The town is pretty much cleaned out.”

“That means they will be following us all the way there?” 

“Aye, unless we cut through the Nayli.” She felt Dane flinch behind her at that option, but he didn’t try to run again.

“You don’t think they would follow us there?”

“Probably not, but I would like to get a better measure of the man. Krea, adjust your water flask so that it isn’t rubbing against your horse’s whither. It will leave a sore. Dane, take this.” Sorin slipped one of the flasks off his saddle and handed it to Dane. The boy was strapping it on when the three men eyed the place where the sunball had landed with curiosity before pulling even with them. Krea could just make out the outline of the box beneath the noble's cape where it flared over his horse’s rump. That was a good sign. A very good sign.

“Good day,” said the young noble, giving the three an appraising glance.

Sorin nodded and finished tying off his remaining water flask. “Good day,” he said, finally meeting the young man’s eyes.

“Are you traveling to Shaylith?”

Again, Sorin nodded. “And you? For the wedding?”

“Aye, for the wedding. My father was unable to attend, so he sent me in his stead to represent our family. We could travel together, if you so choose. With bandits on the roads this time of year, you can’t be too careful, especially considering the companions you ride with. I am referring to your lack of guards, of course.”

Krea bristled at the insult on two levels. To begin with, the man had yet to even acknowledge her presence. For him to ignore Dane was understandable. After all, Dane was a child. But she was closer to marrying age than being clustered into Dane’s category, and she should have been worthy of at least a nod. Then to speak of her as a burden! She wanted to at least spook his horse, but she managed to keep her indignation silent.

The noble’s arrogance was not lost on Sorin, and he smiled the same patient smile he had given Kole the first night she had been at his manor. “Don’t worry on our account,” he assured the man. “These two can manage fine. We would enjoy your company, though, if you would care to join us.” Sorin waved his hand toward the overgrown path that led into the forest.

The man nodded. “You are taking the route through the Nayli?”

“Aye. It takes at least two weeks off the trip, and I will have no bandits or merchants to deal with.”

“No,” the man said finally, to the obvious relief of his guards. “I will take my chances with the bandits.”

Sorin shrugged. “Well, good journey to you, then.”

“And to you.” The noble turned, dipping his head toward Sorin as he left without even once making eye contact with Krea.

With great restraint, Krea waited until the men had been reduced to a fading cloud of dust before voicing her opinion. “Arrogant, pompous...” She couldn’t think of anything more horrible than that, so she ended her tirade with a snort in the general direction the man had taken. “Didn’t even so much as look at me.”

Sorin chuckled and set out for the trees. “You’ll get all the looks you can stand once you are marked as a kyrni.”

“That’s not the point!” Krea insisted, automatically falling in behind Sorin. “He didn’t even look properly amazed that we were cutting through the forest.”

“I have to admit, I expected a bit more there myself.”

“I could of had me that guard’s knife,” Dane whispered as they headed toward the wall of trees. He intended his comment for Krea alone, but she had ridden with Sorin long enough to know that the man had to have heard.

“Not a chance,” she said. 

“I could of just reached out my hand and grabbed it. He would of never knowed it.” 

“Even if all three men had been falling down drunk, you couldn’t have taken his knife,” Krea insisted. “It was latched to the sheath with a looped thong. You have to pay attention to things like that. Goddess, have mercy! You are such a pelt. How did you manage to keep both your hands this long?”

“I ain’t no pelt,” Dane snapped, no longer whispering. “I got lots of knives just like that one. I didn’t want that knife anyhow.”

Krea just shook her head. “Think Belt knows you’re gone?” she asked after a few minutes.

Dane flinched behind her, pulling closer. “Belt knows everything.”

The boy’s words echoed a fear she knew very well. “Think he’ll send someone after you?”

Dane shook his head. “No, but if I ever go back to Ryth, I’s dead.”

Krea nodded. As sure as the sun rose, Belt would kill Dane if he ever saw the boy again. Once a runner had you, there was no getting away. 

Sorin paused on the path and turned to them, his expression somber. “Listen to me,” he said, after staring at them for what felt like half a day. “We are going into the Nayli. And, aye.” He leaned forward in his saddle so that he was only inches away from them. “Everything you have ever heard about the Nayli is true, for some people. We...” He paused to consider his words. “No, I am not one of those people. I can and have traversed this forest numerous times unharmed, and am actually better for it. If you stay with me and do exactly what I say,” he explained, stressing each word, “you will be fine. If, instead, you go running off to steal something that looks interesting or because you are scared that something will get you, you will not be fine. In fact, you will be dead. You both must stay with me, and you must do what I say. Do you understand?” 

He waited, but neither of them spoke. Behind him, the path twisted around a bend of trees and disappeared. What kind of forest was this that even the path was afraid to enter?

“Krea? Do you understand?”

Krea nodded, chancing a glance at the wall of trees that loomed before her.

“Dane? Do you?”

She heard him mumble his agreement in a voice much higher than usual. Sorin continued to watch the boy, as if unsure of his commitment, before finally sitting up in his saddle, at least momentarily satisfied. “Okay, then. Stay close.”
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Chapter 15 - Attack
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The entry to the Nayli didn’t inspire confidence. It loomed out of the field like a dragon guarding her young. Krea stared at the spot ahead where a wall of impossibly tall white-barked aspen swallowed their path. It just disappeared. Green meadows rolled along on either side. Occasionally, small groves of hawthorns or oaks huddled together for protection. 

Krea was needling Dane to tell her about his night when she suddenly found herself on the ground. Someone yelled. Hooves trampled the soil around her and instincts took over. She rolled into a tight ball, just managing to avoid a kick to the head. As she struggled to regain her footing, she saw three men on horseback closing in on Sorin, and Dane scurrying toward the stand of hawthorns that had been hiding them. 

Clashing metal brought her attention back to the road. Three men clutching swords and daggers converged on Sorin. Blood splattered across her face. Krea ducked again as a dark-skinned man fell from his horse, a small hand axe protruding from his head. She expected to see one of the guards. He wasn’t one of them. 

A horse screamed in agony. Caldir! Searching for the horse amid the fray, Krea scrambled to her feet again. Where was he? 

Behind her, Sorin yelled. Whether it was a curse or a spell, she couldn’t be sure. As he fended off swords, his fae-hand twisted and turned with magical speed. Metal clashed against metal. The clangs echoed across the open field, a thundering background to the yells and grunts of the fighters. 

Two men converged on Sorin. Again and again their swords connected as Drindoc danced in obedience to Sorin’s silent commands, always keeping the two attackers on the same side. A sword sliced through the air to Sorin’s right. He reached up to deflect the blow, but he wasn’t fast enough. The man’s dagger sliced through Sorin’s tunic. A trail of blood marked its passage across his ribs. 

With a sword in one hand and a dagger in the other, the attacker seemed off balance. He was slow bringing his dagger arm back in front of him. Sorin ducked the second man’s poorly aimed swing and came back up with a lethal slash across a horse’s neck. In an eruption of blood, the sorrel horse crumpled to the ground atop its rider. Drindoc spun again, forcing an opening between Sorin and his attackers. 

Krea didn’t hesitate. She grabbed the axe handle, still protruding from the dead man’s head, and started to run. She didn't get far. The weapon clung to its victim and yanked her backward. Krea pushed herself off the ground and yanked again, this time wiggling the short blood-covered handle back and forth until it finally broke free with a vile crack. 

Suppressing a shiver, she ran for the man still trying to break free of the dying animal. His attention was on Sorin. He didn’t see Krea until she was standing above him, the axe, still dripping with blood, raised in her hands. 

She meant to bring it screaming down on the man’s head, to bury the edge in a skull for the second time that day, but she couldn’t make her arms swing the weapon forward. She just stood. Gaping. Motionless, as the trader stared up at her with pitch-colored eyes. She had used a knife on a person before. Living on the streets left few other options. But somehow this was different. Looking the man in the eye as he lay pinned changed everything.

Sorin bellowed a curse of rage. Krea chanced a glance, but it was all the time the trader needed. Pain seared up her leg and she jumped sideways, narrowly avoiding a crippling cut at the hands of the trader. With wild fury, he slashed his knife through the air, trying to make contact with anything he could. 

Krea jerked sideways, but the man’s other hand clamped around her ankle and yanked it out from under her. She hit the ground with a thud. Again, the knife arched backward, narrowly missing her thigh. Krea tried to roll away, but she had nowhere to go. The trader’s grip was fierce as he steadily dragged her toward him. The next swipe of his knife would meet flesh. 

Without thinking, Krea swung the axe and buried it in his arm. The man’s scream filled the air, but she didn’t stop. With all her strength, she swung again and again until the axe met only a bloody pool of dirt. 

The hand that had held her lay in a mangled heap near her leg. Blood spurted into the air as the man flailed his arm, shrieking in pain, and Krea screamed with him. Whether the trader intended to swing his knife or was only thrashing under the fallen horse, she didn’t care. All she saw was the knife coming at her again. She brought the axe down once more, this time landing it in his throat. The trader’s screams died to a gurgle, but he continued to flail in anguish until a sword slid down from over her head and ended the man’s torment. Krea dropped the axe and spun around to find Sorin standing behind her, blood splattering his soft brown tunic and dripping from his sword.

“I...he...,” Krea stammered, but she could find no words to express her horror. She glanced down at the blood that covered her arms and hands, and then at the man, now dead. A wave of nausea surged through her so suddenly, she barely had time to turn over before she was retching. Her head spun. Panic stole her mind. Krea pushed herself to her feet, but her legs trembled beneath her and she stumbled, catching herself with one arm as she tried again to retch. When the whirling stopped, she stared up at Sorin in horror. “I...” She got no further before he held up his hand to silence her.

“You did what you had to do,” he explained in a voice so hauntingly somber, she shuddered. “No more, and no less. You have committed no crime.”

She barely had time to process what he had said when a familiar whoosh brought them both to their feet. Before Krea could find the proth in the sky, Sorin was pulling together another sunball.

The proth landed a good distance away. Whatever the proth were, they were not stupid. It continued to slowly beat its leathery wings, its claws constantly shuffling. Stench from moldy, matted fur wafted toward them with every flap. The needle-sharp fangs gleamed as it sneered, and Krea imagined its all-too-human eyes were glaring at them. Whatever she was, she wasn't stupid, either. This time, she kept her eyes on the faerie's mouth, not its magic orange eyes.

With a rustle of wings, the gnarled beast stretched its head forward and hissed. Sorin drew his fae-wood hand back, sunball ready, but the proth was still far enough away that it could easily dodge the ball of light and attack before Sorin could collect another. It shook its fur like a horse shaking off flies, hissed again, and spoke. “Mashter needsssit.”

Krea chanced a glance at Sorin. He wasn't taking his eyes off the proth.

“Mashter takesss what ish his,” the beast growled, its voice so gravelly Krea could barely make out the words.

Sorin stepped toward the creature. “Then the master can get over here and deal with me.” The proth shook again. Its wings snapped in frustration, and it twisted its head around to stare at something over Krea’s shoulder. Long slits opened on the creature’s face where nostrils should have been. It sniffed the air, crouched low to the ground, and sniffed again. “Mashter will have it,” the faerie said. Then it gave a powerful kick with its huge, muscled hindquarters and leaped into the air.

Sorin lunged forward at the same time and hurled his sunball. The swirling light caught the faerie on its leg and sent it spinning in the air. The proth corrected midair and turned toward them. Sorin had only his sword as the dots of light began collecting in his hand. He backed away to a spot clear of bodies and stood ready. Krea grabbed the bloody axe and joined him. What help she could be, she didn’t know, but she wasn’t going to hide. With a great backward flap of its wings, the proth pulled out of its dive, claws extended, grabbed the dead horse that it shouldn’t have been able to carry, and disappeared over the trees. The body of the man she had killed dangled for a moment and then dropped to the ground not far from the hawthorn stand.

Krea shuddered. “Who is the master?” she asked, her heart trying to beat out of her chest.

“I don’t know. I don’t want to know.”

Her whole body trembled, and she wondered if she was going to retch again as she looked around at the bloody scene. One horse shuffled nervously to the side of the path, its rider dead at her feet. Another horse had bolted, but Krea knew well enough where that one’s rider lay. Then there was the one the proth had taken. That animal had been nearly twice the size of the proth. How had it managed to carry it off? For a moment, Krea stared at the axe dripping with the man’s blood and at the knife still clutched in his dismembered hand. 

Sorin reached over and slowly pried his axe from Krea’s fist. He was bleeding. He had a long gash on his arm and another at his side where the dagger had scored. She thought about the cut on her leg and glanced over at the knife that had done it. Before she could lose her nerve, she pried the dead man’s fingers away from the knife. On shaky legs, she hurried over to where his body had fallen and used the man’s knife to cut his belt and slide the scabbard free. When she turned around, Sorin was staring at her with a curious expression, but he didn’t comment.

“Dane,” he called. “Go fetch that horse.”

Krea turned to see Dane standing slack-jawed by the trees with Caldir’s reins dangling from his fist. The boy nodded and walked off toward the skittish mare in a daze. 

“Was it sniffing him?” Krea asked.

“I think so.” Still somber, Sorin crossed over to the first rider and started searching through the man’s meager possessions. Unsure what she was looking for, Krea did the same to the dark-skinned man, but other than his knife, she found nothing of value on him. Not even a small money bag. 

Dane fared better. He returned, leading the two horses and carrying a small dagger, a meat knife, and a coin purse. Sorin’s search yielded nothing, but judging from his expression when he stood to collect the limping mare, he hadn’t been looking for the same thing that Dane and Krea had been. He frowned at Dane, as if trying to decide what to say.

Unsure what the problem was, Dane stretched out his arm, offering Sorin his finds, but Sorin just shook his head, finally smiling. “No, Dane. You can keep it if you want it. I’m looking for something else. I need the rope off that mare’s saddle.” 

Dane worked to loosen the rope while Sorin searched the dark-skinned man again. The boy was on his tiptoes but making little headway, so Krea finally pulled herself together and went over to help. 

“Bring her over here,” he said. Once the mare was where he wanted her, Sorin heaved her rider’s body up across the horse’s back and used the rope to tie him there. “Are you okay?” The question seemed so out of place that Krea wasn’t even sure he was talking to her.

“Aye,” she answered finally. “I have a cut on my leg, but nothing serious.” He was breathing hard from lifting the heavy men, and it suddenly occurred to her that he must be exhausted. Blood ran down his arm, where it had already soaked through the makeshift bandage he had tried to tie around it. 

Krea ran to the man draped over the horse and cut several long strips from his pants. Sorin waited quietly while she tied one bandage around his ribs and the other to his arm, then thanked her with a ruffling of her hair. “Why did you lift that man onto his horse?”

“I’m not leaving them here,” he said. “They were sent here to kill us. No point in letting whoever sent them know that they failed. You did well,” he assured her with a sardonic smile. “Get up on Caldir. Both of you. I need you to carry that saddle and some other things in just a minute.” 

Sorin had already led the mare over to where the second man lay dead, and was searching through his things when they got there. Once again, his search yielded nothing, and with considerable effort, he heaved the assassin onto the horse with the other. The horse staggered sideways before finding her footing, and for a moment Krea wondered if she could bear the weight. 

Once he had the bodies tied down, Sorin tossed the dismembered hand closer to the trees and collected the three fallen swords and two daggers. He gave them to Krea to carry, an arrangement that didn’t amuse Caldir in the least. They were heavy and awkward, but with Dane’s help, she managed. When they finally left the scene, all that was left were pools of blood already soaking into the soil. 

The mare carrying the dead bodies had suffered a leg injury, so the remainder of their trip into the Nayli was agonizingly slow. Animals of opportunity were already circling the air above them. A raven jumped into the air, dropping the dismembered hand in the process, and Krea forced herself to quit looking back. Through the entire scene, Dane remained utterly silent. Krea understood exactly how he felt. 

When they walked through the wall of trees that marked their entrance into the Nayli Forest, Krea felt the difference as if it were a cloak wrapping around her shoulders. The atmosphere wasn’t oppressive, just thick with magic and forbidding. Sorin seemed undaunted as he pushed forward, coaxing the injured horse along with her heavy burden. They proceeded without comment, until the path narrowed down to little more than a deer trail. Sorin finally stopped. 

Dane slid off first, dropping the daggers in the process. He then grabbed the bundle of swords from Krea once she convinced her numb fingers to release them. Sorin pulled one gruesome body after the other off the sweat-soaked horse and into the woods. Finally, he stripped the saddle and bridle off the mare and sent her away with a slap on the rump.

“Why ain’t you keeping her?” Dane asked.

“She was injured,” Sorin explained, dragging the tack off the path. “Besides, even sound, she would have never made the journey. That old woman has seen too many years as it is. She needs to spend the rest of her days grazing in the sunshine.”

“She’ll be havin’ to go the other way, then,” Dane said. He had a point. The sun had to filter through so many trees that only tiny dots managed to find the ground unhindered.

Sorin didn’t comment. “Bring the weapons.”

“You ain’t keeping them neither?” 

Krea couldn’t have agreed more with Dane’s sentiment. No matter where they may have come from, those swords would fetch a price from the right person. It went against her nature to leave them there. They should probably take the men’s boots and any clothing that could be salvaged as well.

“No,” Sorin said, going to great effort to hide the tack in the bushes. “We don’t want those swords following us to Shaylith. Give them here.”

Onin’s comment about the bed knob flashed through her mind. It seemed like years ago. “That there fits someone’s bed same as a key fits the lock to my prison cell,” he had drawled, warning her away from things that could be so easily traced back to a single owner. She glanced again at the swords as Dane shuffled forward, his reluctance more than obvious. Each cross guard was clearly stamped with a similar circle of woven knots ending in an arrowhead. Even though the swords appeared plain, they were finely crafted and obviously forged for an intended few. She hurried to check the knife for a similar symbol, but the blade was plain and wholly unremarkable.

Sorin finally struggled out of the underbrush and leaned on his horse for a moment while he caught his breath. “We need to stop early tonight, but we can’t stop here. Not this close to the edge.” He looked over at Dane. “Have you ever seen those men before?”

Dane nodded. “I seen two of them lotsa times. They is always talking to Belt. I didn’t think he would send the likes of them to get me, though. I swear, else I woulda told you.”

“No, child. They weren’t coming after you. They were coming after me. They were mercenaries hired to kill me.”

“How do you know they weren’t just out to steal something?” Krea asked. 

“Because they knew I would take the Nayli. Had they just been thieves, they would have waited on the road that led down to Sra. Besides,” he added, adjusting his mount’s girth strap, “they had the Nasari seal stamped onto their swords.”

Dane sucked in his breath. “Nasari,” he whispered.

“Nasari?” Krea asked incredulously. “As in the secret mercenary guild? You’re kidding, right?”

“Not at all,” Sorin assured her.

“The Nasari can kill someone just by looking at them,” Dane informed her, glancing almost reverently into the trees as he made a sign of protection in the air.

Krea gave him an exasperated sigh and pointed in the direction of the dead bodies. “Dane. I don’t know if any of them were looking at you, but one of them was sure looking at me, and I’m not dead.”

“How come you think you know everything?” Dane snapped, glaring up at her. “You didn’t even know they was Nasari.”

“Neither did you,” she pointed out, leaning into Dane to make her point. 

Dane held his ground and was about to retort, when Sorin cut in. “Stop fighting,” he demanded. “The point is, they were Nasari, which means someone sent them.”

“The noble from the inn?” Krea asked.

Sorin shrugged. “Could be. Except that they weren’t surprised to see us headed for the Nayli. I think I surprised the noble with that move. Whatever it is, something just isn’t right.”

“Will them proth come back?” Dane asked.

“It's possible. Proth don't like the Nayli, but that doesn't mean they won't come. If they do, they do; we can only deal with what we have. Ready?”

Krea nodded and climbed up on Caldir. By the time she pulled Dane up behind her, Sorin was already heading down the narrow trail. “Remember what I told you,” he called back. “No running off. I don’t care what happens; you both stay with me and stay on the path unless I tell you otherwise. Do you understand?”

Krea and Dane mumbled their assurances, but Krea couldn’t think of a more useless comment. She wasn’t going anywhere. 
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As the day waned, Sorin became more and more fatigued. The bandages she had provided finally stopped the bleeding, but not before far too much blood had leaked out. Dane, who was now fast asleep against her back, hadn’t been much for company, either. He would not tell her one thing that happened with the mage after they left. He wouldn’t even tell her what he had eaten that morning. The fact that he hadn’t slept last night was obvious enough, though. 

To make matters worse, she was hungry; but more than that, she was curious. She wanted to see her new clothes and to know what the gold thing was wrapped inside the leather.

Finally, Dane’s soft snores started mingling with the crushing sound of running water, and Krea looked to Sorin, trying to will him to stop. To her surprise, he did, but not before cutting through the thick underbrush and winding his way through fallen branches and moss-covered roots. 

The forest had long since closed in around them. It felt like an eternal dusk. The white-barked aspen that had been so prevalent on the forest’s edge had now given way to thick, thriving groves of oak, towering elms and, near the water’s edge, amazing willows. The ground was so moist under Caldir’s feet that she hardly heard his hooves fall and a whole under forest of ivy, grape vines and flowering brush flourished under the protection of the larger trees. Krea wasn’t sure how Sorin managed to navigate the thick brush, but like before, the forest seemed to welcome him into her arms like a child who had come home from a long stay away.

At last, Sorin reached a small clearing within walking distance to the stream and called them to a stop. When he slid down from his horse, it wasn’t with his usual catlike grace, and Krea could see that the man was beyond exhausted. 

She woke Dane, then jumped down to loosen Caldir’s saddle. “Are we staying here?” she asked, praying he would say aye. 

He nodded and motioned for Dane to pull off Drindoc’s burden. “You two stay right here and don’t let the horses go until I get back.”

Krea didn’t like the sound of that at all. Until he got back from where? He had better not drag them into the bowels of hell and leave them there, or, for that matter, die from blood loss. She intended to voice her profound objections, but Sorin was already halfway to the brook. Curious and more than a little fearful, she handed Dane her reins and snuck down after him. 

He stopped at the stream’s edge. At first, it looked like Sorin was talking to himself, but then he swung his hand out over the small stream. Small beads of light drifted over the water. They looked like a dusting of stars in the night. As the little dots of light drifted down to cover the creek, he knelt and pulled some fallen sticks and a small branch out of the water, carefully laying them beneath a nearby sycamore tree that leaned out over the stream’s edge. Once the stream was clear of debris, he pulled his empty flask off his shoulder and filled it from the creek. No sooner was it filled when he began pouring it out at the base of two nearby oaks and one hawthorn struggling near the streambed. 

Krea shook her head at his strange behavior and jumped when he turned and looked at her. She hadn’t intended for him to know she was there.

“Did you get all of that?” he asked as he walked by after refilling his flask.

“Not really,” Krea mumbled to herself, following Sorin up the small hill.

“What’d he do?” Dane asked when Krea came back to take her horse from him.

“No idea,” she said. 

She and Dane exchanged glances when Sorin dumped the entire contents of his water flask at the base of a large hawthorn near the edge of the clearing. Nobody spoke as they stripped the tack off the horses and sent them off to forage their own dinner. 

Sorin pulled his sleeping roll from the pile of bags that Dane had left on the ground and tossed it down under the tree he had just watered. “Krea. Do you remember how to hang the food?” he asked, his tone curt and strained.

“Aye,” Krea assured him, frowning.

“Good. See to it, then. That looks like a solid branch,” he said, indicating a bare branch that overhung the clearing at the opposite edge. “The river should be safe now, but don’t linger by it after nightfall. Get yourselves some dinner and keep your mind on those horses. Don’t let them stray too far.” As he spoke, he was carefully peeling his bloodstained tunic away from his bandages and pulling it off in tattered pieces.

“Aye,” Krea returned, ignoring Dane’s worried glances.

“Okay,” he said, finally slipping into his bedroll. “I’m going to sleep. I expect I’ll stay asleep until morning. Don’t wake me unless you have to. And Dane.” He cast a dark look at the boy. “Do what Krea tells you.”

Dane glared back for a moment and rubbed his burl, tucked under his tunic, but finally nodded his consent. Then the two stood side by side and watched in perplexed worry as Sorin closed his eyes and slipped off to sleep right in front of them. 

“Now what d’we do?” Dane asked, still absentmindedly rubbing the lump at his chest.

Krea shrugged. “We set up camp and eat dinner, I guess.”

“You think he’s gonna die?” 

“No,” Krea said, but she didn’t feel the confidence her words projected. “He just needs to sleep, so he can heal. I don’t understand why he doesn’t heal himself, though.”

Dane squinted up at her, his suspicion as obvious as if he had stated it. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, he healed me easily enough in Trasdaak. I don’t know why he doesn’t heal himself. Come on; go fetch those bags and let’s get some food. I’m starved.”

At the mention of food, Dane was on his feet and following orders without complaint. They arranged the bags, refilled their flasks, made a fire, and were settling down to a dinner of salted meat and flatbread before Krea finally pulled the stolen treasure out of the bag. 

In an instant, Dane was at her side, his eyes gleaming as he bent over the leather wrapping to see what was inside. The leather was butter soft and as thin as silk. With great care, she unfolded the layers until she finally reached its core. 

Dane gasped. Lying at the center of the pile was a gold-hilted dagger stretching the length of her forearm and cased in a jeweled gold sheath. It was the most exquisite thing she had ever seen. 

She reached out to touch it and hesitated. What had happened to the noble in the alley when he touched it? Something had made him drop it. But how could she not touch it? 

She brushed the tips of her fingers over a row of blue, green, and black stones running along the front of the sheath. They glinted in the waning light, reminding her of the moon on a slow-moving stream. She shivered. The cross guard, like the scabbard it bumped against, was gold. It spread out on either side of the blade in the shape of a dragon’s arms, and in each golden claw, the dragon held a perfectly round black stone. Like a twisting vine, the dragon’s body and tail wound around the black hilt, its golden scales meticulously detailed, and looped around another black stone holding it securely to the end of the hilt.

With her breath held, Krea pulled the dagger from its sheath. The dragon’s head emerged, its golden-scaled face lying flush along the blade and extending half of a finger’s length down the front and back. Tiny green stones stared down the rune-etched blade. The steel glistened icy and gray against the contrasting gold dragon, and as Dane and Krea leaned closer, they could still make out tiny inscriptions running the length of the steel.

“What’s it say?” Dane whispered reverently.

“I don’t know,” Krea breathed, twisting the blade to catch the fading light.

“You can’t read neither?”

Krea slid the blade back into its sheath and held it for Dane to touch. He shook his head. “I can read a little, but I’ve never seen letters like those. They sort of looked like the ones I saw at Sorin’s manor, but I’m not sure.”

Dane sighed as Krea started wrapping the weapon back in its cradle of leather. “You was at Sorin’s manor? You work for him?”

“No, I don’t work for him, but I was at his manor for a night.” 

“Oh,” Dane said with a knowing nod.

“No. Not oh. I wasn’t there as a consort. I was there as a...” She paused, trying to figure out what she had been. A prisoner seemed a bit strong since Sorin had never actually locked the door, but she had hardly felt like a guest. Although, she had to admit that her feeling of unwelcomedness had been more her doing than his. “I was there as a student. How come you didn't want to touch the gold?”

“That knife is magic.”

Krea dropped the bundled leather on the ground. “It’s magic? You’re telling me it’s cursed? Why did you let me touch it, then?”

“It ain’t cursed,” he assured her. “I know when things is cursed. They has a dark shadow what hangs over ’em. It ain’t got no shadow, but it’s magic and it ain’t meant for just anyone to be touchin’ it.”

Krea looked at the boy for a long moment, trying to decide what to believe, and finally gave in. “Do you see a dark shadow hanging over me?”

Dane laughed. “You ain’t cursed. You just don’t fit your skin the right way.”

She looked away. “The way my life is going, it sure feels like I’m cursed.” When Dane didn't comment, she picked up the wrapped dagger and climbed to her feet. “We need to get to bed. I think your bedroll is over there with Sorin’s things.”

“It is. Arie gived it to me, and some clothes, too.” Dane stood and pulled down his tunic to give credence to his words. “See?”

“Aye, you already showed them to me. They look nice. I like cord at your neck too, but it seems like your burl is a lot smaller than it was last night.” As she spoke, Krea busied herself with her bedding, hoping Dane wouldn’t realize he was being pulled into the conversation he had been avoiding all day. It didn’t work.

“Don’t you mind my burl, and I ain’t stupid. I know what you is doing.” 

Krea smiled to herself and finished laying out her bed. It was worth a try anyway. Once everything was finally ready, she glanced down at her bloodstained clothes and groaned. What she needed was a bath, but she wasn’t about to go down to the creek now that it was nearly dark. At the same time, she didn’t want to put clean clothes on over dirty skin. In the end, she decided to sleep in just her chemise and steal down to the creek early before the others were awake. A small squeak brought her attention back to Dane.

Dane was frozen in place, one boot still on, the other clutched in his hand. The mire of dusk that shadowed the small clearing hid his expression, but his fear was obvious enough. His wide eyes gleamed in the falling night. Krea followed his gaze back to Sorin and gasped. 

The man lay as still as death on his bedroll, his chest rising and falling in the same slow, steady rhythm it had been keeping all evening. But now, a nearly transparent figure that looked suspiciously like a very small woman hung suspended just above his head. 

The creature stepped right out of the trunk of the tree like a translucent mushroom. With hands and legs. She had a small head no larger than Krea’s fist with large, round eyes that peered around with alarm and curiosity. Her torso and one bare leg were free of the hawthorn. The rest of her vanished into the bark. With one hand, the woman-creature clung to the tree as if to retreat into its barky depths at the first sign of danger. She wore no clothing, but her hair swirled around her like a shimmering cloak of stars. It whirled and twisted, often disappearing entirely and reappearing the instant Krea stopped trying to follow it. 

Apparently satisfied with Krea’s and Dane’s incapacitation, the creature glided farther down the tree until she hung less than a hand’s span above the still sleeping Sorin. Her huge eyes swept the man’s body, occasionally darting back to check Krea’s and Dane’s status before returning to the caller. 

As Krea watched in wonder, the small creature drifted the rest of the way down the trunk and stretched out her tiny hand. Long, flowing fingers fluttered over Sorin’s head for a moment, before becoming fully solid and finally resting on the man’s brow. 

Sorin’s breathing stopped and so did Krea’s. She wanted to drag Sorin away from the mesmerizing creature, but something warned her away from such an action. Sorin had been very deliberate about choosing that particular tree as his shelter for the night. He had to have known what he was doing. At the same time, she remembered all too well the effects of the faerie-born cobbler. The small spirit could be casting a spell. Just when Krea had resolved to yank Sorin clear of the tree-creature, he took a long, deep breath and fell back into his slow, methodical pattern. 

“What should we do?” Dane whispered.

Krea shrugged. “I have no idea. Do you see a dark shadow? Are they cursed?”

“I don’t see nothing.”

“What do you mean, you don’t see nothing?” Krea demanded, flinching at the sound of Dane’s words coming out of her mouth. “You don’t see that thing climbing out of the tree?”

“Of course I see the tree faerie. Is you stupid! I just don’t see no curse.”

Krea glanced over at him. “A tree faerie? Have you seen one before?”

“No,” Dane said. “I ain’t never seen no faeries at all before yesterday when we seed them pulks.”

“Then how do you know that’s a tree faerie?”

Dane glanced over at her. “Well, they is climbing out of that tree, and they is definitely faeries. What else can they be?”

“What do you mean, they?” 

Dane pointed at the tree. Krea turned back to Sorin. Only one foot now held the faerie to the tree. She was leaning over Sorin’s forehead and staring intently into one closed eye. She hovered so close to his face, her tiny hands resting on either side of his nose, that had Sorin opened his eyes he would have brushed her with his lashes. But the tree faerie was no longer alone. Three other faeries had emerged from the tree and were descending on the sleeping man. 

The second of the three held Krea’s gaze for what felt like an eternity before joining her sisters in solid form. They probed Sorin’s skin with tiny pinches and pulls. The original faerie made her way to the bandages around the caller’s arm, and with surprising dexterity for such a small creature, she untied the knot to reveal the swollen, bloody gash left by the sword. Even from where Krea sat, she could see the puckered flesh and knew it was already infected. 

Once the wound was uncovered, all four faeries converged on it. One pushed at the dried blood while another pulled at the skin around the wound. Fresh blood bubbled over the sticky scab, sending the first faerie darting back to her tree. She melted into the trunk without a trace, but an instant later, she popped back out again. This time, she was far less cautious as she extended herself over Sorin’s prone body until once again only a foot held her to the tree. Once she hovered over the slashed arm, another faerie disappeared back into the tree. 

One after the other, the little faeries slipped back into the tree’s bark only to emerge three heartbeats later to replace one of her sisters. Krea was so mesmerized by the strange disappearing act she didn’t even pay attention to Sorin’s arm until Dane tapped her leg and pointed. Only a tiny line remained of what had been a gaping, seeping wound. Sorin’s breathing came in long, slow pulls that made Krea think of the deep sleep of a small child. Even when the faeries moved their attention to the wound on his ribs, Sorin remained as still as stone; the only sign that he lived at all were his slow, deep breaths. 

As before, the faeries pulled off the bandage and took turns poking it with their tiny hands before disappearing into the tree. Except to occasionally glance over at Dane and Krea, the fae kept to their task until the wound on Sorin’s side mirrored that on his arm. Still, Sorin slept.

Apparently satisfied with their work, the four faeries dipped back into the tree and disappeared. Krea and Dane stared at each other for a moment before turning their attention back to Sorin. He appeared unharmed. His wounds certainly seemed much improved. He still didn’t move save for the slow rise and fall of his chest, but his face was relaxed and no longer pinched in pain.

“Is they done?” Dane asked.

“I don't know. I don't know if they were even real.”

“They was real. That tree is where they live.”

“I don't think they mean to hurt us. I guess we can go on to bed.”

Dane dragged his bedroll closer to the fire. “I guess we can, but I ain't sleeping near that tree.”

For once, they agreed. Krea dropped her bedroll next to Dane’s, pulled off her boots and tunic, and climbed under the blanket, both her money bag and the dagger tucked in with her. “Goodnight, Dane.”

“Night.” 
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Chapter 16 - Nayli


[image: image]

––––––––
[image: image]

Krea woke to a soft crunching that sounded suspiciously familiar. She listened for a second, then opened one eye. Caldir’s giant head loomed inches from her face, a small tuft of grass drooping from the side of his mouth. 

She yelped and tried to jump up, but her bedroll tangled in her feet and all she managed to do was fall, her elbow catching Dane square in the back. This time he yelped and pulled himself out from under her. Krea landed on her face. Caldir’s hoof whizzed across her narrow line of sight. 

When she finally managed to sit up again, spitting dirt, leaves, and what had to have been a small beetle, Dane was swearing at her and Sorin was leaning against a tree, laughing. Krea tried to wipe the dirt from her lips and glared hard at Sorin. He didn’t seem to notice.

“Shut up, Dane,” she demanded, yanking her bedroll off the ground and giving it a good shake in his general direction. “It’s not like I did it on purpose.” She turned back to Sorin. “Glad to see you’re feeling better,” she said, trying again for an intimidating glare. He was unperturbed by her efforts. Krea didn’t care. She had been in a sound sleep and didn’t see the humor in being violently yanked out of it for his amusement. “Nice of you to warn us about the tree faeries. We thought they were going to eat you.”

Sorin bit off a piece of the meat roll in his hand and smiled, his expression still far too mocking for her taste. At least he had stopped laughing. “You could have fed them Dane,” he said between bites.

Dane didn't comment, and neither did she. She just turned back to her bedding and began rolling it up, carefully tucking her moneybag into the bundle. Dane was starting on his roll as well, only with considerably less success. From the look on his face, he wasn’t a morning person. 

With her bedroll wrapped up, Krea pulled one of her new outfits out of Sorin’s pack and ripped the last of her original tunic in half. She offered half to Dane, who stared at it as if he had never seen woven cloth before, and took the other half with her as she headed down toward the river. As an afterthought, she turned back to Sorin. “Is it safe?” 

She half expected him to say no. No river was safe by her standards, but she hoped the only thing she had to worry about was being drowned, not some faerie creature coming along and feeding her to the fish. Sorin nodded and went back to work on his meat roll, so Krea clutched her new clothes to her chest, snatched up the bloody shirt from the day before, and took a deep breath before heading for the water.

It seemed brighter in the morning light, which was a pleasant surprise. Small dots of light reflected off the surface, where the water swirled around the rocks, ever focused on its journey. With a deep breath, Krea pushed back the familiar fear and walked to the river’s brim. The spot Sorin had gone to last night was moving far too swiftly for Krea’s liking, so she journeyed up the bank a bit looking for a small pool where the water would not pull at her feet quite so hard. She hated that feeling and would wash from the bank if she had to just to keep from having the water yank her around. 

The river’s edge made for rough walking. Thick brush and rocks barred her way, and any stretches of bank she did come across were often broken up by massive willows and twisted oak tree roots that dipped in and out of the soft soil. 

One small swirl of water tucked into the old roots of a long-gone tree looked promising, but as Krea inched out over the fallen log, she ruled the site unacceptable. It was in the shade of the fallen tree, and she knew it would be home to all manner of toe-eating fish and goddess only knew what else. She shivered at the thought and pushed forward. It didn’t matter what Sorin said; she didn’t like running water and never would. As far as she was concerned, a river could not be trusted.

A little farther down, Krea found just the spot she needed. A large rock jutted out of the water just off the bank, creating a barrier. The river rushed past it in a trail of white and foam, but the water on the near side of the rock was dead calm and deep. In no time Krea was out of her bloody breeches, had washed up, and was pulling on the new ones. 

Washing the caked blood out of yesterday’s clothes turned out to be more work than she had anticipated. She couldn’t help but shudder as the splattered blood turned the water pink and the memory of the day before came flooding back. Without question, that had been the most gruesome thing she had ever seen. Krea shook her head and tried to push the thoughts back. “The most gruesome thing I have ever done,” she reminded herself quietly as she balled up the wet clothes and pulled on her boots. She secured the laces and stood to leave, but had to give her hands one last scrub in the sand. Too bad she could scrub her memory away as easily. 

Balanced across the rocks, she rinsed away the sand and paused to stare at the circles on her arm. They were nearly the color of blood, maybe darker, but alarmingly similar. She brushed her fingers over the marks as she had done at least a hundred other times already. There was no bump or scratch or anything different about the skin—well, except that it was now red. The tiny symbols between the lines were easy enough to make out, but their meaning remained a mystery. She dipped her arm in the stream and scrubbed again. Nothing. Resigned, she pulled down her sleeve and headed back toward the horses.

Not far up the bank, Krea found Dane leaning over the river on his hands and knees, water dripping from his hair and tunic. His brow furled in concentration as he stared into the river. Cautiously, Krea slipped up next to him and peered into the water. She saw nothing. 

After several long moments, Krea decided to ask. Dane finally turned to her, his expression a mixture of disappointment and irritation. “I was trying to talk to this water till you comed along and messed up my concentration,” he explained, dragging his sopping wet hair back with a quick brush of his hand.

Krea stared at him for a few seconds trying to decide if he was serious. His face didn’t so much as twitch. He was dead serious. For several more seconds, all Krea could do was stare as she tried to figure out what to say. In the end, she settled on a calm, rational approach. After all, maybe he was still tired or maybe his time with the mage had addled his brain. Whatever it was, he certainly wasn’t making sense. 

“Did it talk back?” she asked, trying to sound sincere despite her complete disbelief.

Dane frowned and gave his dripping sleeves a good shake. “No.”

Krea nodded slowly. “Did you think it would?”

After a few seconds, Dane shrugged. “I thought it might.”

Krea placed a hand on Dane’s shoulder and bent down so she could see his eyes, and then stated the obvious. “Dane, it’s water. Water can’t talk.”

The boy flushed scarlet, and  jerked his shoulder away from her. “You don’t know everything there is to know,” he said, giving her a hard shove. “You think ya do, but ya don’t. Some things what ain’t s’pose to talk does, but you can’t hear it.”

His sudden fury confused her, but more than that, Krea saw a raw, bubbling rage in him that she had never seen before. Normally she would have pushed him back and made certain he knew his place, but something in the way he looked at her stayed her hand. It was almost as if it wasn’t Dane standing before her, but one of the angry loireags. Instead, she just brushed her sleeve back in place, gave him what she hoped was a dismissive glance, and strode back up the hill. 

When she reached camp, the horses were saddled and most of the packs were already secured. Sorin leaned against a rock, the leather wrap spread out next to him, and the dagger in his fae-hand, only it wasn't the same dagger. It had the same general size and shape, but it wasn't the same. The beautiful gold was gone. Common steel took its place. Where the dragon had once wrapped its tail around the intricate jeweled handle, now only a plain metal crossbar and hilt topped an unremarkable blade. The only remnant of the former blade was a dull black stone that topped the hilt.

Sorin held the blade over his head. He didn’t look pleased. On the other hand, he didn’t look angry either. He seemed more confused than anything else.

“This belonged to that noble back in Ryth?” he asked, twisting the blade in the sun just as she had done the evening before.

Krea nodded, then shrugged, but Sorin never looked down to see her answer. Instead, he twisted the weapon in the sunlight, searching for just the right angle, and froze. “Mother of creation!” he whispered, peering up at the blade. 

“What?” Krea asked. She slipped up next to him, but she still couldn’t see what he was staring at. “It doesn't look the same. I don't understand.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, it was gold. The sheath, the hilt, all of it. It had a dragon and stones.“ She reached up and touched the crossbar. “Right here was a dragon's mouth.”

As her fingers brushed the dagger, it shimmered. Like a snake shedding old skin, the dull gray steel melted away to reveal the golden wonder she remembered. The weapon was even more stunning in the light. Its gold glowed in the full light of day, and the black stones held fast by the dragon were smooth and flawless. The runes that had been barely visible in the waning light now shone out along the icy gray steel.

Sorin jumped and shoved the blade away from him, as if it were a chey. And not unlike the venomous snake, the blade seemed to slither slightly in his hand. But he didn’t drop it. His wood hand, bent with disturbing beauty, slowly twisted the knife in the air while he stared into its golden depths until he once again found just the right spot. He froze and stared. Krea had the feeling he no longer even saw the knife. He held the blade too still, and his face reflected fear more than awe.

All at once, he flipped the blade around so that it faced inward, the dragon’s tail spilling out of the top of his wooden fist. He grabbed Krea’s arm. Her heart nearly flopped out of her chest and twenty different thoughts rushed through her mind at once, not the least of which was that he was about to kill her. Sorin, however, seemed not to notice her panic as he lifted her arm up to the light as well and twisted it so that her new markings lined up with the blade. She stood on her toes, trying to reach that high, but Sorin didn’t notice a thing. In fact, Krea was fairly sure that, at that exact second, he wasn’t even aware her arm was attached to her body. She gave him a few seconds to come to his senses before jerking her arm away.

“What is wrong with you?” she demanded, backing away so she was out of reach. “Did those faeries leave you addled?”

Finally, Sorin looked at her. “This came from that noble in Ryth?” he asked again, incredulous. “The one who stopped us on the road?” 

She nodded. “Well, in a way it did. It actually came from someone called Lady Carene, but she was giving it to that noble before I...found it.” 

For a long moment, Sorin stared at her, the dagger still clutched at his side. “Did you see this?” he finally said, showing her the knife. “Did you see the symbol?”

Krea nodded. “I saw the letters, but I can't read them. They don’t look like the ones I learned.”

His confusion was evident as Sorin glanced back at the knife. It was as if he had only just now seen the row of runes running down the blade. He frowned again, turning back to Krea. “Not those symbols; this one,” he said, gesturing with the blade toward Krea’s arm. 

Now it was Krea’s turn to frown. “Aye, I saw it. I was there when it was made, as you may recall.”

“No, no,” Sorin said, gesturing again with the knife. “The symbol of the goddess, the symbol of the promise, it is here in the stone. In the stone. Not on the stone, in the stone. The same symbol that is on your arm is formed inside this black stone.” Sorin reached over with his flesh hand to show her, and dropped the knife with a yelp. Blood steamed from a thin slash on his forefinger.

Krea looked down at the dagger, blade half buried in the ground. Crimson blood dripped from the dragon’s tail. She jumped back. The dragon’s tail wasn’t sharp. Certainly not sharp enough to cut Sorin. She glanced up at Sorin. His look of dismay told her he was thinking the same thing, but when she looked back to the dagger, the blood was gone. Only gleaming gold remained.

Krea knelt by the dagger for a moment. It didn’t move.

Oddly encouraged, she wrapped her hand around the carved dragon handle. Nothing happened. Following Sorin’s example, she held the blade in the air and twisted it until the light hit the top stone at just the right angle. Where the two stones clutched in the dragon’s claws were black as a tomb, the stone captured in its tail shimmered like water in moonlight. Barely visible against the dark backdrop was a tiny version of the symbols that ran halfway up her forearm. The miniature spiral followed by the three dots and finally the double line winked out from the stone’s center. The markings were so clearly defined she could see the swirls of the spiral and the runes scratched between the double lines.

“Who could do this?” she asked, trying for a better look, but as she brought the stone closer to her eyes, the light was blocked and the symbols disappeared. “I have never seen a craftsman with this skill.” Of course, coming from her, that statement didn’t hold much weight. Any artisan of such skill would surely find a better market for his or her wares than Trasdaak. 

Sorin shook his head. “Nor have I. It just doesn’t make sense, though. This is...” He glanced over as Dane made his way up the hill to join them and took the dagger back from Krea, this time being careful to keep it in his fae hand. “This is a treasure the equal of which does not exist. Why would it be trusted to a family of such low stature? And the idiot child of that family, no less? How could he possibly allow someone like you to steal it?” 

Krea scowled at him and started to object, but he had lapsed into his own thoughts again. 

“And most importantly, why were they content to have lost it?” All at once, he grabbed Krea’s shoulder. “Krea, tell me how you came by this dagger.”

Krea jumped. Dane stood just to Sorin’s right mouthing the word lie behind his back, but she didn’t see the point in it. This magic knife changed shape. If anyone needed to know the true story, it was a man who had a fae-wood hand. “I was just riding up the road, taking a look around while I waited for you, but I wasn’t looking to get into trouble or anything. I wasn’t even looking for a mark.”

Sorin waved his hand. “Just get to the point.” 

At his side, Dane pointed at Sorin and made as if to choke himself. He thrashed his head about for a second, finally flopping his tongue out before pointing at her. 

Krea ignored him and continued. “So, there was this noble, the one you spoke to, and he was meeting with someone named Lady Carene in the alley behind the chandler's cottage. One of them said it was meant for the master, so I hid around the corner and listened. The arrogant noble tried to grab the blade out of a box and it burned him or something, because he dropped the box. I saw something made of gold, and when the lady walked off, I took it.”

“She just walked away and left a golden dagger lying in the dirt?”

“No. A guard came up and she didn't want him to see it, so she led him away. The noble had left to get a bag, he said, so it was alone. If I hadn't taken it, someone else would have. And I didn’t actually see what it was until we got here.”

Dane nodded his agreement, clearly approving of her actions. Sorin, on the other hand, was less impressed. He regarded her suspiciously, turned the knife over in his hands yet again, and sighed. “Where is the box?”

“I left it there. I put a rock in it so it would still be heavy. I don't think the noble knows the blade is missing.”

“Did they see you? Did they have any idea you were there?”

Krea cocked her eyebrow at him and waited. She started to comment on his lack of appreciation for her skills, but the whole incident with the captain flashed through her memory and she thought better of it. “It was a clean lift,” she said finally. “It was so easy, it was like a gift. Like the bag. It was meant for me.”

“You keep saying that.”

“The goddess has a wicked sense of humor, right?” Before Sorin could comment, she pressed forward. “Do you think they were talking about the same master as the proth?”

“I does,” Dane added. He leaned forward to peer at the blade, but kept a careful distance.

“I don’t know,” Sorin answered. “But I’m not looking forward to finding out.” He handed Krea the blade. “Keep it well hidden, do you understand me? Wrap it in a tunic or something.” 

At his words, the dagger blurred back to the dull steel blade it had been when she first saw Sorin with it. Krea dropped it on the ground and jumped backward. “How does it do that?” she asked no one in particular.

“I told you it was magic,” Dane said.

“Well, why won't you touch it?” she asked.

“’Cause it don't want me to. It only likes you.”

Krea and Sorin both stared at Dane. “Really?” Krea asked.

“It's like I said. Some things what you don't think can talk do.”

With renewed reverence, Krea picked up the dull, dingy sheath from the rock and rubbed the dust off it before bending down to where the blade stuck in the dirt for the second time. “You’re hiding, aren't you?” she whispered to it, hoping it didn’t answer. “No one would look twice at you. Aren’t you a smart dagger?”

At her compliment, the stones that decorated the real sheath peeked through the rusty camouflage and glinted at her. Krea nearly dropped the sheath, too. When she looked back at it the stones were gone, and only the smears of rust remained.

“It don't want to go in no bag,” Dane said.

Krea looked at it again. It was a bit too long for her, but goddess knew it could not be safer than attached to her hip. It would be a talented thief indeed who could lift from her. “Can I just wear it, Sorin? It will be safer on me than on the saddle.”

After a pause, Sorin nodded. 

Krea slipped off the knife she had taken earlier and ran her belt through the sheath loop. It hung halfway down her thigh, but it wasn't uncomfortable. She made sure the dead man’s knife was wiped clean and handed it to Dane. “Here,” she said, holding out the knife. “But you have to keep telling me if the dagger says anything else.”

He grinned up at her and took the leather-sheathed knife, giving it due reverence as he did. It was, after all, an excellent knife. Far better than the one she had lost in Trasdaak, and even better than the one she had lifted from the first trader sent to kill her. She was reminded again how unbearably cute he was as he surveyed his prize, apparently satisfied with his payment. That was good. Cute or not, she didn’t need an elemental wizard, no matter his age, mad at her. 
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This time as they picked their way through the forest, Sorin bordered on chatty. He relayed stories about some of his many adventures through the Nayli. He laughed about a time he and Tormismir had gotten into a fight and his link had dumped him off over a small lake that lay a day’s ride ahead. To get him back, Sorin had pretended to be attacked by a kelpie, and Tormismir had nearly broken a wing diving into the water to save him. As the stories continued, the pained expressions on Sorin’s face when he mentioned his lost link were fewer and lasted for only a few minutes rather than the rest of the day. 

He also took the time to share some of the many treasures of the Nayli. He pointed out the herbs that grew in every direction and explained their uses. Chamomile, mint, wort, all familiar, but there were others. Sorin pointed out the long ivy vines that stretched along the forest floor like a living rug. “See how they are working their way up that birch?” he asked. Krea and Dane both nodded. He then pointed to a huge elm. The ivy skirted a wide circle around the tree, leaving the ground around its base bare except for the leaf litter and twigs that covered most of the forest floor. “Why doesn’t the ivy grow on the elm?” Sorin asked.

Krea thought for a moment. What would keep the ivy at bay? Ivy grew where it wanted. An idea started forming, but Dane spoke up before she could get it out. “I bet ya anything there’s a faerie what lives in that tree.”

Krea scowled, but Sorin smiled at him and nodded his approval. “Tree spirits are fierce protectors of their trees. Damage a tree with a dria living in it, and you have trouble you don’t want.” 

“Is that what them girls was what comed out of that tree last night?” Dane asked, again stealing her words.

“Aye. Tree nymphs called drias. I was fortunate. I knew the hawthorn was possessed by drias, but I didn’t realize it housed a coven. One nymph could have seen me through the night, but she could not have sustained enough energy to heal me.”

“So you knew there would be creatures climbing out of the tree and crawling all over your body, and it didn’t occur to you to tell someone?” 

Sorin just shrugged. “I was a little preoccupied, as you may recall. The whole breathing and staying upright business was becoming quite the challenge.”

“How did you know they was there?” Dane asked, leaning around Krea to better see the elm. 

Krea reined Caldir around a fallen log and almost elbowed Dane in the head. He shoved her arm away with an oath, and she punched him in the leg. Before he could retaliate, Caldir jumped sideways and both riders nearly fell off. When they finally managed to regain their seating, Sorin was staring at them with one eyebrow raised and not even a trace of a smile. “I could feel them,” he finally answered. “And, I saw that the hawthorn was well cared for and well protected. It was also in a perfect location, close to the water, but not too close and far enough away from the bigger trees to not get tangled in their roots.”

“That’s why you cleared the clutter out of the creek and watered the trees,” Krea said. “You were letting the faeries know you are a friend of the forest.”

Now Sorin’s approving gaze fell on Krea and she smiled. 

As they wound through the trees and thick underbrush, he showed them the signs of the animals that he watched for, some to avoid and others to follow. For the first time since leaving Trasdaak, Krea figured out how Sorin always managed to find his way through the thick woods. He followed animal trails that had been completely invisible to her. The intricate network of paths that crisscrossed the forest was amazing, now that she knew what to look for. They cut through everywhere. Where one ended, another picked up. 

Dane too paid close attention. As Sorin pointed out a plant or tree, Dane acted as if he were seeing it for the first time in his life. He noted every detail Sorin shared, occasionally snatching leaves from trees and plants as they went by and constantly asking questions. 

Sorin showed them the clusters of dark berries dangling from a spindly little elder tree and warned them away from falling for such a ruse. The berries were large and purple with a tiny dusting of silver on the skin. They begged to be picked, but as Sorin pointed out, it was far too early in the season for elderberries, and that was the only bunch on the tree. 

“That tree is infected with beetle gnomes,” he explained, pausing a safe distance away.

Dane leaned around Krea, clenching at her tunic to stay on. “Where?”

After a moment, Sorin shook his head. “I was hoping they’d come out, but see those holes in the tree’s bark? And the generally sickly look of it? Beetle gnomes are small, grubby, carnivorous little animals that live just under the surface in shallow tunnels.” He pointed to a little trench running near the tree. “You can see where that one collapsed. They usually feed on small animals that get too close to the tree, like birds trying for one of the berries, but a large gnome colony is capable of taking down a human.”

“That tree don’t like them gnomes,” Dane said after nearly staring a hole in the bark. He had been concentrating so hard on the shrubby little tree he nearly fell off the horse, despite his handhold.

“That’s because the gnomes steal from it. They usually burrow into a tree that has a nymph living in it. The nymph is trapped by the gnomes and is often forced to produce fruit, sapping the tree’s energy to do it in exchange for being set free. Most of the time, the nymph and the tree eventually die.” Sorin started them moving again. “That tree won’t make it another season unless something happens that drives the gnomes out.”

Krea glanced back at the tree. It did look ill. “That’s horrible!” she said. “Why don’t you save the tree?”

“Save the tree?” Sorin asked without turning around. “How do you want me to do that?”

“Go throw a sunball or something and run the gnomes out.”

“It doesn’t work that way,” Sorin explained with a chuckle. “Taking sides will get you killed in the Nayli. Besides, like everything else, the gnomes serve their purpose.”

“What is it?” Dane asked.

Sorin twisted around in his saddle. “What is their purpose?” he clarified. 

Dane nodded.

“They pick off the weak trees. You didn’t see any gnomes around that elm back there, and you won’t. A strong tree will usually house a strong faerie, and that tree spirit will terrorize the gnomes until they move. It’s the sick trees that get targeted and eventually destroyed.”

“So I bet them gnomes woulda stayed away from that hawthorn you was sleeping under last night,” Dane said.

“You’re not lying! The coven living in that tree could wipe out a colony of gnomes without even turning a leaf.”

“What do you mean?” Krea asked. 

Dane raised his arm up to let the leaves of an overhead branch run through his finger, and in return the branch dumped a load of leaf litter on their heads. It was not the first time he had done it, and Krea was tired of digging tiny twigs out of her chemise. 

“Would you stop doing that!” she demanded, slapping leaves and sticks out of her hair. “Just keep your hands to yourself, okay?” When Dane didn’t answer, she tried a new tack. “That’s where pulks go to poop, you know. Up there in the trees. If you keep knocking the branches around, you will get pulk poop on you. You might actually knock off a pulk who was doing its duties, and if you do, it’ll be real mad. It’ll probably eat you.”

Dane snorted. “Pulks don’t poop in no trees,” he assured her in an eerily low voice.

“How do you know?” she argued, but something about the way he had said it made her wary.

“’Cause I seed one, a real one, and they don’t poop in no trees.”

For a minute, Krea was silent. She didn’t know what to say. When she glanced up at Sorin, he was conspicuously quiet as well. Too quiet, and she knew he was listening. “Did you see it at the mage’s?” she asked finally, and wasn’t surprised to see Sorin cock his head back slightly to better hear them.

She felt Dane nod behind her, but he said nothing. She was glad for at least that much, though. He hadn’t muttered a word about the mage in two days. One thing was for certain, though. He was different now after spending the night in the strange little house. He was pensive and angry. Krea wasn’t so sure she liked the new Dane. 

After a long silence that hung in the air like the stench of bad fish, Krea tried to get the conversation started again. “Will you teach me how to throw a sunball?”

“A rendo?” Sorin corrected.

“Krea bit back her smart remark. He hadn’t said no. “Aye. A rendo.”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“You can’t.”

“Well, no, not if you don’t teach me.”

Sorin twisted in his saddle. “No. I mean, you actually can’t. A rendo is a controlled ball of Essence. You can’t control the Essence. You are kyrni. You are the Essence.” He turned back around and kicked Drindoc over a log. “It would be like trying to pick yourself up off the ground. You can’t.”

“I can,” Dane said. “You can teach me how to make a rondu.”

“A rendo,” Sorin corrected again.

“Right,” he said. “I can learn.”

Sorin was quiet for a long, tired moment, the duration of which Dane leaned around Krea to stare at the man’s back. When Sorin finally answered, he didn’t bother turning around. “No.”

“How come?” Dane leaned out farther and caught Krea’s tunic again to keep his balance. “I ain’t the Essence. I can do a rendu.”

“A rendo. Aye, you can learn, but I am not the one to teach you.”

“Well, then who is? The mage sent me with you so you can teach me.”

Sorin sighed. “A mage should teach you, not me.”

“Hmph.” Dane scooted back and mumbled, but he was a little too loud to have meant it for himself. “’Cause you don’t know nothin’. That’s why you can’t teach me.”

Krea held her breath, but Sorin didn’t comment. However, the tension in his back told her he had heard. After another eternal silence, she tried again for a distraction. “What did you mean when you said the coven wouldn’t have had to turn a leaf?”

The tension between Dane and Sorin was almost visible. Dane sat behind her in hostile silence, and Sorin focused too hard on the path ahead. His spasm of chattiness had definitely passed. When he finally answered, it was with the curt efficiency she had grown used to in the last few weeks. “All magic has a price,” he explained. “When a dria uses magic, it is drawn from the tree it lives with, and that means something on the tree must pay the price. When you see brown leaves on a spring tree, you know magic was used. When you see a tree with no leaves or dead branches, you know too much magic was used.”

“So then that hawthorn is having its leaves turned brown right now ’cause them faeries healed you last night?” Dane asked.

Sorin shook his head. “Not likely. Those were some powerful drias, and there were a lot of them. A hawthorn is a magical tree, but for one tree to house a coven of dria, her roots must have run old and deep, which is odd only this far into the forest. A tree like that doesn’t have to turn to tap the Essence. She’s like you, Krea. She is the Essence.”

Krea considered his words as they rode, silently switching from one game trail to another, from one massive tree to another, from one moss-covered rock to another. The Nayli seemed like an eternal blanket of green, and it didn’t take long before Krea knew for certain that without Sorin to guide her she would have been lost beyond hope. 

In some places, the trees clumped so close together that they couldn’t squeeze through and had to back up and choose a new trail. In other places, the massive canopies of the tallest trees seemed to swallow the sky, and no other small tree dared sprout up in their majestic presence. Travel through the queens, as Krea decided to name the giants, was easier. The trees were spaced farther apart, and the thick vines and shrubs that covered the understory were thinner thanks to what Krea now knew to be the dria. 

But even after riding for hours, she still gazed around in wonder at the Nayli’s beauty. The different barks of the trees crashed together in a swirl of color that Krea didn’t believe possible. Smooth white-barked trunks nearly shone compared to gnarled and rutted moss-covered trunks that stood right beside them. Some trees were brown with swirls of red and black while others were tinged more orange than any tree had a right to be. One enormous tree with a crown reaching so high Krea couldn’t see her top had strips of grayish bark dangling from her branches like fur hanging from a scruffy dog. It was one of the strangest things she had ever seen. What did that tree’s dria look like? 

All the while, the curious-colored trunks and cacophony of barks were backdropped with a green so deep it felt like an enormous green cloak had been lain across the whole forest by the goddess herself. 

Moisture permeated the air, thick with the scent of newly-turned soil and the odd freshness of plants and decay. But more than anything else, the Nayli lived. The forest hummed and pulsed with life and power. The steady drumming of life made Krea wonder if this was what it felt like to be inside a mother’s womb. 

The thick canopy continued to hide the sun more often than not. Tracking the turn of time was challenging, to say the least, but Krea was fairly sure the sun was over its crest before Sorin called a stop. His order was none too soon, either. She had to relieve herself, and her water skin hung in gaunt protest from her saddle, nearly drained. 

Dane slid down Caldir’s rump and, much the way Krea had after her first day riding, nearly fell over. She smiled, but didn’t comment. When she dropped to the ground, her new boots barely made a sound. She gazed again at the beautiful craftsmanship and smoothed her new tunic for probably the tenth time that morning. New clothing suited her. She was just about to loosen Caldir’s girth when Sorin’s yell brought her up short.

“Dane, stop!” he screamed as he ran toward the little creek. The boy was just leaning over to refill his water skin. “Don’t touch the water. Stop!”

Too late, Dane jerked his arm back, but the water in the narrow stream had already started to bubble and turn. Dane tried to scoot away, but before he moved, a dark heap rose out of the water. Krea watched the horrific scene unfold as if time had stopped moving. 

The creature was hardly bigger than Dane. Spindly, long arms that reached toward him ended in stubby, webbed fingers. Fur, orange fur, dripped from the monster’s body in shaggy clumps, and a narrow strip of black hair ran down its back like a mane. A long, thin tail twitched back and forth, a knife-sharp point at its end and tiny spiked fins running up its length, but the most frightening part of the creature was its face. Above three long slits where a nose should have been were two gaping sockets instead of eyes. Its lips were peeled back in an angry snarl, revealing a maw lined with long thorn-shaped teeth, and it stared at Dane with such hatred as Krea had never seen before. 

It hung in the air, as if standing on a platform made of water. A heartbeat later, the creature had its willowy arms wrapped around Dane, and they both disappeared in a splash beneath the surface of the murky stream.

Krea screamed. Sorin rushed to the edge of the creek and stared down at the water. He spun back around and started searching the small clearing, for what Krea didn’t know. She didn’t get the chance to find out because a loud crack stopped them both right where they stood. 

Caldir and Drindoc both bolted out of the clearing, throwing Krea to the ground in the process. She scurried back to her feet and was running for the bank to join Sorin when a mass of rocks and boulders from the far bank started plunging into the water. 

“Dane!” Krea screamed again. She reached into the water. She needed to pull the boy out or he would be crushed in the landslide, but before her arms could close on her target, Sorin yanked her backward, sending her sprawling across the now muddy bank. 

Another massive boulder slid down the incline and crashed into the creek. Almost immediately, the water began backing up onto the bank. 

Sorin backtracked up the shallow embankment to avoid the overflowing river. Another shower of rocks and dirt nearly rained down on him, this time on the near side of the creek. Whether the falling rocks exposed the root or the exposed root dislodged the rocks, Krea couldn’t say, but amid a hailstorm of gravel and dirt, a tree root as thick as her arm peeled out of the ground and reached into the rising water. 

Again, Sorin was on his feet. This time he held fast to the thick root as he slid down the muddy bank and into the water that was quickly creeping up to meet him. He reached into the murky darkness. Krea grabbed the root and slid down to help. After what felt like an eternity, Sorin pulled Dane’s arm out of the water. A gurgling screech ripped through the air as Sorin hugged Dane’s limp body to his chest and used the root and Krea to pull himself up the slippery bank. 

The creature surged out of the water again, its empty eyes boring down on Sorin, its lips drawn back in seething hatred. It didn’t approach. Its head swung back and forth, taking in the damage caused by the rock fall. It leaned forward. Another screech filled the clearing, and then the monster dropped back into the water. 

Sorin dragged Dane the rest of the way up the bank to dry land and laid him out on his back. The caller bent over, hand on his knees, sucking air. He didn’t argue when Krea ran to Dane’s side to see if he was still alive. When Dane didn’t move, she rolled him over on his side and slapped his back. 

All at once, Dane hurled up muddy water. He sucked in a gasping breath that turned into a fit of coughing. By the time the coughing stopped, Dane was shaking so violently he couldn’t have stood had he tried. 

Krea helped him to a sitting position, but stayed kneeling beside him. She didn’t know what else to do, so she patted his back and picked bits of mud and twigs out of his hair. 

Dane took in the scene with a glassy expression, looked down at his trembling hands, and started to cry. Tears streamed down his muddy cheeks, and when Krea reached out to comfort him, he collapsed on her chest, sobbing into her tunic. Sorin just watched in silence.

Finally, the worst of the tears and shaking over, Dane sat up and wiped his face with his sleeve, succeeding only in adding a new smear of mud across his cheeks. “What happened?” he asked. Krea almost laughed at the odd simplicity of the question.

Sorin sucked in a deep breath and surveyed the scene. Already, the water was digging out a new path around the pile of rocks to continue on its journey back to Ryth. The bank that had once been flooded was now a mud pit of fallen rocks and overturned boulders. The root still stretched along the embankment, a giant snake basking in the sun. Now that she looked at it, Krea knew for certain that it was newly unearthed. It was too green and fresh to have been previously exposed. She followed the root back to the tree and stared up at the oak that had helped save Dane’s life. 

“Those oak trees sure like you, Dane,” Krea said, prompting the boy to pat his burl, making sure it was still secure around his neck. 

“No doubt,” Sorin agreed, still winded. “You were pulled under by a fuath, a river faerie.” 

“It was an evil faerie!” Krea added.

Sorin shrugged. “They are not friendly, that is certain, but I don’t know that they are evil. They just are.”

Dane looked around at the mayhem. “I pulled them rocks down, didn’t I?”

Sorin nodded. “You did. I am sure that’s what saved you. That, and the help from your tree friend over there.”

“The mage told me them rocks would do what I said for them to do, but I ain’t never tried it till now. I weren’t really trying it now. I just was thinking I needed to make the water go away ’cause it was all over me and I couldn’t get no breath.”

“Well, it worked,” Sorin said. “You didn’t make the water go away exactly, but you did let that fuath know that you were not someone it wanted to take home for dinner. Not if it wanted its river intact.”

“It didn’t look that deep,” Dane commented.

“It was a pool in the creek,” Sorin explained, climbing to his feet. “I tried to warn you, but I was too late.” He started to say something else, but bit it back and began peeling off his muddy tunic. “Be sure to thank that tree, Dane.”

The boy nodded and stumbled over to the thick trunk, his expression somber and earnest. 

Krea stood. She wasn’t soaked like the others, except for her sleeve and where Dane had leaned on her, but mud and dirt caked her new tunic and breeches. Again. Her boots, however, remained suspiciously clean. “The horses bolted,” she told Sorin, still trying to process Dane’s almost-death. She felt bad about leaving the horses unattended, but given the situation, she didn’t think she needed to apologize.

“I know.” He pulled off his chemise and wrung it out. “I tried to call them, but they’re ignoring me. At least, I hope they’re ignoring me.”

“What does that mean?” 

“It means I hope they didn’t run off and get themselves killed,” he returned in a low voice. It was never good when he used that voice. Never.
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It was definitely slower going on foot. The fallen logs and erosion ruts that the horses had hopped without effort were actual obstacles now. Mosquitoes thought Dane and Sorin were easy marks, or maybe they were just drawn to their wet shirts and the sweat. Whatever it was, they spent the better part of the walk slapping at bugs that hovered around them like a cloud. 

After a short time, Sorin stopped and threw his hands up in the air. “Thank the goddess!” he exclaimed, and headed off the trail toward a short, thorny bush covered in purple flowers. Krea had been hoping he had spotted the horses, but instead he muttered something to the plant, snapped off some of its branches, and brought his prize back to Dane and Krea. “Pick off the leaves and wad them up in your hands, then smear the oil over your body.” 

Krea considered telling him she didn’t have any bug bites, but given his mood, she decided to keep her good fortune to herself.

The purple flowers reeked. Crushing them only made it worse. She’d smelled dead animals that didn’t stink as bad, but the plant worked miracles and the bugs steered clear of the whole group. The horses did as well, and worry set in. “Do you think they’re dead?” she finally asked, not sure she wanted to know the answer.

Sorin shrugged. “I don’t think so. I think I can feel them a ways ahead. I’m not sure, though.”

Dane jumped over a fallen log and jogged to catch up. “Did you know that water pulk was living in them pools?” he asked. Krea started to correct him, but decided that if a pulk did exist, that was what it must look like.

“Aye,” Sorin answered. “Well, no. I mean, a fuath can live in any stream or river, so you have to assume that any body of water is possessed by a water faerie and all nature spirits can be cranky when you threaten their home. Water spirits in particular are a dangerous, unpredictable lot.”

“Then why was you stopping where there was a pulk?” Dane demanded, not trying to hide his accusing tone.

“I just told you, Dane. Any water can have a fuath. Any tree can have a nymph. Any rock can have a frid. You must treat all nature with respect, but especially in the Nayli, you assume nothing.”

“Then how is we s’posed to get a drink?”

Sorin stopped walking and turned to Dane. “I would have cleared the stream for you, Dane. I just didn’t get there in time.”

Dane scowled. “I hate them faeries! I wish I coulda squished that pulk with a rock!”

Sorin took a deep breath and Krea could tell from the look on his face that he was choosing his words carefully. She didn’t blame him. The look in Dane’s eyes was frightening, especially since she knew he welded a power she wouldn’t begin to understand. “Dane,” Sorin began finally. “Can you hate a leaf for being green?”

The boy scrunched up his brows. Krea followed suit. Sorin made no sense, but he continued all the same. “Do you hate a rock for being hard? Do you hate the rain for being wet?”

“No,” Dane answered. “That would be dumb. A rock is hard ’cause that’s what it’s s’posed to be.”

Sorin nodded. “Then why would you hate a faerie for being a faerie?”

He had a point. That water spirit was just protecting its home and looking for dinner. Later, especially if they didn’t find the horses, they would be looking for dinner too, and that may mean picking fruit from a tree or digging up a root. Were they evil for digging up a root? She didn’t think so. They were just surviving. That’s all the fuath was doing. Dane wasn’t as willing to see the other side.

“Well, I wasn’t trying to hurt nothing. I just wanted some water. That pulk goed off and tried to eat me, and that ain’t right.”

“That is why you must always clear a stream before you go up to it. You need to let the water faeries know that you mean them no harm and that you will not be a good choice for dinner.”

“Well, how is you s’posed to do that?” 

Krea nodded. “That’s what you did last night at the stream. You made sparkles in the air. I remember.”

“Right, but that’s not the only way to do it. Dane, you possess great magic. I am sure you know that by now. When you come to a stream, or a tree or a boulder or anything that Nordu made, you need to project your magic just a little bit to let the creatures living there know that you are not an easy target. Don’t try to hurt them; just find your core. Did the mage talk to you about your core?”

Dane nodded, but his expression became clouded and secretive almost instantly. He was clearly not supposed to discuss what the mage talked about. Sorin didn’t seem to notice. Or, more likely, he noticed and didn’t care.

“Good. You find your core and just project your Essence as if you were...” He paused, trying to find the right analogy. “As if you were willing a dog to back away. Do you know what I mean?”

Dane regarded him suspiciously for a moment longer and nodded. All at once, the area between Dane and Sorin was charged with magic. Concern flashed across Sorin’s face, but he quickly concealed it with a smile. “Very good,” he told Dane. “That is how you clear a stream. Then you do something nice for the faerie that lives there, like clear away a branch or a log that may be blocking the stream. If nothing else, toss in a rock or leaf for the faerie to play with. Whatever you do, make sure you project your good intentions, and the nature spirits will mark you as a friend and leave you be.”

“How do I do it?” Krea asked.

Sorin regarded her for a moment before answering. “You are not going to like the answer.” 

Krea wiped her hand down her tunic. He was probably right. “Go ahead. Tell me.”

“You just have to let them know you are kin,” he said finally.

He was right. She didn’t like his answer, and she didn’t think he was the least bit funny. “I’m being serious,” she complained. “I should know how to go near the water, too. What if we get separated or something? Or what if you’re hurt again?”

Sorin gave her one of his patient smiles and shrugged. “I am being serious. You are a wild creature of magic, just like they are. I know you don’t want to believe that, Krea, but you are. You are as much a creature of magic as that fuath, and when you come to a faerie, all you have to do is let them know that you are kin and that you don’t plan to move on their territory. Just like that faerie-born in Ryth, they will welcome you.”

Krea wanted to argue, but stopped herself. It was time to stop fighting what she was. She had long since decided that the caller must be right. She was kyrni. So, why could she not embrace what that meant? She wasn’t human. Why did that matter? 

Krea watched Sorin watching her. She wondered what he was waiting for. What did he want her to say? She stared into his birch eyes and recalled sitting at the table with him at his manor. Why was this so hard to accept? She knew why. She wanted to be accepted and that meant being human, but maybe it was time to move past that. Maybe it was time to stop waiting for others to accept her and just accept herself. 

She smiled. It was definitely time. “Dane,” she said, dropping her hand on his shoulder. “Did you hear that? I am kin to the monster that just tried to eat you. You had better be nice to me, or I shall have to call my cousin to pull you under again.”

Dane swore and shrugged her arm off his shoulder. “You ain’t kin to no pulk,” he said, striding off down the path. “You is a pulk.”

Krea laughed and fell in alongside him, but when she looked back at Sorin, she noticed he wasn’t smiling.

They pressed forward for what felt like half a day, and Krea wondered again how the horses had managed to get so far ahead of them. Sorin had declared with certainty that the traitorous animals were definitely alive and not far ahead. But he had been saying that for forever, and Krea wasn’t sold. 

She reached again for the horses, and for the first time since they had started walking, something pushed back. It was a shy touch. Barely perceptible. In fact, Krea had dismissed it to imagination when the push came again. She closed her eyes to focus and ran smack into Dane. He had stopped on the narrow game trail and was staring hard into a patch of tall fern growing at the distant edge of the trail. Sorin too searched the forest floor. 

Krea followed their gaze, but saw nothing. Just green ivy, green fern, green leaves and... She paused. Something moved in a bush. She heard a small crunch, the bush shivered, and the forest fell still. 

Two heartbeats later, a flash of brown streaked across the forest floor and dipped behind a tree. Krea nearly jumped out of her skin, and when she turned to Sorin she saw that he had a sunball collected in his fae-wood palm, ready to throw. They waited again, watching, listening. Nothing. 

After a long pause, Sorin scattered the swirl of light back into the air and headed up the barely discernible trail. Krea and Dane fell in step behind him, but they hadn’t gone far when Krea felt the push again. She glanced around. Something was out there.

“Did you feel that?” she asked Sorin, jogging to catch up. “In your head, did you feel it?”

“Aye,” he spit out between clenched teeth. “I felt it.”

“What is it?” she asked. “It doesn’t feel like the horses.”

“It’s not the horses,” he returned, glancing into the thick underbrush. All at once, Sorin stopped and turned his face up to the sky. “What did I do?” he asked. “What did I do?” He flourished his hands around, indicating the forest settling on Krea and Dane. “It’s not enough that I am ushering not one catastrophe-waiting-to-happen but two catastrophes through your forest, and I have to lose my horses doing it? And now this?” He dropped his head and locked his fingers together behind his neck. “What I could use here is a little help, not another problem.”

Krea expected the goddess to be as silent for him as she always was for her, so when a soft trill sounded from a sapling just ahead, her heart tried to jump through her open mouth. 
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Krea yelped and scurried backward. Dane tried the same thing, and they both ended up in a pile on the forest floor. Ahead, a small four-legged creature that wouldn’t have come to her knee leaped up onto the lowest branch of a yawning elm and stared down at them with huge, round eyes as green as the moss that crept up the tree.

“Merciful goddess,” Sorin swore, rubbing his eyes with the heel of his flesh hand. “Fantastic! Just what I needed. First the horses, now this.”

The little creature blinked once, wrapped a tail that was considerably longer than its body around the branch, and leaned down at a precarious angle to stare at Sorin. 

“It’s so cute,” Krea said, climbing back to her feet. At the sound of her voice, the creature turned its fern-green gaze on her and cocked its little round head to one side. The shape of its face seemed almost weasel-like, except that it didn’t have a pointed nose. Instead, its mouth curved out just enough to keep it from appearing flat. As the little animal looked from Krea to Dane, large, pointed ears that ended in dark-brown tufts of fur stuck out from the side of its head and angled down. The effect gave the creature an innocence that Krea suspected wasn't entirely truthful. 

She stepped forward to get a better look. The tail twisting around the tree limb had tan and deep-brown bands extending from base to tip. Its silky fur and tufted ears made it seem tame and cuddly. Krea wanted to hold it or at least pet it, but one look at its feet kept her from trying. Like the tail, they were ringed in variations of brown, but each little paw ended in wicked claws that curled back, allowing it to hold fast to the tree. As cuddly as its dark fur made it seem, she could tell the little animal could fend for itself in the woods.

“What is it?” Dane asked, moving in for a better look. The creature settled back onto the limb and trilled again, a soft tinkling sound from deep in its throat. “I ain’t gonna hurt ya,” he said as he ventured another step toward the tree. Its ears lifted slightly and rotated forward. It cocked its head again, and three little horns that Krea hadn’t notice before popped up, one in front of the other, on top of its head, the longest no taller than her first finger.

Sorin pulled Dane away from the tree and started down the path again. “It’s called a sheema,” he explained, heading up the trail. “Don’t look at it. Don’t talk to it. Don’t encourage it in any way, or we will never be rid of it.”

“Do it bite?” Dane asked, reluctantly falling into step behind Sorin. Krea didn’t blame him. She didn’t want to leave, either. The little sheema was adorable.

“Does it have a mouth?” Sorin snapped back.

Dane mumbled something under his breath, and Krea was fairly certain she didn’t want to know what it was. “Is that why you don’t want us to talk to it?” she asked. “Is it dangerous?” 

“You have no idea,” Sorin returned, more to himself than in answer to her question.

Except for the claws, it didn’t look dangerous. Its fur seemed thick and soft, and its little trill was so soothing she could listen to it all day. 

As they walked along the game trail, the sheema followed beside them, sometimes leaping from tree to tree and other times disappearing into the thick underbrush, only to be waiting alongside the path farther ahead. 

Sorin completely ignored the creature. The sheema, on the other hand, watched Sorin’s every move. Krea couldn’t imagine what threat the strange animal could pose, so she and Dane took turns finding it in the forest until finally Sorin stopped and closed his eyes. After a moment, he opened them again and sucked in a long breath. “The horses are just ahead,” he announced.

Krea was glad to hear it. Sweat trickled down her temples from their long walk, despite the fact that the sun was long out of its crest. She didn’t relish the idea of traveling the forest in the dark.

Not long after Sorin’s announcement, they pushed through a cluster of saplings and emerged on a hill overlooking a meadow so green it looked blue. A small lake opened up at the far side, and there, heads buried in grass, were the two horses. Krea called to Caldir with her mind, just as she had done at least fifty times. He picked up his head, regarded her with casual interest, and went right back to eating. He didn’t so much as move a hoof to heed her bidding.

“I guess they were hungry,” Sorin announced after getting a similar response from Drindoc. “Can’t say I blame them. We have been riding harder than they deserve.” He glanced up at the sky, a welcome sight after trudging through dark woods for so long, then back toward the meadow. Krea noted how he intentionally avoided the sheema, who sat perched on a limb in plain sight. 

“We’ll stay here tonight,” he said after a long pause. “We will stay right here, though. Not by the lake.”

He got no argument from either of them. In fact, when Sorin offered to fill their now empty water skins, they both handed them over without a word of protest.

Dusk was fading to night by the time camp was set and the fire started. Sorin had insisted that they both bathe and wash out their mud-caked clothing, but he had stayed close the entire time. Even so, it took considerable coaxing from both of them to get Dane in the water. 

Now clean and changed, Krea was already feeling the pull of her bedroll. Still, something about the meadow and the way the moonlight danced on the lake made her loathe to close her eyes just yet. Bugs and small animals rustled around in the woods behind them, and she could hear the occasional splash from the lake. Cool air smelling of water and growing things filled the air. The horses were still munching in the lush meadow, ripping grass and occasionally snorting their obvious pleasure. The whole scene felt like a dream. She wanted to stay here forever.

“Is this the lake from the story what you told of when your friend almost broke his wing?” Dane asked, breaking the silence.

Krea kept silent. She had been wondering the same thing.

Sorin finally drew in a long breath and sighed. “Aye. This is the lake.” He tossed a small limb on the fire.

Krea and Dane exchanged looks. 

“What happened to him?” Dane asked. 

Krea started to warn the boy away from the conversation, but a part of her wanted to know what Sorin would say. He had shared a bit about his life with his link, but she desperately wanted to know more.

Sorin picked up a forked stick and used it to poke at the burning limbs, sending a cloud of sparks shooting into the air. They died out in an orange rain. After a long pause, he looked up and met Krea’s gaze across the crackling fire. He was still staring into her eyes, and maybe her soul, when he started to speak. His voice was soft. The words struggled to come together, as if his story had never been told before. In truth, Krea wondered if she and Dane were not the first ones to hear it. 

“Tormismir and I had been together for nearly forty years. At least half that time had been spent fighting the war. We knew each other so well. I can’t explain it. We could think for each other. We answered for each other. When he shifted, we could talk without melding. He was one of the last rukhs. They are like giant eagles with ears.  We were often entrusted with critical missions. Seems like we were forever flying into enemy strongholds to bring back some key piece of information that would win us the war. It never did.”

Krea glanced at Dane to see if that made sense to him, but his expression was unreadable. When she looked back at Sorin, he was watching her again. “Rukhs are smaller than dragons. Their wings are made of feathers, not skin. It makes them much quieter,” he explained, as if reading her mind— which given what she knew about Sorin, he may have. “When you are spying on the enemy from their own ledges, it helps if no one knows you’re there.”

Krea nodded. “I guess it would,” she mumbled, mostly to herself. 

Sorin nodded back. “We went into a torbadyn camp that had been built into a cliff along the Bothri not far from the Dakel Forest. It was deep into the enemy's lair, too deep, but we had been told that the torbadyn were massing troops somewhere up there in an underground cave. We were to find the cave so it could be destroyed. 

“We were so careful flying in; we came across the Bothri toward the coast. Even so, it was as if they were waiting for us.” Sorin shifted on his log and stabbed at the fire again. Flames caught a small dry stem farther up the stick, and all three of them watched as it consumed the dead leaves in a flickering orange and red ball. “We were both hiding on a ledge where the troops were supposed to be, and Tormismir was footed—in human form. We had no idea they were there. Not even Tormismir heard them coming. We were there, looking for the evidence of the troops, and then we were being netted and dragged off the ledge. Tormismir managed to break free of the net—I still don’t know how—and he shifted. I tried to call to him to establish the link, but the torbadyn covered my mouth.

“Tormismir was no hatchling. He could hold on to the link for a while even without the spoken magic. He dived and clawed, trying to free me. It worked. He freed me. But he was already losing control. He grabbed for my arm, but...” 

Sorin shoved the stick into the fire and sat back on his log. When he spoke again, his words were cold, empty of emotion. His speech clipped. “His claws severed my wrist. My hand was dangling and I was losing blood. I barely had the sense to tie off my forearm with my belt before I was lost to the darkness. When I awoke, torbadyn lay dead and dying in every direction I looked. Tormismir had killed them. He had shredded them as only the kyrni can. Then, he had flown away.” Sorin paused, his face contorted with rage vivid even in the light of the fire. “There weren’t that many of them,” he added as if to himself. “There was no way they were massing troops.” 

“What about your hand?” Dane asked.

“What about it?” Sorin turned back to the fire. “Even a skilled healer could not have saved it. I drifted in and out of the darkness, each time wishing that the darkness would swallow me. I was too confused from the blood loss to fully understand that Tormismir was gone. I thought about untying the belt, but then I would think of my link and struggle for life.” Sorin's voice took on that hollow tone again, and it was as if he were telling about last season's crops. “Infection was setting in. I knew I had to cut off the rest of the hand, so I did. I managed to start a small fire, goddess knows how, and I seared the dead skin.”

The fire crackled as it ate through the dry wood. The forest around them crackled also with the sounds of the night lovers waking up to the darkness. Krea glanced at the fae-wood hand. She was used to it by now, but it was still amazing to watch. The way the grain of the wood streaked along it like veins; the way it moved with eerie grace as no real wood ever could. He had only told her he had lost the hand in battle. No more. Now she knew why. “Did you walk all the way out of the mountains? That had to have taken months.”

Sorin shook his head. “I walked for a while, but I was fevered from the infection. I slept more than walked. I don't know for how long. I finally woke up in a camp, a drykir camp. They...”

“You was with the drykir. Ain't no way. Ain’t no one ever seed a real elf before.”

Krea glanced over at Dane, willing him to fall off his makeshift seat. “Do you ever listen to yourself? If no one has ever seen an elf, then how do we know they exist? Honestly, Dane. I can't understand how you even fed yourself.”

Dane sat up and mimicked Krea as he spoke. “Honestly, Krea, I don't understand how you wasn't killed by some runner what got sick of you talking like you was a noble.”

She rolled her eyes and turned back to Sorin. “So, you were saved by the drykir?”

“Saved? Saved from what? Saved for what is more of it.” 

Dane started to speak, but Krea waved him off. She had been with Sorin long enough to know his ways. 

After a long, heavy pause, Sorin's frown relaxed and he leaned back on his log again, assuming a neutral emotionless tone. “Aye, I woke in a drykir camp. They had mended my arm. My hand was lost, of course. The infection was gone. They left me this.” He held up his hand. “They told me the goddess was not finished with me. I was to serve the prophecy. They fed me, put me on a horse, and sent me back to Shaylith, just like that.”

“Drindoc?” Krea asked.

“No. Some thick-boned mountain mare who took me as far as the Morkeen Plains, dumped me right there in the dirt and headed back into the forest. I had to catch a ride the rest of the way into Shaylith with traders.” He shot Krea a meaningful glance. “You can imagine how much fun that was.”

“What about the torbadyn? Wasn't there proth out looking for you?”

Sorin shook his head. “No proth. No torbadyn other than the ones Tormismir killed. No army. Nothing. And, now, no hand and no link.”

“You was rused,” Dane said after Sorin had been quiet for a while.

Sorin glanced over at Dane, his confusion obvious.

“Tricked,” Krea clarified. “Set up. Led into a trap.”

Dane nodded. “Yep. You was rused proper, and it were a lead what did it.”

Krea turned to Dane. “You think so? What makes you say that?”

Dane looked up at her and leaned forward conspiratorially. “Didn’t you listen? They said them torbadyn would be worrying over making more troops so they wouldn’t be sneaking around the woods looking for no spies, but they was looking for spies and they found them. That’s ’cause they knowed the spies was coming, and who could know that ’cept a lead what sent them?”

“What?” Sorin demanded.

Krea let Dane’s words roll around in her head for a moment, then turned back to Sorin. “He is saying that you were sent into a trap by someone you trusted, not a torbadyn, but a leader of the callers. By someone who would be in the position of giving you orders.”

Sorin looked from her to Dane and back again. His attention went briefly to the trilling in the woods behind him before he caught himself and snapped his head back around to face the fire. He said nothing, and in the dim light his expression remained unreadable. After a few minutes and more fire poking, he shook his head. “Wouldn’t happen,” he said finally. His tone lacked the certainty of his words.

“So, if you was to see your friend again and you knowed it was him, could you make him turn back to a man?” Dane asked.

“I don’t know,” Sorin admitted. “It has never been done, but that’s not to say it can’t happen. But we are supposed to establish the connection before the shift, not after.”

“So Krea told me that she comed from a egg. I says she’s lyin’. What’s the truth?”

Krea glared over at Dane, but he just grinned and fiddled with his burl. As cute as his grin was, it was getting easier to ignore. 

Sorin chuckled. “She wasn’t lying, little morni. She is a kyrni, and all kyrni are hatched from eggs.”

For no reason other than that he needed it, Krea shoved Dane off his already wobbly stump. He was grinning even bigger when he climbed back on it. Whatever he was about to say wasn’t going to be good. “Do that mean some lady spent all them months sitting on her?” 

Sorin tried unsuccessfully to hide his smile by rubbing his chin with his fist. Dane was having quite the little merrymaking at her expense, but that was okay. Tomorrow he would be sitting behind her again, and when he fell asleep, as he always did, she was going to dump him on his little wizard butt. 

“No, kyrni are created from a mating between two kyrni while they are both in their counter, their animal form,” Sorin clarified before Dane could interrupt him. “The eggs are laid by the kyrni counter and are then given to the temple Guardians to care for. After thirteen months, the egg hatches and the footed kyrni child enters the world for the first time. They emerge from the egg, looking physically like a human child with five or so years. They grow quickly at first, slowing as they reach puberty. A few years after their first shift, they seem to stop aging altogether, physically at least.”

He had explained all of that to her before, but it was still exciting to hear. Exciting and terrifying at the same time. Dane seemed impressed. He was quiet, at least. Sorin stood and kicked some dirt into the fire, reducing it to a pit of glowing embers. “We will need to ride hard from here on out if we are to make Shaylith before the wedding consumes the council,” he informed them. “Better find your bed and make use of it while you can.”

Krea didn’t need to be told twice. In no time, she was tucked into her bedroll with her blanket pulled up to her chin, the knife down by her feet and her money bag pushing against her back. 

“What does you think Shaylith will look like?” Dane whispered from his bedroll next to her.

“I can’t even guess,” she answered, and it was the truth.

###
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The next morning Krea woke to a string of profanity she had never heard the likes of streaming from Sorin’s mouth. He stood amid one of the many piles of their belongings, strewn from one end of camp to another. Their clothing was lying in the grass, hanging from branches and balled up under logs. The tack had been pulled from the limbs and, at first glance, disassembled. The saddle blankets formed a neat little row across the trail and, probably the most serious of all, their food was scattered all over the ground. Much of it appeared to be missing, and what was left was already under attack by ants and beetles.

Krea and Dane were on their feet in an instant, but the chaos was so great neither of them knew quite where to start. Krea had only a moment to wonder what had wreaked such havoc before the little sheema jumped down out of a tree, scurried across the grass, snatched a pair of Dane’s stockings in its mouth, and headed back for the tree.

“Hey,” Dane screamed, making chase. “You get back here with them leggings! Them is mine!”

Sorin pitched a stone with such speed and accuracy Krea was hard-pressed to believe he hadn’t used a sling. The rock hit the sheema dead on its left haunch with enough force to send the creature tumbling in the grass. In a blur, the sheema spun around and hissed, its head low, body crouched, tail curled up over its back. Sorin stalked forward with a fist full of rocks and a dark expression, clearly undaunted by the sheema’s display of teeth. With his fae-wood hand, he traced a symbol in the air that Krea didn’t recognize, then waved his arm across their camp in a grand, swooping gesture. 

“I want the rest of our belongings back, and I want them right now,” he demanded of the creature, holding up his arm. 

The sheema darted left, and Sorin jogged left with it. He held his hand palm out toward the animal. As if he projected an invisible wall, the sheema couldn’t leave the clearing. Again, the sheema tried to run, this time to the right, but Sorin hurried to match its steps. “I want them here, in a pile.” He pointed to the ground in front of him. “Everything! The bits, the ropes, everything.” 

The sheema’s tail straightened and bushed. The very tip twitched and the little creature shimmered. In the blink of an eye, the sheema shifted from brown to green. Krea gasped. She could hardly see it against the backdrop of the forest. Where rich brown fur had covered the sheema’s body, it now boasted a coat of the deepest moss green she had ever seen. The light tan stripes were gone, replaced with the green of new leaves. The entire creature was green except its eyes. They now burned a deep brown. 

“It’s a faerie,” Krea announced, stating the obvious.

“Aye, it is,” Sorin answered, moving again to magically prevent the sheema from climbing a tree. “It won’t work,” he informed it. “I can still see you, and I am not letting go of this spell until I have all of our belongings back from wherever you stashed them.”

“It understands what you is saying?” Dane asked, piling his clothes across his arm as he picked them up off the ground.

In answer to his question, the faerie hissed again, baring impressive fangs, and shimmered. Krea stared as the faerie blurred, rose to its hind legs, and transformed into something more human than animal, but quite unlike anything she had ever seen. Its thick fur smoothed out to a flat film of dark gray that looked, from where she stood, at least, to be fuzzy like the moss that clung to large boulders. Its head rounded out into a flatter version of a human’s, but it was nearly swallowed by huge leaf-green eyes. The sheema’s long, bushy tail was now sleek and gray and twitching furiously just above the ground where it crouched. The only thing that didn’t change were its hands and feet. Other than being larger, seeing as how the creature now stood about waist high, they were still the little clawed appendages of a tree climber. 

Something about the faerie’s color— or maybe it was its short fuzzy fur— made it difficult to look at. It shifted and blurred the way a river rock looked under the rushing water. She just couldn’t keep its image still. 

Without warning, the faerie creature launched itself through the air straight for Sorin. He jumped backward. His hand dropped and the spell dissolved. In an instant, the sheema scurried up a tree, crouched on a branch, and stared down at Sorin with angry green eyes. Even in its humanlike form, the faerie moved faster than any living thing should, and without a doubt, had it intended Sorin harm, he would not still be standing. 

The odd creature twisted its tail around the limb and leaned down toward Sorin, as it had the day before. Ears that reminded Krea of little arched bat wings fanned out to the side of the sheema’s head, and the row of small horns popped up once again in an expression of alert surprise. Sorin glared back, and for an uncomfortable moment Krea wasn’t sure who was going to lunge at whom. 

“Nyshi will not hurt myself!” the faerie demanded with a bob of its head. “Nyshi shame,” it finished, laying its ears along its head and leaning so far forward only its tail kept it from falling off the limb.

Krea grabbed Dane and shook him. “It talks!” she said, trying not to yell. “Did you see that? Did you hear it talk?”

Dane nodded and patted her arm absently, still staring slack-jawed at the creature, the clothing he had retrieved forgotten back on the ground.

“It's so cute,” Krea said. “But, I think it's about to eat you, Sorin. Maybe you should apologize for hitting it with a rock.”

Sorin leveled one of his blood-freezing glares at her.

Krea just shrugged and focused on her bare feet. Her cold bare feet. Then she remembered her boots. Realization crashed down like a falling tree as she spun around to where her boots should have been and saw only grass. The little monster had stolen her boots. Her gaze fell on the bedroll. “No way,” she told herself. “Not possible.” 

Even though part of her didn’t want to know, she picked her way back to the blanket and felt for her belongings. Sure enough, the money bag was gone. The dagger had been moved as well, but the sheema hadn’t taken it far. It lay between her bedroll and Dane’s, carefully placed in a circle of rocks and adorned with leaves, nuts, and other forest treasures. 

Still puzzling out how the sheema had taken her things without waking her, Krea picked up her own rock and turned back to the little faerie. “Where is my money bag?” she demanded.

“Oh,” Sorin drawled with an infuriating smirk. “She’s not so cute now that she stole your precious pouch.”

“Shut up!” Krea snapped. “This is serious.”

“It’s a she?” Dane asked, still staring up at the creature.

Sorin’s eyebrows shot up at Krea’s retort. “I see. When she stole our food, our clothes, and our tack, she was just a misunderstood faerie and I was overreacting. Now that she has your money, well, that changes everything. Now, it’s serious. Dane, stop everything. This has now been declared a serious situation. Krea’s money is missing.”

Krea jabbed her fists onto her hips. The man was infuriating. “That is not what I meant,” she said, trying to regain some sense of composure. “I just meant that we need to be finding our belongings, not standing here arguing.”

“Does you got a name?” Dane asked, extending his hand toward the storm-gray creature. The sheema cocked her head in his direction and blinked. “Is you called Nyshi?”

“No,” Sorin answered, finally abandoning his rocks completely. “Nyshi is your name, or your kind, I should say.” When Dane wrinkled his brow, Sorin clarified. “You are called a nyshi by the fae. That’s their name for a person who wields magic. She is a faerie, and you are a nyshi.”

“Oh,” Dane said, turning back to the faerie, who was watching them with rapt attention. Her ears were up again, and as best Krea could tell given the strange way she seemed to blur, her horns were up as well. 

Krea dropped her rock and stepped gingerly up to the tree. It was time for a new strategy. “Do you have a name?” she asked.

The faerie sniffed the air. “Nyshi magic burn. Poor nyshi. But it okay. Myself is here now. Nyshi be good.”

Dane and Krea both looked at each other in confusion. Krea had no idea what the little creature was talking about. Sorin, on the other hand, seemed more concerned than confused. “Which nyshi’s magic burns?” he asked.

At the sound of Sorin’s voice, the sheema flattened her ears again and pinned her three little horns to her fuzzy scalp. She glared to the extent her enormous green eyes could glare and gave a little hiss. “Shame on nyshi. Shame on it that tried to hurt myself.”

“Maybe her name is Myself,” Dane offered.

“That’s an odd name,” Krea said.

Dane nodded. “Well, she ain’t exactly regular.”

He had a point. 

Sorin pressed his palm to his forehead and rubbed his temple as she had seen him do so many times before. After a moment, he collected himself again and was ready for another try. “You’re right,” he began. “I was wrong. I’m sorry. I will not try to hurt you again.”

The sheema sat back on her hind legs and regarded Sorin with obvious suspicion. Sorin just folded his arms and waited. Finally, she dropped back to all fours and cocked her head to the side. “Myself like other nyshi. Others is not mean.”

“I like them, too,” Sorin agreed. “They are much nicer than I am, and they really need their belongings back. Will you give the nice nyshi back the things you took from them?”

The faerie unfurled her tail and leaped out of the tree; her feet hit the ground in silence. Then, with a rustle no louder than a bird’s wings, she ran in a gray blur over to where Krea and Dane stood. “Myself hid nyshi treasures from nasty squirrels,” she confided. “All treasures is safe.”

“Oh,” Dane said. “Them squirrels was trying to steal our stuff?”

Krea didn’t know what to say or, for that matter, who to say it to: Dane or the faerie. Neither one of them was making much sense. The sheema just nodded. In another instant, she had darted away on silent feet and stopped directly in front of Krea. The fae stood up on her hind legs and grabbed Krea’s tunic with her clawed hands. “Nyshi burn,” she whispered, pulling Krea down toward her. “Nyshi must let magic out to be free.”

Even standing so close to the creature, Krea could not bring her into focus. She blurred and fuzzed into everything around her. It wasn’t until pain shot down her arm that she realized she was starting to shift. Sorin had her by the shoulder, shaking her violently. The sheema hissed at Sorin again, and for a second it looked like she was going to attack him, but he held out his hand and the creature backed away.

“The nyshi cannot let her magic out,” Sorin explained. “If she does, it will hurt her.”

The sheema peered up at them with eyes as dark as a cave. “No,” she said, falling back to four feet. “Nyshi hurt by burning magic.”

Sorin shook his head. “I know you mean well, faerie, but Krea’s magic must stay inside until she has help letting it out. Can we have our things back now? Will you show us where you hid them from the squirrels?”

“Nasty squirrels!” The sheema sneezed and then disappeared in a blur of gray. A second later, she was standing beneath a nearby tree trilling at them, once again in her small brown tree-climber form.

“Could it get any worse?” Sorin mumbled as he strode off toward the faerie. “I take that back. Mother of mercy, I take it back. I’m sorry I even suggested such a question. What was I...” His words trailed off as he followed the sheema into the woods, presumably to rescue their treasures from the squirrels.

“She ain’t so bad,” Dane commented as he started collecting his clothing again. “I think she’s cute.”

“If she finds my money, she will be cute. If not, I will have to make a belt out of her tail.”

Dane glared up at her. “Ain’t no way you is gonna catch her.”

Krea shrugged. “I sure will try.”
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By the time Krea finally strapped her packs to Caldir’s saddle, the sun was well into the sky. The sheema had led them like a whirlwind up trees and into holes to her many hiding places, one of which, much to Krea’s relief, concealed the money pouch and the horses’ bits. Sorin still mumbled as he went, but both Krea and Dane had stopped trying to understand what he was saying. 

As they finished clearing camp and made ready to ride, the sheema watched them through huge green eyes, horns raised and ears perked out to the side. Now that she was back in her tree-climber form, she was as easy to see as the branch she was perched on. When Krea asked Sorin about it, he just looked up at the sheema and let out a long breath. “She has three forms,” he finally replied as he swung into the saddle. “Earth form, tree form, and shadow form. When she is in shadow form, she is hard to find, hard to look at, and impossible to catch.”

“Told you so,” Dane whispered.

Krea ignored him and climbed onto Caldir. “That makes three,” she said. “Like the mage said, I should look for threes. Earth, tree, and shadow. I need to find a thong and braid it into my hair. What color should I use?” She started to reach for a bag, but Dane was already swinging up behind her.

“You can find a cord when we stop,” Sorin said. “Let’s just get moving. It will improve my mood considerably.”

Krea was disappointed, but she didn’t argue. Goddess knew they could let nothing stand in the way of improving Sorin’s mood.

“How does you know it’s a girl?” Dane asked as they fell in behind Drindoc.

“They’re all girls,” Sorin returned.

“What do you mean, they is all girls? There has to be a boy or...” He paused, and Krea didn’t have to turn around to know he was rubbing his burl. He rubbed at it constantly, but especially when he was upset, tired, or in this case, embarrassed.

“The rules of the fae are not the same as your rules, Dane. If there are male sheema, no one has ever seen one, nor has anyone ever seen a baby sheema. At least, as far as I am aware. There are only adult female sheema, and not many of those.”

“So, she is special,” Krea said. 

“Aye,” Sorin said. “You saw the kind of special she is. Most of our clothes were buried, most of our food is gone, and she raided our camp without any one of us hearing a sound. A special kind of trouble. A special I can do without.”

“I like her,” Dane insisted. “Does you got a name?” he called out to the creature who leaped through the trees as they rode.

“I don’t think she can talk in her earth form,” Krea said. She had to agree with Dane, though; she liked the sheema, too. “Do faeries have names?” she asked Sorin.

He shrugged. “Some do, I suppose. Faeries aren’t like us. They don’t build houses and plow fields. They live in nature; they are a part of nature. Take that sheema out of her forest, and she will die. She must have the Essence from the dirt and trees to live. That’s why the Nayli harbors so many of the fae. This forest is thick with the Essence. I know you can both feel it. So can the fae, and it’s what they must have to live.”

Dane leaned forward and whispered, “So do that mean she got a name or she don’t got a name?”

“I have no idea,” Krea whispered back. “Maybe we should give her a name.”

“Aye. We could call her Mossy, ’cause she’s colored like the moss.”

Krea twisted in the saddle to stare at Dane. She had been hoping he was joking, but his expression told her that he was completely serious. “Mossy?”

Dane glared back. “Well, I don’t hear you saying nothing better.”

“She’s not always green,” Krea argued.

“Then what name does you think?”

Krea thought for a moment. “How about Shyla?”

“That’s a girl name!”

“She’s a girl.”

“No, she ain’t,” Dane countered. “She’s a faerie, and I don’t think faeries ought to be having no girl names.”

“Maybe we should figure out what her real name is.”

“Aye. Could you try talking to her like you does to the horses?”

She hadn’t thought of that. What if she could? She couldn’t meld with Sorin, but the sheema seemed as much an animal as a person. “What if something bad happens? What if I scare her away?”

“Well, you don’t know,” Dane said. “Could be it ain’t gonna work, but could be just as much that you can talk to her. All you can do is try it.”

“You sound like the mage.”

“Maybe that’s ’cause it was the mage what said it first.”

Krea jumped on the opening. “What else did the mage say?”

“Is you gonna try it or not?” It was time to give it up. She had been trying since Ryth to get him to talk, but he was guarding his secret as carefully as he guarded the burl. 

“Aye,” she mumbled. “But if she runs off, don’t start yelling at me.”

“Just try it.” 

Krea elbowed him as best she could from the saddle and closed her eyes to focus. She didn’t worry about Caldir. As always, he was a horse-length behind Drindoc, following a narrow game trail through the lush eternity of green. She felt the horses' minds right away and carefully avoided contact. Instead, she reached out further. The forest pulsed with life. It brushed across her mind and made her think of walking through a wheat field and letting the heads run through her fingers. She pushed at one presence, then another, until finally she felt what she was sure had to be the curious energy of the sheema.

Dane poked her hard in the side. “You did it! Do you see her? She’s looking at you. She was jumping along, then she just stopped and is looking at you like she is saying something. Did she say something?”

Krea wanted to choke him. “I don’t know if she said anything, because you stuck your fingers in my ribs right when I was starting to meld.”

“Oh.” 

She closed her eyes and tried again. This time, she knew what she was looking for. She sought out the excited energy, and in no time had focused in on the sheema. 

She tried to send it a word thought, but like with the horses, the sheema didn’t seem to understand. So, she tried the usual route and sent an idea. Conveying the concept of a name was more difficult than she anticipated. It took several tries before she finally managed it. She thought about herself and thought the word Krea to the sheema. Then she thought about Sorin and his name. She projected Dane similarly, focusing on a mental picture of the sheema. The feeling of excitement dampened, and the sheema hummed in her mind.

Krea opened her eyes. The faerie was perched on a branch and trilling from deep inside her chest. Just when Krea was ready to give up the meld, the sheema answered. Krea’s mind turned to a memory of Dane standing with his clothes slung over his arm, and the sheema thought the word Dane to her. Then she saw a picture of Sorin standing with his arm outstretched. A feeling of challenge and rivalry filled her mind, and the word Sorin popped in as if it had been spoken. 

Krea’s image flashed into her mind, and it took a second for Krea to realize she was looking at herself. She didn’t see herself very often, and the vision in her mind did not reflect what she had seen. This memory belonged to the sheema, and in it, Krea was gaunt with sallow skin that rippled sporadically like a horse shaking off flies. The name Krea filled her thoughts. 

Finally, an image of the sheema crept in. She was covered with sparkling light that twinkled even in her mind. The word Cricket rang out as clearly as if the sheema had just yelled it from the tree.

After another flash of memories that were not hers, the melding ended and Krea shook her head to get her bearings again. Dane had been suspiciously quiet through the whole experience. “Her name is Cricket,” she finally told him. 

“Cricket? That ain’t no kind of name for a faerie. You sure that’s what she’s called?”

Krea nodded. “Absolutely sure.” She twisted in the saddle again to face him. “Do I look sick?” she asked.

Dane scowled at her. “What kind a thing to say is that? No, you don’t look sick. You has stinky breath, but you ain’t got nothing wrong with you.”

Krea was too unnerved to comment. She just turned back around and wondered why the faerie, why Cricket, had remembered her in such a disturbing way.

###
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They pressed forward with surprising speed. Even though the forest was thick, the ground was reasonably flat, and the day of rest had given the horses a second wind. Sorin was coming to life as well. The deeper into the Nayli they went, the more buoyant Sorin’s mood became until at times it bordered on jovial. 

Even though, by Krea’s calculations, they had been traveling for a little over two weeks, she could already see the forbidding peaks of the Morkeen Mountains rising up in the distance. On the rare occasions when their ragged lines poked out through the cloud cover, she would thank the goddess that Shaylith did not lie on the other side of them.

In contrast to Sorin’s brightened mood, the sky took on a permanent gloom. When clouds, mist, and rain did not blanket the sky, the thick canopy of the forest pushed away the blue with leafy green and brown fingers. And the tension between Dane and Sorin matched the stormy weather. At times, the two would ride the entire day, barely speaking a word to each other, locked in a battle of wills. Dane wanted Sorin to teach him magic. Sorin wanted Dane to learn discipline first. Neither was willing to budge.

Krea pulled her cloak on long before nightfall to block out the chilly mist that hung in the air, ever thankful of the extra lining that she had not ordered. When Sorin called a halt near an outcropping of rocks, all Krea could think about was the warm fire that he would soon have burning. 

The large boulders formed the foundation for a rough shelter constructed of fallen branches and strategically placed logs. The shelter hadn't been used in a while. Limbs lay crossways and in piles along its edge, but as Krea watched Sorin wedge the branches back in place, she realized that the shelter had been standing for many years. As she thought about it, she realized that many of their stops had been the same way. Fire pits already in place. Areas cleared for bedrolls. Ropes hanging from trees for suspending their food supply. Dry logs buried beneath brush.

The mist turned to a slow drizzle as they dismounted, and Krea pulled her hood up over her head to ward off the worst of it. The thick air smelled of dirt and decay and wet horses. 

Krea and Dane fell into their familiar pattern without prompting. She pulled the tack off the horses and stowed their belongings to keep them dry and bug free while Dane collected wood for the fire and logs to sit on when they were available. Sorin set magical traps, checked for Dane’s pulks, and made sure the horses were safely off to graze and sleep. The entire process was completed in silence. 

Once she had safely stashed their belongings, Krea stepped back out into the rain to find the sheema. Cricket had been following them since the meadow. At first Sorin wanted no part of the faerie creature, but since Cricket brought them rabbits and squirrels every night for dinner, the two had struck a tentative truce.

Instead of the sheema, Krea found Dane crouched down behind a boulder staring intently at a small pile of rocks, rain drizzling off his cloak. “You shouldn't be doing that,” she warned, whistling again for Cricket.

“It ain't your worry what I do. Go away.”

“Why won't you just do what Sorin says? It makes sense. Learn to grow something instead of always trying to tear things down.”

Dane's face turned red, and one of the small rocks jumped. That was the only time he could make the rocks do his will. He had to be angry. She didn't know anything about magic, but she knew Sorin was right. Magic controlled by anger was magic out of control. 

“Sorin don't know everything. He won’t teach me ’cause he’s scared, that’s all.”

Krea whistled again. The sheema was likely out hunting. “He won’t teach you because you won’t listen.” She pulled her cloak tighter and started to leave. Swimming in sand was easier than fighting with Dane. 

Krea sniffed the air and turned just in time to watch the sheema drop two dead squirrels out of a tree. She blurred into her earth form and leaped into Krea’s arms, trilling before she even landed.

The faerie folded her ears back and whipped her tail around Krea’s waist. Water streamed from her coat, but she didn’t seem to notice. Krea was rubbing the back of her neck when Cricket’s ears popped up. She gave a little shake and leaped back into a tree. Without looking, Krea knew it would be Sorin. The two had made a truce, but they were far from friends.

True to her guess, Cricket no sooner wrapped her tail around a branch than Sorin came slipping around the corner. 

Dane scrambled to look busy, but Sorin knew what he was about in an instant. Without missing a step, he smacked Dane on the back of the head and stalked over to the dead squirrels. “I told you.” He snatched up the squirrels, giving Cricket a cursory nod before turning to Dane. “You learn my way, or you don’t learn.”

Dane's face flushed red, and he balled his hands into fists. One of the rocks from the pile shot toward Sorin’s face. His fae-hand reached up with magical speed and snatched the stone an instant before it cracked against his skull. 

As if he were squishing a beetle between his fingers, Sorin closed his wooden hand around the stone and reduced it to sand. “As you can see, Dane,” he said, leaning down to peer directly into the boy’s eyes. “Magic born of anger will never do your bidding.” He poked Dane hard in the chest. “You will do its bidding instead.” Sorin took a step back. The rain made the wood of his hand dark and shiny, and even scarier than usual. “Now, get in out of the rain. I don't need either of you getting sick.”

When Krea turned back around, Cricket was gone.

Dinner was strained and quiet. The tension between Sorin and Dane made the little shelter feel even smaller. Krea was more than eager to climb into her bedroll, if only to have something to do besides watch Dane seethe. She tucked the dagger and money bag in as usual and made a spot on her cloak for Cricket. The sheema always came in after the fire went out. Out of habit, Krea reached out to check on the horses, and froze. “Sorin. Something’s out there.”

He looked past her for a second. “I don't feel it.”

When Krea pushed her thoughts toward the horses again, the strange presence was gone. “I'm telling you, something was out there.”

“The horses aren't concerned. Don’t worry about it.”

Easy for him to say. She followed the spiral pattern on her arm with her finger, tracing it over and over. Three more braids had joined the ones the mage had given her, and she decided she liked the way they felt. She was kyrni, and she liked it. With that thought, she let the rich scent of wet earth and the patter of the rain against the rocks finally lull her to sleep.

It felt like a heartbeat later when Dane’s elbow in her chest brought her swimming back to consciousness. She shoved him off and was preparing to retaliate when the dark gray sheema flashed over to Sorin and jumped on his back. In an instant, Sorin was on his knees, his bedroll in a puddle beside him, his sword in his hand. “I’m going to kill her,” he announced, but before he could track down the blur of gray now hanging upside down from the low roof, a sharp clicking stopped them all. No one spoke. 

Without a word, Sorin pulled on his boots and tunic and started toward the makeshift door. The sheema was right beside him. “You two stay here.”

Dane and Krea hurried to dress, then stared at each other, listening for any sound that might tell them what was happening. Krea felt for the horses, but they were gone. Dane finally broke what felt like an eternity of silence. “What does you think it is?”

Krea shook her head. She reached out again. She strained to hear or feel anything that might answer her questions, but the silence lingered on. The only smell she could discern was smoke from their fire, and wet wood. 

Just when she was about to search for the horses again, Sorin's battle cry ripped through the forest. He yelled and grunted, and Krea knew he was fighting for his life. 

She looked over at Dane. His face was aspen white. His eyes huge. His burl clenched in his fist. “Should we go out there?” he asked.

“I don't know.” Another yell and a crash made up her mind. “We helped before, right?” She didn't wait for Dane to answer. She unsheathed her knife and headed for the opening. Dane pulled her back. “Bring the dagger,” he said.

“Why? What if it turns gold again and someone sees it?”

“It don't care if someone sees it. Just bring it, and let it do what needs doing.”

Krea paused, considered who she was talking to, and swapped her knife for the dagger. “What does it do?”

Dane didn’t answer. He was already running toward the screams and howls.

They slid down a small hill and burst into a huge meadow. Krea froze. Chaos rained down on the field. Sorin's sunballs exploded in the faint dawn light. Proth dove at him from every side. With his sunball in one hand and his sword in the other, he slashed and heaved, but the proth were relentless. Even in the dim light, she could see the blood dripping from his sword.

She pushed through a patch of scrub oak and ran toward Sorin. Goddess knew what good she could do, but she had to try.

“Krea!“ Dane screamed.

Before she could stop, a ball of matted fur and leathery wings crashed into the ground not an arm’s length in front of her. Krea slid to a stop on the dewy, wet grass and scrambled backward, but she slipped and fell on her rear. The proth’s wings crumpled beneath it, and patches of something sickly yellow coated its pungent fur. It swung its hairless face around and stared. Before she thought to look away, orange eyes fixed on Krea. She was paralyzed. Its mangled wings creaked and snapped as it twisted itself back onto all fours and pushed forward. Somewhere behind her, she heard Dane yell. Something about a dagger. His meaning was lost. She couldn't see past the orange.

The proth gave another mighty shove. Yellow drool dripped across its face as it bared its needlelike teeth. She gagged from the stench. Hands snatched her collar and tried dragging her away. From somewhere behind her, a soft whoosh whipped by. The proth rolled onto its side and screeched. 

Krea shook her head to clear the swirling orange fog. The proth thrashed and fought, and it took a second before Krea could make out the gray blur that ripped at its throat. 

Whether the dagger moved on its own or in answer to her bidding, Krea couldn't tell. One second she watched Cricket whipping around the dying proth, the next moment the dagger was plunged hilt deep into its matted fur. 

A desperate screech ripped through the air. Krea tried to pull the dagger free, but it wouldn’t budge. After twisting and yanking, she finally shoved her foot against the proth and jerked again. Instead of sliding out, the dagger grew warm in her hands. 

Dingy iron turned to gleaming gold. Her hands started to shake. Krea tried to release the dagger, but she could no more pry her fingers from the hilt than she could pull her bones from her body. She and the dagger were one. 

As the proth’s shriek tore through the meadow, warm, vibrant energy coursed up her arms and splintered into every crevice of her body. She wanted to add her own cry to that of the proth’s, only hers was of pure pleasure as her body drank in the life force the dagger sucked from its victim. 

Slowly, the gold darkened to crimson red, and the dragon that twisted around the hilt flared as bright as any sunball. The black stones pulsed like living things. Finally, with a burst of blinding light, the dagger slid free of the dead faerie. Krea fell backward and landed with a hard thump. The gold dagger still throbbed in her hand.

For a brief moment, the meadow was quiet. Krea looked up and surveyed the clearing as if she were perched in a tree, casually taking in the battle. At least ten more proth dotted the meadow; three were dead, not counting hers. The living ones stared at her. She stared back.

Sorin’s birch gaze caught her attention, and she realized that even he stared, his sunball glowing in his fae-hand. He was tired. Sweat streamed down his temples and his chest heaved. He blinked. Krea looked away, and her heart flopped over in her chest as she realized she had looked the proth dead in the eye as well. Nothing had happened. She tested again, but saw only the giant orange globes. They no longer held power over her.

Sorin moved first, launching his sunball at the nearest proth. His sword followed, and the monster joined its brothers in the grass. Sparkles of light were gathering again when the gray blur jumped on her chest. “Hurry! Mean nyshi need help. Come help mean nyshi. Hurry!“

Before Krea could answer, Cricket was flashing across the field with impossible speed. She launched herself at a proth a moment before its claws found purchase on Sorin’s leg. “Come on, Dane.”

They ran toward the battle. Krea struggled to shove down the burning inside. She knew the familiar ringing in her ears and knew what her body was trying to do, but this time a new burning kept her in check. The spiral on her arm pulsed. She focused on Sorin and plunged forward, dagger slashing before her.

Wings snapped in the air, and Krea spun around as a proth dove for her head. She ducked. Her dagger leaped up and slashed the creature across its taloned foot. She watched in confusion as the proth tumbled through the air and crashed. It slammed into the ground and screeched with the same agonizing sound the one by the tree line had made. A violent spasm traveled from wing to claw. Spittle spewed from its gaping mouth and it dropped to its side, dead. Krea glanced at the dagger. She barely had time to watch the crimson red fade back to gold before another proth was on her.

Sorin stumbled and fell to one knee. His sunball, now much smaller than the ones he had pulled before, vanished in a sprinkling of light. As the proth closed in, Dane screamed. In a spray of grass and mud, the proth launched itself into the air just as a boulder the size of its head shot after it. Thick wings pulled it into the sky as the boulder crashed to the ground. 

“Nice,” Krea said, watching as the next proth prepared to dive.

“It ain't like I done it on purpose.”

Krea didn't comment. She didn't have time. Another proth was dropping down. Light whirled in Sorin's hand, but it was dim and small. Off to Sorin’s left, Cricket ripped away the flesh of a proth who had been trying for a ground attack. The creature clawed at its body, trying to catch the gray blur that tore at its neck. The ground rumbled as Dane struggled to call more stones to do his bidding. 

Sorin launched his sunball. It smacked into a diving proth and knocked it off balance, but it wasn't enough to bring it down. Wings snapped as the faerie twisted in the air and prepared to dive again. Another proth was already coming in from the other side. Sorin clenched his sword and pushed himself back to his feet, barely. As if they smelled his weakness, the proth closed in. The situation was dire. Krea didn’t see a way out. This would end in death. Their death. But not without taking a few more of the vile faeries with them. She raised her dagger and turned to meet the proth.

Across the field, a voice cracked through the air, reverberating through the trees like a clap of thunder. The sky dimmed as the air resonated with power. Twisting in the sky, the four remaining proth changed their direction to converge on the new threat. 

At first, Krea thought Sorin had thrown one of his sunballs into the forest. But then a figure strode out from the wall of trees, tall and lean and glowing. White hair the color of new snow whipped in a wind that didn't touch the surrounding leaves. It was a striking contrast to deep chestnut skin, and the billowing green cloak draped over the still figure. Whatever this new arrival was, it was female and it was not human.

Proth dove at the creature—their attacks frantic, vicious. And pointless. One after the other smashed into a shield of dusky blue light and spun away, flipping through the air and slamming into trees. One proth cut away from the attack and swerved back to Sorin. Krea raised her dagger, but the creature darted forward, covering the distance between herself and Sorin with alarming speed. A wave of her dark hand sent the proth flying. It hurled through the air, knocking two other proth down with it. 

The fourth abandoned its attack; instead it dropped to the meadow floor and crouched with the others. They hissed and growled, their tails snaking back and forth. Wings snapped in agitation, but all four proth kept a wary distance from the white-haired being.

The female turned and stared down at Krea with glowing blue-white eyes. Tiny slits of river blue streaked down their centers. Cat eyes. Sort of. Leaves, twigs, and vines peeked out of the fabric that clung like a second skin to her body in bark browns and grass greens, as if her clothing was a living extension of the forest itself. Either way, the combination of the female creature’s light features against her deep brown skin was breathtaking. As the wind stopped her hair settled, and pointed ears far too long and set too high to be human peeped out and angled back. 

Krea gasped. She knew at once she stood before a drykir. An angry drykir, to be exact.

The elf watched Krea for half of forever. The elf’s stare became intrusive, and Krea stepped back to create some space. The dagger pulsed at the movement, perhaps hoping to make a dive for the drykir, but Krea held it still. The elf’s violent gaze fell to the blade and she jerked back, an action so subtle as to be missed, but Krea knew what she had seen. That icy stare moved to the dagger and then back to Krea in obvious surprise before she turned to Dane, then settled on Sorin. “Defender, take the Eothi into the old forest. To the place of the beginning.” Her voice was not the melodious thing Krea had always imagined an elf voice to be. It was sharp and painful to hear, like ice cracking on a lake.

Sorin's chemise clung to his skin. Sweat dripped off his temple, and his sword arm shook from exertion. His breathing still came in pants as he peered up at the drykir with something close to disdain. “Defender? I am the defender? I have a metal sword and a wooden hand, and you want me to be the defender?”

Two proth stalked away to circle behind the elf. She glanced back, saw their movement, and sent a pulse of white light shooting out of her palm. All four proth rolled backward from the impact, but all four of them climbed back to their feet and resumed their agitated dance. 

Krea and Dane exchanged glances. Why didn't the drykir just kill them? That she could was obvious.

“You have what you need,” she answered, as if in afterthought. “Bring the key.”

Sorin's jaw twitched. He glanced at the waiting proth, then at Krea and Dane. His flesh hand clamped around his sword, and Krea was sure he was about to swing it at the elf. 

She turned and looked him dead in the eye. “Obedience requires sacrifice. Leave your arrogance behind.”

Krea gasped. Dane mumbled something under his breath. Sorin's jaw fell open. None of them thought to say anything to the elf before she turned and stalked away. The only thing Krea managed to latch onto before the elf vanished into the trees was that they wore the same boots.

The elf barely broke the tree line before all four proth lunged for Sorin. Cricket plowed into one and started shredding it with her claws and teeth. Sorin managed to pull another sunball together and sent a second proth sliding into a fallen log. 

Probably out of habit, Dane clutched his burl in his fist. He started toward the proth, trying to untangle its wings from the log. Krea reached out to pull him back, but before she could touch him, the ground shook, knocking her to her knees. 

From somewhere near the fallen tree, giant roots peeled out of the ground, raining dirt and rocks over the clearing. The proth tried to get its footing, but a thick root snaked out and wrapped around the fallen beast. It screamed for half a second before the root dug back into the ground, snapping the faerie in half.

Krea wasn't sure who was more surprised, her or Dane. She didn't have time to wonder. The last two proth were wearing Sorin down. He needed help. Krea ran to his aid, her dagger leading the way. 

He smelled of sweat and blood. Both hands gripped the hilt of his sword. The time for sunballs had passed. She slashed at a passing proth, missing it by a hair. Sorin grunted as he swiped at the second and prepared to intercept the first. 

Krea tried to follow the proth's path, but a rustling from the far side of the field caught her attention. She started to turn, but deadly talons whipped by her face and she ducked. The dagger lurched for the passing proth, and the combination nearly knocked her on her back, again. 

The rustling drew closer. Krea was sure more proth were joining the fight, but that thought didn't sit right. The sound was different, softer. 

A proth screeched and whirled to dodge Sorin's sword. Its wing caught Krea in the shoulder, but the dagger jerked around and slashed through the ragged skin. 

The faerie screeched again, but another call cut through the clearing. Krea spun in time to see a giant bird swoop down out of the sky.
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“Krea, look,” Dane screamed over the shrieks and howls that filled the meadow. 

She couldn’t believe it. Her first thought as she watched the giant wings pumping through the air was that Sorin's Tormismir had come to save them. But, as the bird broke over the treetop, Krea realized the animal wasn't a bird at all. Not all of it was. 

Massive talons stretched forward as the beast plunged toward the last proth, but the talons emerged from a horse's black legs. Wings, tan and gold and chestnut, stretched out from a horse's shoulder, and a fantastic equine neck arched down, melting into the feathered head of an eagle. When the beast whipped around to follow the proth, Krea noticed the dark fur that covered the horse rump and back blended into magnificent gleaming feathers across the beast's chest, throat, and head. 

It winged through the air with great whooshing sounds as it tried to close in on the smaller but faster proth. The faerie dove for the ground, too close for the bird creature to follow. 

As the larger beast beat its enormous wings to push back into the air, the proth whipped over the treetops and folded its wings to dive for Sorin. The feathered creature surged upward as the proth dove. 

Krea held her breath, wondering where the two would meet, but before the proth dropped below the trees, a second creature, copper red and even larger than the first, swooped over the clearing and snatched the proth out of the air in claws as long as Krea’s arm. 

The dragon clutched the gnarled faerie in its front feet, and without missing a flap of its great leathery wings, twisted the proth in half and dropped the gooey remains on the ground as it winged back over the trees.

The dagger jerked Krea around. The proth it had nicked in the wing was crawling across the grass, its jaw gaping as it struggled to close the distance to Sorin. 

Dane jabbed his knife into the creature’s side. Claws whipped out to slice Dane's legs, but the dagger nearly jumped out of Krea’s hand and plunged into the proth’s throat. The faerie convulsed, and its gurgled screech faded to silence as the last of the proth died.

Sorin looked from Krea to the dagger, already fading from red back to gold. His own sword, dripping the sickly yellow blood of the proth, dangled at his side, barely clutched in his still trembling hand. 

Krea glanced down at the dagger. It gleamed back. Not a single drop of proth blood marred its magnificent surface. “It drinks blood!” she yelled. “It’s cursed. Dane, you lied. It’s cursed.” 

She tried to shove the blade back into the sheath that glittered at her side, but it twisted away and jerked back toward the proth that lay dead at her feet. 

Krea grabbed the hilt with both hands and pulled it away before it plunged into the faerie again. Beneath her fingers, the dragon on the hilt writhed, and to her utter shock, the dagger hissed.

“Get it back in the sheath,” Sorin whispered, his voice raspy with exhaustion.

“It won’t go,” Krea said. “It just hissed at me.”

“Krea.” Sorin's tone took on an edge that brought her back to the meadow. Their winged allies had landed at the edge of the clearing, and she heard the calls of men coming from the trees. “Get that dagger back in the sheath, now. And pull down your sleeve. I don’t want to explain your arm either.”

In a supreme act of willpower, Krea focused on the dagger. She willed it to obey the same way she willed the ringing in her ears to stop—the same way she willed her breathing to slow when she was hiding from the guards. Finally, the dagger ceased its struggle. Krea shoved the blade back into the sheath and watched as the gold melted back to dingy iron. 

She jerked down her sleeve and shivered.

Sorin pulled Dane in against his leg and squeezed Krea’s shoulder, his fae-hand molding over her body like no wood should. “Thank you both for not listening to me.”

Dane grinned. “It was me what told her to bring the gold dagger.”

“The cursed dagger,” Krea said.

“It ain’t cursed. Just ’cause you don't know how to use it don’t mean nothing about no curse.”

Sorin turned toward the tree line. “Hush. Both of you.” 

Two men, swords in hand, stood at the edge of the meadow gaping at the carnage. One finally turned to the massive red dragon who was working diligently to wipe proth entrails off its front claws. The other stood stock-still as the feathered horse creature trotted toward Sorin, its massive eagle head arching with pride and power. 

“What is it?” Dane whispered.

“He is a hippogryph.”

“A kyrni?” Krea asked. 

“Aye, a kyrni.” Sorin wiped his blade on the matted fur of the closest proth. 

“So them men what's staring at us is nyshi?”

Sorin turned to Dane. Sweat still dripped off the caller as if he had stood in the rain. Putrid yellow splatters dotted his chemise, and bloodstained tears marked where the proth had come too close. He gave Dane a half grin, but whatever he was about to say was cut short by the huge creature who stopped in front of him.

The hippogryph arched his neck down and looked the three of them over. His head was at least as broad as Krea's chest and covered in magnificent gold, brown, and cream mottled feathers. Darker feathers trailed down his neck and across his chest, melting into the massive wings that rustled against the red bay body of a horse—a huge horse, but a horse nonetheless. As Sorin wiped his blade on his breeches and then sheathed his sword, the creature swished his tail and shuffled backward on his taloned feet.

The ground lurched beneath Krea’s feet, and she looked past the hippogryph just in time to see the dragon take another great stride before leaping into the air, its caller straddling its broad shoulders in what looked like a cross between a harness and a saddle. Only then did she notice that the hippogryph wore a similar contraption. 

The second caller finally approached, pushing at the dead proth with his foot as he passed. He stopped and shoved at the nearest one before looking the three of them over. “Doran and Kinara are doing a flyover to see if any more proth are about.” He gave the hippogryph a healthy pat before placing the flat of his fist against his forehead and offering them, as a group, a brief bow. 

Sorin returned the greeting. “I am well met,” he said with a dip of his head. “Well met indeed. I don't know that I could have lasted much longer.”

The caller gave something between a grunt and a laugh. “It looks to me like you did just fine.” The hippogryph shook himself from head to tail in a great rustling of feathers and fur. “Forgive my rudeness,” the caller said. “I am still somewhat shocked. This is Feydrhin, my link; and I am Jaydar, son of Taen, caller from the line of Myrcadu. Rhin wishes to remain countered until Kinara returns.” Jaydar glanced around the clearing. “Did I see a sheema here as well?”

“Aye. For all of my complaining about her, she saved my life more than once today. She is likely watching from the trees.”

Whatever else Sorin was about to say was cut off by a rush of wings as the dragon swooped over their heads and landed with a gentle run a few paces away. 

Krea stared in awe. She had seen dragons before, of course. On occasion, they came to Trasdaak, but she didn't imagine they could ever grow commonplace. 

The beast stood more than two times taller than its rider, who was deftly sliding down its leg. Scales like plates of armor rippled in a swirl that blurred from burnt copper orange along the dragon's belly and throat to the red of a burning sunset over its back and down the tail. Black spikes that looked suspiciously like Cricket's horns ran up the dragon's long neck, ending with one longer horn just above its massive amber eyes and another smaller horn on top of its nose. 

Dane tapped Krea’s shoulder as the dragon swung its great head around and looked at them. “It gots Cricket’s ears,” he said. 

Sure enough, batlike ears flared up in a burst of orange and yellow that faded to black along the dragon's jawline, where small spikes pointed down the creature’s neck. 

“They do look a lot alike, don't they?”

“Except Cricket don't got no scales. I wonder if that dragon could change colors, too.”

Krea started to ask Sorin that very question, but he was watching the pair in front of him with such a pained expression she thought better of it. Jaydar had his hand on the hippogryph's feathered head and was mouthing a chant. 

Dane yanked Krea's arm so hard she nearly fell as the hippogryph blurred into a swirl of white light. The light froze in the air, a sheet of glowing ice, and Krea had to look away. Then, much like the sparkles of light that collected in Sorin's hand to make a ball, the sheet collapsed into itself and vanished. The hippogryph was gone. A man who looked to be only a few years older than Krea stood in its place. Krea reminded herself to close her mouth.

“Did you see that?” Dane whispered.

Krea stared at him. “Really? Do you think I was just tying my boot?”

He glared and let go of her arm. 

“Looks like we missed most of the fun,” said a woman who Krea knew had been a dragon only moments before. She was short and stout with flame-red hair and an easy smile. Copper-red lines ran across the bridge of her nose and swirled into a long coil that looped under her green eyes and dropped down in front of her ears. Another line arched up over her eyebrows and flared back into her hair. Freckles dotted the rest of her face. “Who did you cross? Goddess, have mercy! Do those things ever stink.” She started to place her fist on her forehead in greeting, but then thought better of it. “I can still smell the nasty thing on my hands. I am Kinara, and this...” She glanced around and finally spotted the man who was poking at a proth closer to the tree line. “That is my link, Doran.”

Krea's brain prodded her to speak, but her mouth would not form words. She tried. She tried to say hello. She tried to say thank you. She tried to say her name, but nothing came out.

Sorin saved her. “We are well met, Kinara. You have my thanks. I am...” 

He didn't get to finish. Kinara pointed to Sorin's fae-hand and stepped forward as if to grab it. “You are Sorin. Sorin of Nalrashi. You have to be. Am I right?”

The man who had once been a hippogryph laughed. “Subtlety is not one of Kinara's talents,” he said, watching Krea as he spoke. 

She watched him back. She couldn't look away from his piercing brown eyes. Lines arched out from his eyebrow toward his temple, and the longer Krea looked at them, the more they looked like feathers. A similar pattern repeated below his eye. Some lines were nearly black like his hair, others were lighter, barely visible against his skin, and still others were the color of milk. He smiled. “I am Feydrhin.” 

Krea swallowed hard and nodded. Traitorous mouth!

“Aye,” Sorin said. “I am Sorin, last in the line of Nalrashi. These are my companions, Dane and Krea.”

Jaydar's gaze lingered on Krea for half of forever before he finally turned back to Sorin. “You took on a new link?” Even though Jaydar’s expression remained polite, Krea heard the accusation in his tone. She could tell by the way his jaw twitched that Sorin heard it, too.

“Krea is not my link. She’s not bonded to anyone. That’s why we’re trying to reach Shaylith.”

Kinara stepped up to Krea and sniffed the air. “What happened to your caller? You are too close to your shift.”

Despite her best efforts, Krea took a step back. “I don't know. I don't have one.”

Kinara looked as if she wanted to follow Krea in her retreat, but Feydrhin caught her arm. “Not everyone knows what to do with all of your energy, Kinara. Give her some room.”

Krea wanted to respond, but she didn't know what to say. Fortunately, the man named Doran finally joined them. “I count eleven dead proth,” he said, stopping in front of Sorin and offering him a curt bow of greeting. “I have heard rumors, Sorin of Nalrashi, but one man against eleven proth? Surely you had help?”

Sorin waved an arm toward Krea and Dane. “Also the sheema, and of course the four of you. Goddess knows why you were here, but I am thankful for your timing.”

Doran's eyes lingered on Krea for a moment. He glanced down at her dagger, then over to Dane. Something bordering on alarm registered on his face, and he turned to look at the proth still twisted up in the root. As if on cue, the other three stared at the dead faerie as well. When Doran turned back to Sorin, his question was in his eyes. Sorin nodded. The exchange was subtle, but as clear as if it had been spoken. 

“I’m sorry for your loss,” Doran said, intentionally avoiding Dane's gaze. “I knew Tormismir before he was linked. That was quite a ways back, of course, but I remember him well.”

Sorin's stony expression faltered for just a moment before he regained his composure. “My thanks. You are heading back to Shaylith for the wedding, I assume?”

“Avoiding Shaylith is more of it,” Kinara said. She was shooting for a whisper, but Krea got the idea that nothing about Kinara was quiet. Feydrhin elbowed her.

“We are due back at Shaylith anytime,” Jaydar said. “But we haven't been in a big hurry. It's like a fox got into the chicken coop. The whole city is in a state of mayhem, and no one seems to have noticed.”

Feydrhin nodded. “That's it exactly. Trust me. You would much rather stay here in the woods.” He turned his dark gaze to Krea. “Have you been to Shaylith?”

Krea started to answer, but Kinara beat her to it. “Were you hatched on your head, Rhin? She just told you she has no caller. She can't possibly have been to Shaylith and not have a caller.”

“She hasn't actually said anything, because every time she opens her mouth, you start talking.” Feydrhin stared at Kinara, as if daring her to speak, but she just grinned, her green eyes dancing. Whatever passed between them, it was an old game.

“No,” Krea said. “I have never been to Shaylith. Not that I can remember, at least.”

Feydrhin smiled, and Krea suddenly couldn't get enough air. “Maybe I can show you around when you get there? Goddess knows it will be a relief to have something to do that keeps me away from the council.”

Kinara laughed. “And I can come too, in case he gets lost.”

“Or not,” Feydrhin added.

“That would be good, but I can't. I mean, I would like to see you...to see Shaylith with you.” Krea wanted to melt into the grass, and she was sure her face was glowing as red as Kinara’s hair. “What I mean is that I would like to know someone in Shaylith, but I don't think we are still going there.”

“You’re not?” Jaydar asked.

“We ain’t?” Dane said.

“Aye, we are,” Sorin said. “And we are leaving right now. Go break camp.”

“But what about the drykir?” Krea asked.

“Drykir?” Doran said. 

“You saw a drykir?” Feydrhin asked.

Kinara pointed to Sorin's hand. “Of course he’s seen a drykir. Who do you think gave him that and saved his life? Don’t you listen to the stories?”

Sorin's mood turned instantly sour. Something close to rage radiated from him like heat from a fire.

Kinara’s warm smile faded. “I mean no offense,” she said.

“None is taken,” Sorin replied. “But you’re right. Krea is too close to her first shift. We must see the elders.” 

Sorin turned to leave, but Doran caught his arm. “Did a drykir aid you in this?” he asked, gesturing at the carnage around him.

Sorin’s reply was low and seething with hostility. “Have you ever known a drykir to take a life? No. They watch. They watch as mortals die. They stand aside as we do what they will not. Then they speak to us about sacrifice and duty.” He turned to Krea. “We go to Shaylith.”

“Well, let us take you, then,” Feydrhin said. “It is a day's flight from here.”

Kinara shook her head. “One of us would have to carry three riders. It’s too far for that much weight.”

“Besides,“ Sorin added, pulling Dane's knife out of the nearest proth, “somewhere we have horses and packs with us.”

“The horses are in the trees, eating,” Doran said. “They seem calm enough, almost like this isn't their first encounter with proth.”

Sorin handed the knife to Dane. “It isn't. They have been after us since we left Trasdaak. Dane, clean your knife when we get back to camp. That proth blood will pit it.”

As Sorin started walking, Feydrhin fell in with him. “All the more reason to let us take you. Someone doesn't want you in Shaylith, obviously. We can take Dane and Krea while you follow up with the horses. Dorin and Kinara can come back to help you in case of another attack.”

Krea didn’t like that idea. She’d rather face another proth attack than face a council of elders without Sorin. 

Sorin paused a little longer than she liked to consider Feydrhin's offer before finally shaking his head. “No. We need to go together. It’s only a week’s ride. We’ve managed this far.”

“I can follow with the horses,” Jaydar offered. “Doran and Kinara can come back after they drop you off and see me the rest of the way in.”

Sorin kept walking. “No.”

“Why not?” Feydrhin asked. “That makes perfect sense. You and Krea can ride back on me and Doran and Dane on Kinara.“

“No,” Sorin said again, still heading for their camp.

Krea jogged to catch up. “Don't you need a caller to change back when you get Shaylith?”

Feydrhin waved at Sorin's back. “He's a caller.”

“And a famous caller, at that,” Kinara added as she fell in with the rest of the group. “Rhin would love nothing more than to fly into Shaylith with the returning hero on his back. No offense to you, Jaydar.”

Jaydar laughed. “None taken, but I’m not sure you have the whole of it.”

“You are so right,” she said, grinning at Feydrhin's back. “Looks like baby brother has found a...”

Feydrhin spun around. “Would you shut up!”

Kinara only laughed again.

Krea frowned. It felt like everyone was speaking a language that she didn't understand. “He’s your brother?” she asked, not sure how a dragon and a hippogryph could possibly be related.

“I adopted him when he was still in flight school. Sweet little fledgling getting caught up in all those big, scary trees.”

“Mother of mercy!” Feydrhin turned back to Sorin and made a point of ignoring both Kinara and Jaydar. “You can be in Shaylith by nightfall. Besides, if you want any chance of meeting with the council before the wedding, you had better get there soon. The princess has them running from sunrise to sunset.”

Sorin shook his head again, but it wasn’t as emphatic. “No. I...” He paused and stared at the ground. “Just no.”

Doran skirted around Dane, who was rubbing the blade of his knife with his shirt. “You are still a caller, Sorin. And whoever sent those proth to stop you is serious about keeping you out of the city.”

Sorin conceded Doran’s words with a nod, but still didn't look up.

Doran stepped closer. “I can imagine how difficult this decision must be for you, but are you willing to risk your own life and that of everyone here because you don’t want to remember your pain?”

Everyone paused. Krea was sure she wasn’t the only one holding her breath while Sorin continued staring a hole in the ground. Doran’s words had been quiet, meant for Sorin alone, but they had all heard. Finally, Sorin met the other caller’s eyes, his expression like stone. “You’re right,” he said. “It’s the best choice. I’ll take the offer. The help. But make no mistake. In all of your wild imagining, you will never know how hard this will be for me.” He glanced over at Krea and Dane, then to Kinara, and finally back to Doran. “I pray to Nordu that you will never know.” 

When Sorin turned to leave, they all stood quietly and let him go.
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By the time they found the horses and broke camp, the sun was well into the sky. Cricket poked her head out of the trees a few times, but didn't venture out in front of the strangers. Krea tried catching her alone to tell her good-bye. Dane tried as well, but the sheema made herself scarce. 

Doran gave Drindoc's cinch a tug. “Stay in the trees, Jaydar. The proth won't come through the canopy. We will meet back up at the first falls.”

The younger caller glanced up at the sky. “I don't think I’ll make the falls by tomorrow. We are late getting started.”

Sorin scratched Drindoc on the neck. “He can get you there; just give him some room.”

“And stay to the trees,” Doran added.

“I’ve done this before,” Jaydar said. “Don’t worry.”

Doran cocked his head. “When have you done this before?”

“Okay, not exactly this, but it’s not as if this is my first assignment.” He grabbed the reins from Doran. “I will be fine. Just go. I will stay to the trees and give the horse some room, and all will be right in the world.”

Doran didn't look happy, but he let it go and turned instead to Sorin. “Ready?”

Sorin shook his head. “No.”

“That's comforting,” Feydrhin muttered.

Krea knew that Sorin had heard, but he didn't comment. Instead, he closed his eyes and took a long, deep breath. Power gathered around him. The air grew thick as magic gathered like dark clouds converging before a storm. When Sorin opened his eyes again, Krea saw him for the first time as the caller that he was. He placed his fae-hand on Rhin’s shoulder and nodded. Feydrhin nodded back and began to shimmer. 

Sparkles of white light swirled around him until he was lost in the brightness. This time, Krea forced herself not to look away. The sheet of light froze in place an instant before being sucked into nothing. Through the spots in her vision, Krea watched Rhin shake his massive body and turn his eagle head toward Jaydar.

“I’m good,” Jaydar assured him. “Don’t be stupid while I’m not there.”

Rhin made a soft clicking noise, and a brief smile flashed across Sorin’s face. “He wants to know if that means you want to be stupid with him.”

Jaydar walked over and slapped the hippogryph’s feathered neck. Krea wasn’t sure if the giant creature had even felt it. “Just stay out of trouble. Goddess,” he said, walking back to the horses. “You age me, Rhin.”

Rhin clicked again, swinging his head around to look at Krea. Without thinking, she took a step back and stepped on Dane, who was standing directly behind her. The hippogryph’s eyes conveyed his confusion, but he didn’t move toward her.

Sorin grabbed the harness and climbed onto Rhin’s back. “Give her some room,” he told Rhin. “This is all new to her.”

Kinara walked over in her dragon form and lowered her head almost to the ground. “Come on,” Doran said, reaching down for Dane. “Let’s go. Just grab my hand and I’ll pull you up.”

Dane stretched up until only his toes touched the ground before he finally caught Doran’s outstretched arm. “You sure is big, lady dragon.” Once Doran got him settled against his chest, Dane grabbed one of the horns with both hands and peered down at the ground. “I wonder where it all goes when you change, ’cause you ain’t fat.”

Krea wasn’t sure how she could tell, but there was no doubt Kinara was smiling. 

“Krea, use the harness to climb up,” Sorin said, moving back so she could use the foothold.

“What about his wings?”

“His wings are fine. Just climb up his shoulder. You will slip your feet in behind them once you are up here.”

It sounded much easier than it was, but after some shuffling and a pulled feather the size of her forearm, Krea finally managed to get her feet in behind Rhin’s wings and her butt in the saddle portion of the harness. It was a tight fit and she was shoved right up against Sorin’s chest, but she would much rather that than being behind him. Sliding off Rhin’s rump would be much more serious than falling off Drindoc’s.

Doran turned toward Jaydar, but the younger man waved him off and kicked Drindoc forward. “Go away. Stay to the trees and give the horse some room. See. Now, go.”

Without another word, Kinara gave two monstrous, running strides and leaped into the air. Dane’s yelp was swallowed by the thump of her red wings as she worked to get airborne, but when she swooped back around to circle the clearing, there was no missing Dane’s cry of excitement. 

Sorin shook his head and wrapped one arm around Krea’s waist. “Let’s get this done.”

Rhin leaped forward, his body pulsing with power. His back hooves hit the ground once, twice, and then shoved away as he opened his wings and launched into the air.

Krea tried to scream. The sound was in her throat, but it wouldn’t break free. For several moments she sat paralyzed, unable to move or breathe while Feydrhin pumped his huge wings to get them over the treetops. When Rhin finally spread his wings to glide over the clearing, she let out her breath. After a final pass over the meadow dotted with dead proth, Rhin fell in beside Kinara. 

Krea never imagined anything could be as beautiful as the forest from the sky. Multiple shades of green flowed over the hills, marked occasionally by stripes of white bark. It wasn’t difficult to know why Doran had warned Jaydar to stay in the trees. The canopy ran like a river, hiding everything below it.

They flew toward the Morkeen mountains and followed the jagged cliffs. Looking down at the steep slope and suddenly thinning trees, Krea thanked the goddess again that she didn’t have to cross that treacherous pass on foot. 

Just like birds, the two kyrni used updrafts from the rock face to help their flight. The pull of the crosswinds made her eyes water, and eventually Krea just squeezed them closed and clung with a death grip to Rhin’s neck.

To her horror, they dropped down twice onto one of the rocky crags to rest. Except that she had to relieve herself, Krea would have happily stayed in the harness. The footing was treacherous, and looking down made her want to retch. The breaks were brief, though. Barely long enough for the two kyrni to catch their breath before they were leaping off the cliffs into a brief free fall that left Krea’s heart three beats behind. They set a fast pace, and she knew why; the kyrni were racing the sunset to Shaylith.

A pale pink tinged the white clouds as the sun dipped behind the mountains. Just the way the Nayli had started outside of Ryth, the trees reached an invisible boundary and stopped. Open meadow and farmland replaced the thick forest in a massive multicolored carpet leading to the city. As the kyrni dropped down to once again skim the treetops and houses, the final light of dusk spread over the Royal City of Shaylith. 

Krea caught her breath. Shaylith stretched out as far as she could see. Some people glanced up at them, but most continued on their way. Even in the fading light, she could just make out a wall surrounding a massive building. It had to be the home of the Empress. 

The kyrni swung left and swooped toward a field near a cluster of buildings a good walk outside the main city. First Kinara, then Rhin, dropped down and hit the ground at a gallop. In a few steps, they both managed to stop, their heads hanging. Sweat dripped from Rhin’s body, and the scales along Kinara’s neck and chest flapped in and out with every panting breath she took.

Doran slipped down and lifted Dane off the dragon. He was wrapped in Doran’s thick cloak and the caller was shivering slightly as he began pulling on the harness leather. “Welcome back to Skyline Hold, Tal Sorin. Let’s get these harnesses off. They will need cleaning.”

Sorin nodded and went to work loosening the buckles as if he had done it a hundred times before. Krea tried to help, but she only got in the way, so instead she busied herself rubbing warmth back into her arms. 

During their flight, Krea had pelted Sorin with questions, so she already knew that the harnesses disappeared during the change the same way the kyrni’s clothing did, and reappeared when they changed back. It was part of the magic. Still, she found the whole process fascinating and didn’t take her eyes away as Doran and Sorin placed their hand on their kyrni’s head and began to chant. The light flared and swirled, and when it winked out, two tired people stood where beasts had once been.

Kinara flopped in the middle of the field. “Goddess have mercy, that was a long run!” 

“You’re just old,” Rhin countered, but he bent over and cupped his hands over his knees.

“I saw you sucking wind, little one. Good thing we weren’t trying for a silent approach. They could hear you panting all the way to the palace.”

“Uh huh. And who’s the one on the ground?”

Kinara smiled. “The smart one, that’s who.”

“My thanks to both of you for your efforts,” Sorin said. “I’m in your debt.”

Rhin stood and, still grinning, gave Sorin a formal bow. “Keep me away from the council, and your debt is forgiven.”

“Not likely,” bellowed a voice from somewhere behind them. “You’re well caught, Feydrhin, and you’ll not be sneaking away with that infant you call a link this time. We have work that needs doin’, and you’ll be doin’ your part of it or I’ll pluck your feathers myself.”

Krea spun around. The man who had spoken was not much taller than she was and not much thicker, either. A line of clustered blue dots, the largest as big as her thumbnail, ran across his brow and down to his ears, erupting into a small explosion of dots on both jawlines. He wore a long red tunic with slits running the length of his leather-clad thighs. A black sash pulled the tunic tight around his middle and served to hold a black-handled dagger and a shorter meat knife. 

His appearance wasn’t striking, except for the markings, but something about the man spoke of power. Rhin’s sudden shift in formality confirmed Krea’s suspicions. 

“We were saving people, Elder Royden,” Rhin said. “That is part of the work that needs done, is it not?”

“Don’t try that with me,” he snapped back. “Just get bunked down. It’s up early tomorrow.” The man swung his gaze over to Doran, glancing right over Krea and Sorin in the process. “Doran, I assume you and Kinara are going back to get Jayden from wherever you left him?”

“On the morrow,” Doran answered. “We will stay with him as his cover while he brings the horses in. We intercepted a proth attack. I don’t want to leave him alone.”

“Don’t know why you left him at all, but that will be fine.”

Doran started to explain, but the elder held up a hand. “I don’t want to know. Just do what needs doing. I have enough to contend with right now. Get some sleep. I don’t want to see you at the morning offering.”

Doran hesitated for a moment before dipping into a curt bow and walking off, Kinara at his side. Rhin turned to follow.

“Wait,” Krea said. “Your feather.”

“Keep it. A gift.” Rhin flashed Krea a weak smile that made her stomach lurch, and then hurried to join the others. 

Finally, the elder turned to Sorin. The two stared at each other for most of an eternity. The chill from the flight was fading, but Krea’s teeth continued to chatter and she didn’t protest when Dane brushed against her arm. When Sorin finally moved, the motion was jerky and forced.

“Royden,” Sorin said, before dropping into a curt bow.

“It’s Elder Royden, Sorin. And save it for someone who might be impressed. For years we sent messages and requests, and for years you could not even bother to reply. Not once. And now, weeks before a royal wedding that has half the Empire turned on its head, you just show up.”

“I have business with the council.”

“I am sure you do. Business that can’t wait, no doubt. And I imagine you want everyone to stop and tend to your business, don’t you? What do you want? A blessing to take a new link?” He waved a hand toward Krea, but still didn’t look at her. “Honestly, Sorin. I would accuse you of vanity, but that was never your way.”

“No, Elder Royden. I do not intend to ever take a new link, but I do have business with the council concerning Krea, and no, it can’t wait.”

Royden’s reply was little more than a grunt. For the first time since he had walked onto the field, the elder turned and looked directly at Krea. “Where is your link, child?”

“She has no link,” Sorin said. “That is why we are here.”

“Did your link die?” 

Krea shook her head, her mouth suddenly full of sand.

“What, then?”

“I never had one.”

Royden’s bushy eyebrows met in the middle. He grunted again, glanced down at Dane, and then stared at Krea. A gentle breeze picked through her hair, carrying with it the scent of hot bread and freshly turned soil. Her grumbling stomach seemed to break the impasse. 

The elder waved them toward the buildings and began walking. “If it was up to me, I’d have you bunk in the barracks with everyone else, but it’s not up to me.”

“The barracks are fine,” Sorin said, falling in beside Royden. 

“I would never hear the end of it. Most people around here still see you as a hero. A legend, is more of it.” 

The two walked in stormy silence as the simple but imposing buildings loomed larger and larger. 

“How did you know I was coming?” Sorin’s voice was pitched so low Krea almost missed the question.

“It’s different now, Sorin. Things...things are just different.” He stopped in front of a large, arching wood door and turned to Sorin. “We could have used you here. We needed someone like you.”

“I couldn’t, Royden. You don’t...”

Royden’s brow shot up, stalling Sorin’s words. “I don’t know what it’s like? Is that what you were about to say? Goddess, I hope not, because you of all people know that I do. I also know that some things are bigger than our grief.”

“I have been hearing that a lot lately.” 

“Well, not often enough, obviously. We needed you here, Sorin. I needed you.”

“I’m here now.”

“I am afraid now is too late.” They stared at each other for a moment before Royden finally opened the door. “You will not be able to meet with anyone until after morning offerings. I’ll let Elder Ulryk know that you need to talk with her.”

“Is she now the Talmarni?”

“No.” Royden stepped into a large entry adorned with tapestries that ran from ceiling to floor. Each told a different story of the kyrni in vivid, swirling thread. “Theya is still the Talmarni, but you won’t get to her. Ulryk is her second.”

“I will need to meet with the whole council.”

“And I need the wisdom of age and the body of youth, but what we have is usually half of what we think we need. The wedding has consumed us. It seems that the palace changes their mind with every turn of the sun. I will gain you and your charge an audience with Ulryk. I can and will do nothing more.” 

Before Sorin could utter more than a sound of protest, the man was walking away. He waved his hand toward a dimly lit hall. “I trust you can still find the guest wing. Someone will tend to you when you get there.”
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When Sorin turned around, his expression reflected perfect calm. Too calm. Too forced. “Come.” 

Tapestries dotted the hallway as well, but they were not as grand as those in the entry. Some held only woven pictures of dragons, rukhs, and gryphons. Others contained small scenes telling a story of the Elven War. Sorin strode past without a single sideways glance.

He paused in the hallway that smelled of fresh bread and stew, but didn’t turn around. His shoulders lifted and fell as he sucked in several deep breaths before resuming his march. It was warning enough.

As they rounded yet another corner, pattering feet echoed down a distant corridor. Sorin continued on, each step falling with measured consistency and in near silence. When the footsteps finally caught up to them in the form of a boy barely older than Dane, Sorin pressed on as if oblivious to the child’s presence. 

“I am here to take you to a room, milord,” the boy said, sliding to a halt in front of Sorin. 

Sorin finally stopped. He looked at the child as if he had appeared by magic, then glanced back to Dane and Krea. His rigid shoulders slackened a bit, and the air around him thawed. “My thanks,” he said.

The boy bowed and led them down a side hall away from another set of giant doors. The din of voices and clattering dishes grew louder as they passed, but they didn’t stop. Her stomach growled its protest. After a few more turns, the boy stopped in front of two doors directly across from each other.

“The rooms are small, milord, but with the wedding, it is all we have left.”

“They are more than fine.” 

“We are trying to find you some clean clothes right now. Do you know how long before the rest of your belongings get here?”

Dane elbowed Krea and stretched up. “Does you hear how he talks? He ain’t no proper drudge.”

“Shhh. Can’t you see he’s got magic? He’s probably a caller in training or something. What kind of wizard are you?”

Sorin leveled them a deadly glare before turning back to the boy, who was blushing crimson. “I’m hoping in the next few days.”

“Least I is one,” Dane whispered.

The boy turned on Dane, brow furled. 

“On the goddess!” Sorin’s self-imposed calm vanished. “I am at my end with the two of you. One. More. Word. Please. Either of you, I don’t care which. Just say one more word.”

A palpable silence filled the hallway. Krea didn’t dare so much as glance at Dane. Small specks of light danced around Sorin’s wooden fingers, probably without him even knowing they were there. Even the boy took a step back.

After staring daggers at both of them, Sorin finally turned back to their guide. “Clean clothes would be wonderful. If not...” He looked down at his tunic. Putrid yellow smears covered more of it than not, and the light tan of his chemise barely showed through from all of the proth blood and dirt. “Clean clothes would be helpful.”

The boy nodded. “I will place them outside your doors, if I find any. Water for washing is in your rooms, and more will be outside tomorrow morning before offerings.”

“My thanks.”

Only after the boy was well away did Sorin turn to Krea and Dane, expression still cast in iron. “Go in that room. Wash. Sleep. Do not come out until I get you in the morning. Is there any part of that instruction either of you do not understand? Any part?”

They both shook their heads.

“Good, because if I find you outside of your room or if I hear anything other than sleeping, I will probably kill you both.”

Krea nodded and pushed Dane through the door. Somehow, she believed him.
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“I don’t know why we got to get all clean.” Dane pulled at the clean tunic again. “It ain’t like we is going to the wedding.” It was a simple brown shirt, but a little too big. It came half way down his thigh. At least it didn’t stink of proth bits.

“Well, we are going to see the council, goddess help us. That’s reason enough, don’t you think?” Krea handed Dane his knife and tucked her smaller money bag into her belt, but not before counting out ten dalman and fifteen shol from the big one. She dropped the money into the bag she had taken from the assassin.

“Ain’t you gonna take your dagger?”

“The cursed dagger?” She snatched her knife off the cot and started to tie it on. “Is that the dagger you mean? I’m not going anywhere with that thing. It hissed at me.”

“It ain’t cursed, and besides, I don’t think you want to leave it here.”

Krea frowned at the boy for a moment. He was grinning in that way of his that only meant bad things. “What are you talking about?” 

“That.” Dane pointed to the blanket that Krea had dropped over the possessed blade. A perfect circle was burning through the cloth.

“No way!” Krea braced herself on the trunk and leaned over. Red eyes gleamed back at her. “Not possible!” She screamed and scrambled onto the cot. “It’s a dagger. It can’t do that.”

Dane giggled and tied his belt. “It did, and if you don’t take it with you, I bet it eats up everything in this room.”

“You take it,” she said, still standing on the cot. “You’re supposed to be the wizard.”

“It don’t want me. It wants you.”

“Wants me for what? And why doesn’t it want you?”

The door swung open and Sorin poked his head in. Whatever he was about to say was held in check as he glanced back and forth from Dane to Krea. Finally, he shook his head and stepped into the room. “Are you ready?”

Dane nodded. “What if them elders don’t like us? Does we get to go back to the forest with Cricket?”

“Don’t worry about the elders. Don’t worry about Cricket, either. She’s a faerie. She’s fine. Besides, you aren’t going to see the elders; Krea is.”

“Then why did I have to wash?” 

Krea stepped off the cot and crept over to the dagger. “Because you stunk.” She pushed the smoldering blanket away with her foot and stared down at the unremarkable steel sheath. There were no eyes this time. No dragon. No gold. It was so plain it was almost an eyesore. 

“Shut up!” Dane snapped. “Least I ain’t afraid o’ no knife.”

“It’s a wonder you two didn’t kill each other last night,” Sorin said. “We need to go. What are you burning in here? Dane, you are not going to the council; you are going to see a mage.”

Dane froze. Blood drained from his face, and for a moment he looked like he had the day they left Ryth. “Why?”

“Because someone needs to teach you how to control your magic, and obviously I am not the one to do it. We need to go. Krea, take that dagger.”

One side of Dane’s mouth crept up into a smirk. Whether it was because she lost the fight over the knife or that he was going to learn to use magic, she wasn’t sure. Either way, it was annoying. “Pelt,” she muttered, snatching the dagger off the floor and pushing around Sorin to get away from that stupid grin. She dropped the money in her pocket.

The morning meal was a hurried and uncomfortable event. Tables filled the dining hall from wall to wall, yet there was barely an empty seat in the room. Several pots hung around the fire, and the young man whose job it was to keep them rotating in and out of the heat dripped with sweat. The scent of magic hung in the air, a tingling haze, and the kyrni and callers outnumbered the nobles two to one. But she only knew that by smell. To look at them, except where the kyrni were marked, they looked the same. No one sat at special tables or ate from fired clay bowls. The kyrni held themselves with the grace of the nobles, as did the callers. Suddenly, Krea’s feet felt too big. Her arms too long. Her hair too short. Sorin had to give her a shove to make her cross the threshold. 

At first, the glances were subtle. Kicks under the tables. Nods of the heads toward Sorin. Eyes that lingered too long on his gloved hand. But as the three collected their bowls and squeezed into a table crammed in a nook, the discretion faltered. The din of conversation that had greeted them fell away to hushed whispers until the clank of utensils and cups reverberated over the hushed voices.

Sorin pretended not to notice, but his rigid expression gave him away.  

“Do you know these people?” Krea asked.

“Some. Most.”

“Then how come they ain’t talking to you?” Dane scraped his spoon along the bottom of his bowl, then sighed. 

Sorin shrugged and pointed his spoon toward the giant pots. “Go get more. There is plenty.” Dane didn’t have to be told twice.

“Because they’re scared,” Krea said, speaking mostly to her bowl. “That’s it, isn’t it?”

“What makes you say that?” Despite the question, Sorin’s tone told her she was right. 

“I can smell it.”

“I’m sure you can.”

Dane was just finishing his second bowl of porridge and eyeing the pots again when Royden walked into the dining hall with a tiny wisp of a woman by his side. Both wore long red tunics, and Krea guessed the woman to be another elder. Unlike Royden, though, she was not kyrni. She was a caller.

Before the two elders had stepped more than two feet into the room, the entire gathering of guests was on their feet. Sorin pushed back from the table as well, motioning for Krea and Dane to follow in kind. 

With nods, smiles, and a spattering of brief conversations, the two crossed the room. 

“Tal Sorin.” Royden placed the palm of his fist to his forehead and gave the caller a curt bow. “I don’t believe you have met Elder Ulryk. She came to us from Sra several years ago and is now the Second.”

Sorin returned the bow and offered a separate formal gesture to Ulryk. “I am Tal Sorin, son of Rynel, caller and last in the line of Nalrashi. My first service is to the goddess, and it will then be my honor to serve you, Elder Ulryk.” 

Ulryk bowed. “May Nordu find pleasure in your service, and may her blessings be upon you.”

“We are just returning from morning offerings, and Elder Ulryk wanted to meet you.” Royden’s expression was just shy of a smirk. “I explained that your absence was due to your difficult day yesterday, and that you no doubt needed the extra sleep.”

“Difficult is putting it mildly,” Sorin said. He waved toward Krea and Dane. “This is Dane of Ryth and Krea of Trasdaak. Krea. Dane. Please come stand over here and allow the elders to sit.”

“We are fine to stand,” Ulryk said as she studied Krea. Her unwavering gaze made Krea’s porridge threaten a return trip. 

Sorin stepped over to make room for Krea and Dane. “I’m not sure the entire room agrees with you.”

Ulryk turned around and nodded again to the room full of people still on their feet. “I think you are right.” She sat in the chair Krea was only too happy to vacate, and Royden dropped into Dane’s chair. Behind them, the collective shuffling of chairs helped fill the awkward silence. “Krea, Royden tells me you have no caller.”

Krea shook her head. Why couldn’t she talk around these people?

“What are your earliest memories? Do you recall having ever been to Shaylith?”

“No,” Krea finally managed. When Ulryk continued to watch her, Krea stammered on. “I don’t remember ever being in any town other than Trasdaak.” She wasn’t about to share her story of the traders with this woman. Something about her didn’t sit well. Krea couldn’t decide if it was just her position or something about the woman in particular, but Ulryk was no friend.

“Do you recall having fallen, perhaps? Having hit your head?”

“Plenty of times.” For a brief moment, Krea considered telling the elder about the dream, but decided against it. “I’m forever falling into things or getting kicked around.”

The woman seemed to sense her evasiveness. The kind smile faded. Her eyes narrowed. She leaned forward and Krea leaned back. “Your earliest memory, child?”

A quick glance at Sorin didn’t encourage her. He too had lost his polite disposition and was staring a hole into Ulryk. Royden kept his eyes focused straight ahead. Krea decided it was a neat trick and tried it with Ulryk. She focused on a couple eating just over Ulryk’s shoulder and took a deep breath. “My earliest memory is of a trader who was trying to sell me to a farmer. I ran away and hid. I recall nothing before that. I have lived five years since in Trasdaak.”

Without looking away, the woman addressed Sorin. “Tal Sorin. Are there other callers in Trasdaak?”

“Of course, but none that reside there, and none without a link.”

“Other than you, of course.”

Royden turned to Ulryk and stared. 

“Other than me,” Sorin replied in a voice edged with ice and menace.

Palpable silence threatened to suffocate them all as Ulryk and Sorin stared at each other across the table. Finally, Royden attempted to break the impasse. “She is near her shift. Krea, do you know your age?”

Krea shook her head.

“Not so near,” Ulryk said. She stood and brushed her tunic, as if her presence at the table had soiled it. “Not so near as you think.”

Sorin stood as did the rest of the room. “She has already gathered the Essence twice.”

“Hmm.” Ulryk gave Dane a fleeting glance that dismissed him as inferior without a single spoken word. “Perhaps you should let her have it.”

“What!” Sorin reached for Krea’s arm and pulled up her sleeve. “And what of this? She got it during the blessing. Surely you do not dismiss this so easily.”

Ulryk looked down at the red spiral and paled. Royden too lost his color as he leaned over the table. After several tense moments, Ulryk spoke. “I will consult the others.”

“You do that,” Sorin said, but Ulryk was already walking away. 

The room was as quiet as a graveyard. Royden glanced over to Sorin, lines etched across his brow. What passed between them, Krea couldn’t say, but their silence spoke volumes. Without a word, Royden joined the Second and left the hall. 

Some people stared openly at Sorin, their faces a mix of awe and horror. Others deliberately avoided the entire side of the room, as if evil had just swallowed it and to look upon the darkness would condemn them as well. “We leave now,” Sorin said. 

Krea wasn’t about to argue. Surprisingly, neither did Dane. 

Walking through the hall wasn’t much better than it had been the night before. Sorin still stormed through the corridor, radiating anger and resentment and releasing none of it. For a moment, Krea felt as if she were reliving their arrival in reverse. Once they stepped outside, though, it was a different world. 

The meadow they had landed in was far more expansive than she had originally suspected and it hummed with activity. As far as she could see, creatures and people dotted the grass. 

Dragons—some green, some blue, others red like Kinara—with scales that shimmered in the morning sun dropped onto the field, their massive claws churning up dirt and grass as they trotted to a halt before depositing one or sometimes two riders. Other dragons and at least one hippogryph that Krea could see circled around above them. Whether they were looking for a place to land or catching an updraft to carry them away, Krea couldn’t guess.

A deafening screech cut the air behind them. She spun around in time to see a massive dragon as pale blue as a cloudy sunset pound the air with its giant wings. It appeared to be struggling to stay aloft while just below it a noble backpedaled, his expression frozen in horror. The dragon’s tail darted sideways as it tried to push off the ground. Clumps of dirt pelted a cluster of people running the other way. Another rider, a caller, ran to the motionless noble and threw the man to the ground barely an instant before the dragon lost its battle and dropped to the ground with a thud that rocked the ground under Krea’s feet.

Heaving giant breaths, the dragon folded its wings. Its head swiveled around to peer at the noble that lay trembling between its front claws. The dragon laid its webbed ears flat against its head and snapped its teeth together. Its nostrils flared. 

“Is he gonna eat that noble?” Dane asked.

“No, but I’m sure she wants to.”

“How does you know it’s a she?”

Sorin started to answer, and stopped. “Trust me. The dragon is female.”

As the noble scrambled out from under the dragon’s chest, she twisted her head to follow him. He wasn’t terribly steady on his feet and fell forward twice before he finally made it out of the dragon’s reach. She started forward, but her link patted her neck and she stopped. 

“I bet he doesn’t do that again, whatever it was he did,” Krea said.

“Bet not,” Dane agreed. “Bet he needs to change his clothes now.”

Krea laughed. “Is it always like this?”

“No.” Sorin glanced up as a giant bird soared over their heads. Its rust-colored wings were at least as wide as Sorin’s barn. A draft from its passing lifted through her hair as it gave three mighty backflaps and landed with ease on top of the building they had slept in the night before. The scent of dew and grass carried over the clearing.

“Well, that explains what them banging noises was all night,” Dane commented as they watched the rider slide off and the bird get swallowed by a spiral of light.

“No. The banging was people starting the wedding celebrations early. You can’t hear them land from inside.”

A man stood where the bird had been. He and his rider quickly disappeared down what Krea assumed were stairs leading into the building. “Why are there so many kyrni now?”

Sorin started walking again. “The city is getting ready for the wedding. The kyrni are delivering messages and collecting nobles from old and prestigious houses. Royden was right. This was a terrible time to hope to get help from the council.”

“I don’t think Elder Ulryk likes me,” Krea said.

“I don’t think I like Elder Ulryk.”

“I know I don’t like her, and neither do your dagger.”

Krea had all but forgotten the menace and nearly jumped out of her skin when she looked down and saw that the sheath and hilt had turned black. “When did it do that? I hope no one saw.”

“It changed as soon as you walked out of our room, but that ain’t why I said it. I said it ’cause the dragon comed out on the hilt while the lady was watching you.”

She reached for the hilt and slid her hand along the sculpted handle. “You sure you don’t want this dagger?”

“No way.”
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Shaylith stretched out farther than she could see in any direction. Standing at the edge of the meadow, Krea realized the hold used by the kyrni and callers was built into the tail end of the Morkeen Mountains. The Royal City lay at the mountain’s feet. Roads of packed dirt and flat stone laced in and out of the manors and lodges and the many rows of merchant shops. Like tributaries cutting away from the main river, all of the roads seemed to feed from one central source—the palace. 

How any one building could be so large, Krea could not imagine. It seemed from where they stood that all of Trasdaak could have fit inside the palace walls. The main building towered over the rest of the city with its walls of earthy stone. Pointed roofs capped an array of towers, each one taller than the next, as if they competed with one another to see which would touch the sky first. In the center of the building was the winner. A red-spired roof crowned the square keep that looked out over the entire city.

“I bet that balcony is big enough to hold a dragon,” Dane whispered.

“I’ll bet you’re right.” Why Krea was whispering back, she wasn’t sure, but in the presence of something as grand as the palace, it seemed appropriate.

“Look at them farms out there. They look like a patched blanket.”

“A patched blanket the size of Ryth, maybe.”

“Is we going down there?”

Sorin’s frown was answer enough. Krea and Dane started arguing with him before he even opened his mouth.

“All right! Mother of mercy! We can go down into the city, but not today. Today, I need to talk to some people, Krea needs to meet some of her kind, and you, Dane, are going to spend time with a mage.”

The hard glint in Dane’s eyes made Krea take a second look at the boy who had grown up so much just since leaving Ryth. He was up to something, and whatever it was, Sorin wasn’t going to like it. 

As Sorin turned and headed down a well-trod path, Krea leaned over to whisper in Dane’s ear. “We meet up in merchant row as soon as we can, right?”

“Aye. Don’t tell Sorin.”

“Not a word, but no lifts. We don’t know this city, and it won’t be good if either of us gets caught.”

“No lifts.”

She slipped her hand in her pocket and handed him the extra coin bag. The small purse he had collected from the dead trader outside the Nayli hung from his belt, but contained only a few coins. “Here,” she said, handing him the money.

He clapped his hands over the bag and looked up at her in confusion. “What’d you give me this for?”

“It’s for you. You should have some money. It’s a lot of money, so don’t go letting some pelt take it from you.”

Dane’s eyes grew wide. After a second, the money disappeared, safely tucked into the purse. “Ain’t no way no pelt is liftin’ that off me.”

Krea smiled. “Merchant row.”

“Merchant row.”

###
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Unlike Arie, the mages of Shaylith lived in small buildings located just outside of the Skyline Hold. There were no looming trees or hidden rooms; only a carefully arranged circle of simple cottages whose doors faced out to the well-used path. Oddly enough, the cottages appeared to be empty.

“May I help you, Tal?” asked a young woman dressed from head to toe in a gown so plain it had neither form nor color. Krea’s heart flipped over in her chest. That girl had not been there a moment before.

Sorin looked out of sorts as well when he answered. “Aye. I seek Damaria.”

“She has not returned from offerings. Can I help?”

Something about the girl seemed oddly familiar. Krea stepped around Dane so she could get a better look without being quite so obvious. Dane didn’t even try. He stared straight at her. He didn’t so much as blink.

“I need to leave Dane in her care for the day. When will she be back?”

Was it her voice?

“Soon, I imagine. She is usually back by now. She probably stopped to talk with one of the guests who came in last night. Dane can stay with me until she comes, if you’d like.”

Not her voice, exactly. It was more the actual words or maybe how she said them. 

Sorin looked down at Dane for a few moments before finally nodding. “That will be fine. She will know what to do when she gets here.”

The noble woman from behind the candlemaker’s shop. That was it. This mage sounded just like Lady Carene. Krea snapped her head around and stared at the woman. Their eyes locked for a heartbeat before Krea looked away. They had the same eyes also, but that was impossible. Even if the woman had left the same day, she would still be a week behind them, maybe more. This could not be her. And that noble had been no mage.

“I will see that he is delivered, Tal.” The woman gave Sorin a deep bow before waving Dane over. “Come with me, child. You can help carry water while we wait.”

Krea shook her head and chanced another glance. It simply could not be the same person, but the resemblance was uncanny.

“My thanks,” Sorin said. “Dane, I will be here to pick you up at nightfall. Remember what I taught you about mages. Mind yourself, and you will be glad for today’s lessons.”

Dane’s expression bordered on excited as he walked away with the strange woman. That was disconcerting enough. It didn’t help that he was walking away with a woman could not possibly be there in the first place. A woman who was anything but a mage. “Are you sure he’ll be okay?” Krea asked as she followed Sorin along the path back to the hold.

“It is not him I’m worried about. He is the most willful child I’ve ever met. The mages are the ones who need our petitioning.”

She couldn’t argue his point. Still, something didn’t seem right. She didn’t give it any more thought, though, because the hold loomed in front of her and it held enough troubles on its own.

Sorin led her down another path to a massive stone building not far from the landing field. A steady flow of kyrni and callers passed as they walked. Some tipped their heads to Sorin. Others gave him a small smile or a wave, but without fail, their eyes lingered on his gloved hand and then on her arm.

“Why are they looking at me?” she whispered when two more gaping kyrni passed.

“They heard about your markings.”

Her hands went to her face. “I don’t have any markings. Not yet.”

“On your arm. The mark of the Promise.”

Krea looked over at him in confusion.

“The Prophecy? Remember? That mark is called the Promise because it was carved at the bottom of the Prophecy and in other places where Nordu’s word is written. We take it to mean she will fulfill her word.”

“But how could they have heard about it already? We were only just in the dining hall.”

“There are no secrets in the Hold. I’m going to introduce you to a teacher...”

Krea stopped on the path and was nearly run over by a young caller following too closely. “Do you want to just join us so you don’t miss anything?” she demanded.

The girl hurried around them, and Krea turned back to Sorin. “A mage? I don’t want to see a mage.”

He smiled. “No. A kyrni. You need to learn about your kind.” Sorin resumed his walk. “Come on. He doesn’t bite.”

She hurried to catch up, but was sure she heard him say often just before he opened a door that led to absolute chaos.

Bodies filled the room. Magic pulsed in the air. Kyrni and callers were so thick they had to turn sideways to pass each other. Voices shouted orders above the din, but Krea was hard-pressed to see who was listening to them. Everyone seemed bent on a mission, but from where she stood, nothing was getting done. 

Beds stacked three high lined the entire back wall. To her right, a long dais seemed to be a center of activity. People stood on the platform and called out names and places, but only rarely did a kyrni-caller team answer the call. For the most part, everyone else pretended the dais didn’t exist.

Sorin stood in the doorway for several seconds before a passing kyrni finally pushed him the rest of the way inside. “Mother of mercy.”

“Is it always like this?”

He shook his head. “Kardan would drop his scales if he saw this. What’s happening? Spies. Ulryk. This. I don’t understand.”

“Kardan?”

“He used to be in charge of the fields, of this.” Sorin waved his hand across the room. “He was killed shortly before I left for Trasdaak. Come. I see Bri.”

Krea followed him through the river of people, many with faces painted in designs of blue, brown, green, red, and even orange. She watched them watching her and finally smiled. Sorin had said that the day would come when she would get all the looks she could stand. Well, that day had arrived.

“Sorin, you crippled old man, you look like proth bait.” A woman of average height with sparkling blue eyes and dark brown hair walked up and kissed Sorin on the forehead. “Goddess, it’s good to see you,” she said, before giving him a hearty hug. “Tell me you have finally come back to save us.”

Sorin blushed two shades of red. Krea looked back at the woman. Her hair hung in braids like the mages, like hers now, each ending in different colored threads. She looked younger than Sorin, but given the effects of the kyrni magic, she could easily be his same age. Considering the fact that Sorin still couldn’t figure out what to say, Krea guessed they had also been more than friends.

“I don’t know that this mess can be saved, but thanks for pointing out my new look. How’s your link?” Sorin finally managed.

“Oh, she’s fine. Trying to keep the hatchlings on the ground until after the wedding. This damned thing has the whole Empire turned on its tail.” She turned to Krea in a flurry of braids. “And you are the callerless wonder, are you not? Let’s see the sign.”

Krea blinked up at her for a moment before finally putting together what she had said. When she pulled back her sleeve, it felt like half the room leaned in to see. The spiral on her arm glowed the same kind of red as burning coals deep in a fire. Even Krea drew in a sharp breath. She was just starting to grow used to the strange markings. Now it had to start glowing?

“They don’t usually glow like that,” Sorin said, brushing his finger over one of the dots.

Bri started to touch Krea’s arm, but held back at the last second. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“Maybe it’s because of all the magic in the room,” Krea said. “It’s almost hard to breathe in here.” She pulled her sleeve back into place.

“No, that would be because people don’t bathe.” Bri yelled her last few words into the crowd, earning her several laughs as the onlookers moved away. “So, if you aren’t here to save us, which is why you should be here, by the way, then what brings you to the fielding room? Somehow, I don’t think you are just here to see me.”

Sorin smiled and blushed again. “Not exactly. Maybe later. To catch up, I mean. But I was actually looking for Adar. I wanted to leave Krea with him for the day. She has no training and her shift is near.”

“Noooo. No. No. No. When this wedding is over, Adar is being sent to the farthest corner of the Empire for at least two moons to watch wheat grow or pick flowers. Whatever. If we don’t kill him first. Do not leave this child with him.”

“He’s that bad?”

“Everyone’s that bad.” Bri’s voice dropped. “I can’t explain it, Sorin, but it’s like there’s a darkness over the city. Tempers are short. People are...mean, selfish...I don’t know. Angry. Everyone blames it on the stress of the wedding, and maybe that’s all it is, but we’ve been fighting a war. Our friends, our family, have been dying. How can a wedding be more stressful than that? And why am I whispering? Since when did you have to worry about who heard you say such things?”

Sorin nodded. “I’ve noticed.” 

Bri turned her attention back to Krea. “Why don’t you join my link, Yiryn? She’s with the hatchlings. You will be older than the rest of them, but you’ll be learning just what you need to learn.”

Krea nodded. “That’ll be fine. Where do I go?”

“I’ll take you to her,” Bri said.

“I can take her,” Sorin offered.

“I can use the break from the smell.” Bri yelled the end of her sentence out into the room. “Water, people, is our friend.” She turned to Krea and smiled. “Mother of mercy, they’re trying to kill me.”

Sorin tried to clasp her forearm, but Bri drew him into another hug. After another round of blushing, he shook his head and smiled. “My thanks. I’m going to try to sort things out with Royden. It didn’t go well this morning.”

“I heard. Go. I will take care of our Krea.”

Krea snapped her head around. Our Krea. The woman had definitely said our Krea. A ruckus on the dais caught her attention, and she turned back to Sorin. “Go. You can get her after evening meals. Krea, come with me. Let’s go see who is trying to kill whom and see if we can beat them to it; then I will take you to Yiryn.” With that, she rushed across the room, leaving a trail of nearly toppled bodies in her wake. 

By the time Krea managed to catch up, the debate at the dais had become intensely heated. Her arrival managed to draw some attention, but the two callers went back to their yelling soon enough. 

“We are not Her Majesty’s delivery service. We have made two runs to Sra in five days. We will not go again.”

“And my link and I have made three.”

“It is Her Majesty’s will. The nobles cannot get here in time.”

“And that is not our problem. Do I look like a horse?”

“That’s enough. Do you want the council to hear you?”

Bri turned to Krea. “I’m sorry you’re hearing this. Just wait a bit, will you?”

Krea nodded again and stepped out of the way. As Bri entered the fray, more kyrni and callers also joined in until it was hard to make out actual words. Krea waited for a while and eventually faded back to the peace of the deserted bunks. Knives, boots, even money bags lay in plain sight, an easy lift, but Krea punched herself in the leg for even thinking it. When her eyes lingered on an especially bulky bedroll, she punched herself again.

“I hope that leaves a bruise,” she whispered, but the temptation was too much. She followed the wall toward a door, found a stool, and waited well away from the call of easy money.

The argument across the room nearly became physical before Bri and a few others managed to avert disaster by removing the angriest of the group. When Bri disappeared out the door with her arms over the shoulders of a kyrni-caller pair, Krea had a sneaking suspicion she had been well and truly forgotten. When her butt started to hurt from sitting on the stool, she was sure of it. Time to meet up with Dane.
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Krea realized her mistake almost as soon as she entered the main city. The back door of the field room had dropped her right on the path the callers and kyrni used to get to the city proper, so finding her way out of the hold hadn’t been a problem. Finding Dane, if he was even here, was the problem. Shaylith didn’t have one main road where most of the merchant shops clustered; Shaylith had roads and roads of shops. She counted three different cobblers, and she wasn’t even near the palace yet. 

Someone bumped her from behind. “That did not happen!” she said, reaching for her dagger. It almost purred at her touch. Her money pouch was tucked in as well, but when she reached for her knife, she found only her scabbard. “Merciful goddess! That did not happen to me. Not to me!”

She scanned the crowd. Lifts in a city this size probably worked in teams and dressed like she did; they would never know she was one of them. After a few heartbeats and some deep breaths to force her calm, she spotted them. Two boys and a girl, and the girl just handed her knife off to the oldest of the two boys.

Krea looked away and headed toward a group of merchants arguing about a barrel that had fallen from a cart. Disappearing among the angry men wasn’t difficult, and it offered her the perfect view of the square. Her plan had its risks. She didn’t know the city at all. The three lifts could vanish in an instant and she would never find them, but as long as they didn’t know she was watching, they were drawing her a map. 

They worked a good game. One would set the mark and acquire the shill, usually food or a knife, sometimes a small money pouch. That person would then pass the shill off to another, who would pass it off again. The third person would take it down one small alleyway and emerge from a different one to make another hit. But they always went down one road and came out another. And they came out dusty. They had a tunnel. With luck, they didn’t have a runner in their tunnel.

She reached back to the pile of empty grain sacks the shop owner had stacked and casually shoved one under her shirt before slowly slipping away from the group. Just as the girl drifted out of the alley and disappeared into the crowd, Krea slipped down the narrow space between the buildings. At the far end, the dirt formed a ditch under what looked like a smooth wall.

“I know you weren’t meant for this,” she whispered, sliding the dagger out of its sheath. “But I need your help. Now, be a good little dagger and don’t kill anything.” The dagger pulsed in her palm and she was sure she felt the dragon’s tail slide along her wrist, but when she looked down, all she saw was the dingy steel handle. “Goddess, you’re scary.”

She pushed in on the planks of wood until one moved. Once she found their exit, it took only seconds to pry the board loose and slip in their back door. The tunnel was lit by small holes from the room above, and not two body lengths in she found their stash. She had to give them credit: A guard never would have noticed the small plank of wood wedged in the ceiling, but she wasn’t a guard. 

Krea slid the plank back and grabbed her knife. Then she filled the bag with the rest of their shill and slipped back into the alley, brushing her tunic off as she walked. Except for a brief struggle getting the dagger to go back into the sheath, the whole thing couldn’t have gone better. Now to pray she didn’t run up against their runner before she made her point.

She slid the bag between two barrels and melted over to the neighboring tailor shop to lean against the porch beam just as the youngest boy was setting another mark. He missed. Twice. She had to wait for the girl to lift a roll out of a basket before she had the opportunity to catch the oldest boy’s attention. Just as he was taking the handoff, they made eye contact. Krea flipped her knife over and smiled. The boy stopped and stared for a full breath before catching the younger boy and sending him down the alleyway. 

The three made a good team. Their leader waved the girl off with a glance, and they both faded into the busy street to wait for their scout’s report. They didn’t wait long. The look on the oldest boy’s face when he stared Krea down for the second time was a little more murderous than she would have liked, but at least she had his attention. 

She nodded her head toward a merchant cart across the road that was collecting a large crowd. The leader nodded back and disappeared.

Apparently some cloth out of Tisher was causing the commotion at the cart. She had seen the material before, but the people in Trasdaak hadn’t been as impressed with it. Who could explain the whims of nobles? 

A yelp brought her hand down on the dagger just in time to snatch the girl’s wrist as she was yanking it away. Blood streamed down her palm. Goddess, these three really are good.

Their leader stepped in just as Krea was stepping back. She tried to mask her shock and fear. From where they stood, she probably looked like a master lift who just taught a pelt a lesson. It was better for them keep thinking that than to let on that her cursed dagger had just tried to eat someone. Again.

“This here be our stake. Ain’t no room for you, not even till the carts rolls out, so you just give over our shill and it won’t be no bad blood ’tween us.” The leader stood taller than her, but she guessed he was close to her age. From the fear he struggled to hide, she also guessed he had a runner he didn’t want involved. Neither did she.

“I’m not trying to move in on your stake,” she said. “I just wanted my knife back, and some information.”

“Well, you got the knife,” the girl said. “And we ain’t talkin’ to no fluff, so just give over our shill ’fore something bad happens.”

The leader hissed at her through his teeth. “Just you shut up. She ain’t no fluff.”

“I’m no fluff. And you three aren’t pelts, so do we have business, or don’t we?”

The youngest stepped up. “What does you want to know?”

Krea ignored him. She kept her eyes locked on the leader until he finally grinned. “No, we ain’t no pelts, but Nordu be damned if I know how you lifted our shill right out from under us. We got business, but if it ain’t give over, we ain’t saying we did.”

She nodded. “Fair. See those three barrels by where the grain spilled?” She didn’t turn her head and neither did the leader, but the girl who was already facing in that direction nodded. “The bag is dropped between them.”

“Go,” the leader said, tapping the youngest on the shoulder. “You too. Make sure he gets it clean.” The girl slipped away, and the boy turned back to Krea. “You takin’ a cut?”

“No. Just my knife. Nice lift, by the way. You?”

He smiled. “No, Digger. You shoulda had your loop thong down. Now what you want to know?”

“I want to know what’s going on in Shaylith.” 

The leader looked around and spread his hands. “The princess is getting herself married. Ain’t no one what don’t know that.”

“I mean, what’s really going on in Shaylith. Something isn’t right. Something bad is happening. What is it?”

“Why doesn’t you ask a noble? You sounds like one already.”

“Nobles don’t know anything. You know that. That’s why I’m talking to you. So tell me.”

His face grew serious. He glanced around, then stepped in closer. Out of habit, Krea covered her knife and dagger. “We has been took over.”

She frowned. 

“Aye. Them torbadyns has took over Shaylith. Moved right into the palace and everything.”

Krea cocked her head. “Dark elves are living in the manor? I think someone would have noticed.”

“That’s just the thing. Ain’t no one seeing it. They goes in and out, mostly at night, but it’s like they is ghosts. Except we see them clear as I is seeing you. And you know what else?”

Krea shook her head. The dagger started to move and she slid her hand down to cover it. Good dagger. Nice dagger.

“The nobles is all saying that no one knows who the princess is marryin’ and they is acting like it’s a big surprise, but they ain’t going to like the surprise. I know, ’cause I seed him.”

The dagger hissed. Krea paled and swallowed hard.

“Exactly. She be marryin’ one of them torbadyn.”

It hissed again. She didn’t want to look down, but she did. Sure enough, the thing had turned as black as a crow. Bad dagger. She yanked her tunic around to cover it as best she could, and hoped it didn’t decide to burn a hole in her borrowed clothes. “Are you sure?”

“Sure as I is boots is best. And there’s somethin’ else, too.”

The dragon’s tail snaked around her wrist. “Oh, good.” She tried to pull her arm away, but the dagger wouldn’t let go.

“I is only telling you all this ’cause you did right by us. And ’cause you didn’t take no cut.”

Krea nodded. At least her cursed dagger didn’t offer any additional comments this time. 

“The prince is gone missin’. Been gone for a moon, at least; maybe more. Most likely them torbadyns ate him, bones and all. But what’s strange is that ain’t no one noticed that, neither.”

“Royals stay holed up sometimes.” She yanked again. The dagger answered with a painful prick on her inner wrist.

“Not him. Prince Talyth comed out to visit all the time. People liked him. I even seed him once when he was walking right by here. And now he just ain’t here no more. And ain’t no one said nothin’ about it? Us commoners what got sense talk, but the fluff just yabber on and on about dresses and parties and don’t pay no mind to what’s happenin’ right in front of them.”

Something stabbed her in the wrist. When Krea looked down, the dragon’s tail was buried in her wrist. “This is not good,” she said, giving another yank. “Very bad.” 

Ignoring the boy’s confusion, she focused on the dagger just as she had in the forest clearing. Stop this now, she thought to it. 

To her surprise, the dagger sent her back a feeling of its own. Hunger. 

Well, that’s a problem. She pulled back again and the dagger let go. 
“Is you sure you ain’t no fluff?”
“I’m sure.” Krea started to pull her bloody wrist up to her mouth, but decided to leave it pressed against the dagger instead. As she suspected, not a drop spilled down the dingy handle. “My thanks for the information. You run a good team.” Krea reached into her small pocket and pulled out three dalman. She wasn’t about to let him see her money bag. “Here. You did right by me; now I don’t want trouble with you. Are we even?”

He slipped the money into his shirt. “Can’t swears what no one else will do, but you ain’t a mark on my stake.” With that, the leader signaled the other two and they faded away again into the crowd. 
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Her stomach told her the time long before a glance at the sky. She glanced down at the dagger again, then at her wrist. Already, a small scab covered where the tail had slid under her skin. She shivered. Who ever heard of a bloodsucking dagger? 

With considerably more caution, Krea wandered farther into the city, looking for Dane. He never turned up. She eventually abandoned their plan, bought herself a late lunch, and watched several street performers while she ate. As the street began to clear out and shopkeepers began pulling in the shutters, she turned and followed the trail back up to the hold. The sun was reaching for the horizon when she slipped in the back door.

Little had changed. People wandered around, bumping into one another. Although the dais stood empty, someone continued yelling orders from the floor that were just as effectively ignored. Personal belongings were still piled on the bunks with careless abandon. As Krea looked for her stool, a familiar voice called her name. Krea peered across the room and saw Bri heading her way. She hadn’t decided on a solid excuse for where she’d been, but she did have several options.

“There you are,” Bri said. “My thanks for taking it upon yourself to find the others. My hands were full. I hope you didn’t have trouble finding your way around?”

Well, none of her options involved Bri making it so easy. Krea stumbled for a moment and smiled. “I had no trouble at all. Have you seen Sorin?”

“Aye. He was through here a while back. Said he would see you after evening meals. Wanted me to tell you Dane was already in the commons.”

“My thanks.”

Krea headed off in the direction of the dining hall. The frenzy in the fields had quieted somewhat, but massive dragons still circled overhead, their great leathery wings casting long, eerie shadows in the waning light. She paused near the wall to watch a new creature drop to the meadow. It had the haunches of a massive cat, but its front feet ended in a dragon’s talons. A voice behind her nearly stopped her heart.

“A gryphon.”

Krea spun around and smacked face-first into Feydrhin’s chest. 

He didn’t seem to notice. “Looks like Darni from here, but I’m not sure. You’re lucky to be here right now, let me tell you.”

The gryphon’s mountain cat body rippled with sleek, supple power as she stretched her furry legs out in front of her before folding giant hawk wings back to cover her tawny coat. Her feathered neck melted into fur, but her face was definitely that of a hawk, a hawk with long pointed low-set cat ears. She turned and pounced on a passing caller, tail twitching like a playful kitten—a kitten the size of a horse. A huge horse.

“Definitely Darni.”

“Why is it good to be her?”

“Good to be a gryphon. They’re too small to carry two riders.”

“Oh.”

“Don’t get me wrong. We all have our strengths. Gryphons are deadly fast and silent as a snowfall even on the ground. Dragons are like trying to stop a falling tree halfway to the ground. Us Hypps are kind of a little of both. Rukhs can land on anything and take off from anywhere, and they can fly forever. We all do our part, but right now all we are doing is toting damned nobles around.”

Light flashed on the field. Somewhere, a kyrni had changed. “Is it scary? Changing?”

Rhin leaned against the wall. His face markings made him seem dark and intimidating, but his smile ruined the effect. “It’s the best. Wait until you get to let go of all that magic and just...be you.”

Krea looked back over the field. “It may not be so great for me.”

“Oh, don’t worry. Sorin won’t let you lone shift.”

“How can he help it? We’re not bonded.”

“He and I aren’t bonded, but I didn’t lone shift, did I? He’s still a caller, and a powerful one at that. He just has to be sure he is touching you when you shift. If you were bonded, it wouldn’t matter. The chant would be enough, but without the bonding, he has to touch you.”

“You make it sound so normal.”

“It’s like breathing. Are you headed to the dining hall?”

“Aye. Do you know who you are?”

He smiled wider. “Aye. I am Feydrhin, but I would be glad for you to call me Rhin. And who might you be, milady?”

Heat flashed up her neck, and Krea knew she must have blushed the color of Kinara’s dragon. “I meant when you change to your bea...to your link, do you know who you are?”

“Our counter,” Rhin corrected, still grinning. “And aye. When I’m winged, I still know that I am Rhin, and I still know now that I am hungry and would be honored to escort you to the dining hall.”

Krea laughed. “That would be wonderful. My thanks.”

“Ah, no. My thanks. But we need to go the back way so no one sees me and gives me another job to do before I get there. With Jaydar away, everyone seems to think I’m bored and need to be kept busy.”

“Will he be here soon?”

“Kinara came by not long ago. Said they should be here late tomorrow. Maybe the day after. No proth, though.”

“Good.” She would be glad to get her clothes back.

“This way.”

###
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As expected, people packed the dining hall. Some even stood against the walls holding their plates and bowls, but when Krea and Rhin started looking for somewhere to sit, people squeezed together to make room. The conversation stayed light and she resisted the urge to share what the lift in the city had told her about the prince. Rhin endured several rounds of stories in which his blunders were starred, and when Krea finally left for her room, for the first time in her life, she felt as if she might be part of something. Not until she opened the door did she finally find Dane.

“Where have you been all day?” 

He was lying on the mat he had pulled off the bed, staring at the ceiling and rubbing his burl. He didn’t even look over at her. “With the witch.”

“You mean mage.” After spending the day with a mage, she’d have thought he would know the difference by now. Dane didn’t answer. “I looked for you in the city. It’s probably a good thing we didn’t try to meet. You should have seen it, Dane. They didn’t have one merchant row. They had four, no five. There were street performers. A man walked on legs as tall as a horse’s back right down the middle of the road.” She paused and walked over to him. “Are you okay? Did they hurt you?”

Dane smiled and sat up on his elbows. “No. I ain’t hurt. Them wasn’t his real legs, was they?”

She watched him for another moment and went back to pulling off her knife and dagger. “No. Some kind of sticks that he had stuck to his feet. Maybe he will be there tomorrow. Do you want to come?”

“Aye, but I got to go see the...see the mage again. I can’t say if I is gonna be there all day.” 

Krea finished sorting her things and sat on her bed. “Did you eat?”

“Aye. She fed me real good, and I didn’t have to pay for none of it. I still got the money you gived me. Does you want it back?”

“No. It’s yours. I swear on the goddess there are people down in the city begging to lose their money.”

“You lift some?” Dane sat the rest of the way up.

“No.” She leveled Dane with one of her sternest glares. “And don’t you go lifting any, either. The last thing we need is one of us in prison. I’m just saying it’s hard not to. I did hear some news, though.” She decided not to tell him that someone had lifted her knife. She’d never hear the end of it. “The rumor on the street is that the prince is missing. And that there are torbadyn right inside the palace.”

Dane didn’t say anything for a long time. Then he dropped back on the mat and grabbed his burl. “Does you believe it?”

“I don’t know. Maybe. Seems like someone would notice evil, twisted elves walking around.”

“Maybe they ain’t like that.”

“Evil, or twisted up?”

Dane shrugged, but didn’t speak.

“Did you learn how to use your magic today?” she finally asked, falling back on her bed.

“Aye. Lots more than Sorin ever showed me. That’s ’cause he’s scared of me. And he should be, too.”

Krea pulled her last boot off and let it drop. “I don’t know about that,” she said after a long pause. When the boy didn’t answer, she tucked her boots under the cot and said, “Night, Dane.”

“Night.”

She watched him for a long moment, but he didn’t speak. His eyes were closed and the blanket was tucked under his chin. More than a little unnerved, she dimmed the lamp and tucked the dagger in against her side. It took a long time, but she finally fell asleep, wondering again about the mage she had seen on the hill.

###
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Dane woke before Krea the next morning. He was dressed and heading out the door before she managed to even pull on her boots. “What’s your hurry?” 

“The witch said I was s’posed to be there early. Besides, you was snoring like a old dog.”

“Dane, she is going to whip you good if you call her a witch. You remember what Arie said. And I don’t snore.”

He tucked the bag of money into his tunic. “You does, too. I thought maybe you was gonna die from sucking your tongue down your throat.”

“Shut up.”

He ran out the door, laughing.

She pulled the rest of her belongings on. The dagger looked like its old dinged up self as she strapped it on and pulled it from the sheath. Are you hungry? she thought to it. The dragon appeared on the handle, black and menacing, but it didn’t move. The blade didn’t pulse. It didn’t fight her when she slid it back in the sheath. That had to be a good sign.

When she finally stepped into the hallway, she noticed Sorin’s door was ajar. 
“Sorin, you still there?” She knocked lightly. He didn’t answer. “Sorin?” She knocked again. When he still didn’t answer, she pushed the door open.
The bed lay toppled against a wall, the bedding crumpled beneath it. A rug was bunched up against the chair where it looked like someone had slid across the ground. Half expecting Sorin to jump out and grab her, she crept into the room. Someone had been in a fight. Blood streaked across the wall. A dark stain also marked a broken chair leg that must have been wielded as a weapon. The question was, by whom? Against the wall, the glint of steal caught her attention. She flipped a rug over and found Sorin’s sword. Not good. He didn’t relieve himself without taking his sword. Not good at all. She pulled both their doors closed and hurried down the hall to find help. Fortunately, Rhin was trying to find her.

“Perfect,” he said. “Want to go sneak some fruit out of the orchard and watch the chaos in the fields this morning?”

“No!” She nearly screamed it, and pulled him over to the wall.

“It’s not like it’s stealing exactly, not really. I mean, it’s the same food they’re going to serve the nobles, so...”

Krea waved him off. “No, I don’t care about stealing. It’s what I do. Sorin is missing.”

Rhin stared at her for a moment before answering. “He’s probably just in the dining hall.”

“Without his sword?” That got Rhin’s attention, so she pressed on. “His room is a mess like there was a fight in there, and I saw blood on the wall. Besides, he wouldn’t have left without at least waking me and Dane.”

Rhin’s smile disappeared. “When was the last time you saw him?”

“Yesterday before he left me with Bri, but she said she saw him in the afternoon. I didn’t, though. I need to talk to that man we saw when we came here. The one who yelled at you.”

“Elder Royden? Why?”

“That’s who Sorin was going to meet yesterday.”

“What if Elder Royden is who had him taken?”

“I don’t think it was him. My dagger...” She broke off. What was she going to say? Her dagger liked him? “He’s a good place to start looking, don’t you think?”

Rhin nodded. “Aye. I just saw him going into the dining hall. You look for him, but don’t go with him anywhere. Stay out in the open. I’m going to the fielding room. No secret is safe there. We’ll meet back here at lunch.”

“My thanks, Rhin.”

“Just be careful who you call friend. Something isn’t right around here.”

“I will. Lunch.” She started jogging down the hall, but thought better of it and slowed to a walk. Maybe whoever took Sorin didn’t mean to leave the door ajar. Maybe she wasn’t supposed to know he was missing.

Royden was just leaving the dining hall as she rounded the corner. She hurried to catch him. “Elder Royden, I pray a word, if you would honor me with your time.”

The man turned, a look of mild surprise on his face. She hoped for as much. Formal speech from her usually had that effect. It also led, more often than not, to a clean lift, but this was different.

“May we step away from the door for some privacy?”

Royden didn’t move. “I don’t know how I can help you, Krea. Sorin already had his say yesterday. The situation is out of my hands. The council’s decision is final.”

Well, that didn’t bode well. Krea pushed thoughts of lone shifting out of her mind. She watched his face closely and lowered her voice. “This isn’t about me, Elder Royden. It’s about Sorin. Have you seen him since last night?” 

The man frowned. Irritation clouded his features, but not before a flash of alarm. “Do not take up my time with such trivial matters, child. I’m not his keeper.”

He started to walk away, but Krea rushed on. “He is missing. His room is torn apart. There’s blood all over the wall, and he left without his sword.”

Royden paused. Krea waited. Finally, without turning, Royden said, “I’m sure he’s fine. Probably ran off again. It’s what he does.” But as the man walked away, his hand clasped the hilt of his sword.

Royden’s answer was not nearly good enough, and waiting around the hold for Rhin grated on her last nerve. Somebody had taken him. If that somebody was in the hold, Rhin would find out who it was. If that somebody was in the city, nobody on the hill would have a notion where to look. But she knew who would. She set out for the city at a jog.

As she hurried down the trail, a flash in the trees caught her attention. She turned, but saw nothing. Two more times, movement in the corner of her eye made her spin, but only trees greeted her. “You’re acting like a scared kitten,” she whispered, but she watched the trees just the same. If someone followed her, they slipped through the forest like a shadow, because she never saw them move.

If possible, the city streets were even more crowded than the day before. Traders squeezed their carts into any empty space, and the merchants who owned the buildings did their best to run them off. Tempers ran thin. In one direction, a street performer drew a small gathering of onlookers. In another direction, an argument drew a similar crowd. And through it all, like minnows darting in and out of the moss, were her people. 

She spotted Digger right away. The pelt was going to have to get better, or he was going to get caught. Once she set him, all she had to do was follow him to the leader. She didn’t wait long. She checked the loop thong on her knife for at least the third time and headed for cart he was using for cover.

“I thought we was even,” he said when she got close enough to hear him. 

So he had spotted her, too. The money she could make with a partner like him. Just thinking about it made her fingers tingle. “We are. I need more information. I’m willing to pay for it. Is your runner around?”

“Who says I got a runner? Is that what you is? Is you some sort a runner lookin’ to make a new stake in Shaylith? You ain’t going to have a easy go, if that’s what you’re about.”

“I’m not a runner, and I don’t want to deal with yours, so is he here or not?”

The leader continued staring across the street, presumably watching Digger trying to set another mark. After a few moments, he spoke, but he didn’t turn his head. “You see that big guy what’s wearing that green tunic and talkin’ to them merchants over by the granary?”

Krea reached down to tie her boot and glanced over through her hair. The man was massive. Runners usually were. He seemed to be involved in some sort of intense debate, but runners had eyes that saw everything. She needed to be careful. He stood too far away to hear, though. At least she had that.

When she stood, Krea slipped two shol into the leader’s hand. He didn’t look down, but his thumb rubbed the coin before he slipped it into his tunic. He knew what they were.

“I’m looking for a caller. He was taken sometime last night, or maybe this morning. I think he may have been brought to the city. Did you see anything like that?”

“I ain’t sure what you got yourself messed up in, but you best get clear. Your caller is in the dungeon. I seed him dragged there last night. Heard them say they wasn’t to kill him till someone got him to talk. It must be him. I knowed it were someone important, ’cause ain’t no thief would get that many guards and torbadyns on him.”

Her heart tried to race out of her chest. “I have to get in there.”

“To the dungeons? Is you stupid? Ain’t no getting in there.”

She looked over at him, and for the first time, he looked back. “Ain’t no getting out, but there’s always a way in.” She turned back to the street. Digger had set a young woman walking with a basket of fruit. She was a bad mark. The basket would topple and the man across the square trying so hard not to look like a guard would have Digger in an instant. And that meant the runner would have the rest of them.

“You better get your pelt,” she said, jutting her chin toward the street. “He’s about to get himself caught by that guard over there.”

The leader glanced back to the street and swore. “On the goddess, he’s going to get us all killed!”

He started to move, but Krea stopped him. “I’ll do it. I don’t live here. It doesn’t matter if the guard sees me.” 

Before he could argue, Krea slipped out onto the street. An instant before Digger hit his mark, Krea stopped in front of the woman to ask where she had purchased her fruit. Digger veered off and faded away, probably following some hand signal from his leader. Krea walked right by the disguised guard, paused to look at a trader’s cart, and paid for a small carved wooden dragon. When she circled back around, she found the leader waiting for her by a tree near his alley, his relief as obvious as his suspicion. 

“Ain’t no way I can get you right into the dungeon, but I can get you real close. Maybe you can figure a way from there.”

“My thanks. It’s more than I hoped for. How much?”

He watched her for a moment before shaking his head. “What you did with Digger makes it even. We’d of all had hide put to us if he woulda got caught, and ain’t no tellin’ if we’d a seed Digger again.”

Krea smiled. “Fair. I’m Krea, by the way.”

“Spider. You know Digger, and the girl is Tripp.”

“How’d you get a name like Spider?”

“When Stick found me, I was hiding up in a roof holdin’ on ’tween two wood beams. He just called me that since. Stay here. I got to tell him ’bout that guard and that we is staying clear till he’s gone.”

Spider faded into the crowd. She didn’t see him standing near Stick, but the runner cocked his head, then turned to pick out the guard. She wouldn’t admit it aloud, but Spider was a better thief than she was. 

“Come on,” he whispered before slipping into a group of people. “I sent Dig underground, but Tripp’s gonna meet us at the stump.”

She didn’t ask. They drifted from group to group until Spider finally veered off to a side street. They walked in a field for what felt like forever, and they finally came to the stump of what was once a massive oak. Tripp sat cross-legged on top of it, and she didn’t look happy.

“Why is we doin’ this?” she asked.

“’Cause she stepped in for Digger and ’cause I said we is. Besides, them torbadyns is trouble.” He walked over to the stump and handed her one of the two shol. “Here, have your cut; now let’s get.”

Something moved in the grass. Krea spun, but still didn’t see anything. To her relief, Tripp turned at the movement as well. At least she wasn’t imagining it.

“You see that?” Tripp said. “Was you followed?”

Spider shook his head. “I’m sure we wasn’t, and I didn’t see nothing. We got to move.”

They held to the field as long as possible before finally running over to the wall and following it along the backside of the sprawling manor. Ironically, the few guards patrolling the wall spent their time looking out, not down. When the group stopped in front of a small wood door mounted halfway up the wall, Krea was sure they had arrived clean.

Spider boosted Tripp up on his shoulders so she could reach an old rope that was hooked on a peg. The rope ran up through a pulley system to the door, allowing it to slide up and down along the wall. A glance at the rusted metal wheel did not inspire confidence.

“When was the last time you opened that door?”

Tripp jumped down. “Been a while. This side of the manor needs fixin’, so there ain’t no one in there. No point in sneaking in, really. It’ll work. We was told this here was like a trash tunnel where they would dump stuff from the palace, but a ways back they stopped using it ’cause it smelled and the fluffs didn’t like seeing townfolk picking through it.”

The pulley squeaked so loud at the first pull, Krea nearly jumped out of her skin. All three of them pressed themselves against the wall in anticipation of the approaching guards, but none came. After a few tense moments, Spider pulled again. The pulley stuck, but the rope slid over the top of it. It took all three of them pulling, but the door finally started sliding up along the wall.

Something thumped onto the ground. Only fear of the guards helped Krea stifle her yelp. She held onto the rope and looked up just in time to see the dark, bloated carcass of a rat tumble out of the new opening. It thumped to the ground next to the first one. The third rat to fall wasn’t dead. It didn’t hit the ground, either. 

Krea dropped her part of the rope and grabbed at the rat trying to scurry down her tunic. The rodent had to be the size of a cat. It was all she could do not to scream as she danced in a circle trying to grab it. Then something bigger than a cat thumped into her and she hit the ground. Spider swore and Tripp yelled, but neither of them came to help. The creature bounced once on her back and disappeared. 

She opened her eye. One of the dead rats stared back at her. “Mother Creator!” Krea jumped back to her feet. Spider and Tripp both stared wide-eyed as Cricket shook the rat she had clamped between her teeth and finally dropped it. 

“Cricket!” Krea dropped down and caught the little brown creature as she leaped. “You followed me. I missed you.”

Cricket’s fur felt dull and rough. Her tail dangled instead of twisting around Krea’s arm, and when she looked up with her big green eyes, she looked tired. Krea pulled the faerie close and whispered, “You shouldn’t be here, faerie. You go back to the Nayli.”

A soft trill was her only answer before she jumped to the ground and stared up at the door.

“We’re going to get Sorin, but then you are going back to the forest, you hear me?”

“What’s that?” Spider breathed, still hugging the wall.

Tripp’s whisper almost wasn’t. “Is you stupid? She said it was a faerie.”

Spider glared. “Shh!”

“She’s here to help us,” Krea said. “Let’s get this door opened.”

Several more disturbing things rolled out of the shoot as the door creaked open. Most were rats and most were dead, but not all. The waiting sheema made short work of anything foolish enough to still be breathing.

Once the door was fully open, Spider found a large stick and knocked the rest of the dead and dying crawlies off the rim of the shoot.

Krea frowned down at the grotesque pile and then back up to the waiting shoot. “This is going to be so much fun, isn’t it?”

He grinned. “It leads up to a kitchen, so we got to crawl with our hands and feet spread out on the sides like this, like a spider.”

“Got it.”

“You wanna go first?” he asked, still smiling.

“No, it’s okay, you go.”

“Tripp is gonna help us up, then wait. Long as there ain’t no guards she’ll leave the door open, but if she sees anyone, she’ll close the door so they won’t know we’s in here. So if you come out alone and see the door down...”

“I got it. Let’s go.”

Cricket jumped onto Krea’s shoulder, then up into the shoot. A few seconds later, two more rats slid to the ground. 

“So much fun.”

Between the rats, the bugs, and the spider webs, crawling up the shoot felt like slithering through the bowels of the underworld. The walls pressed in, making it hard to breathe. Now and again, her hand would come down with a little crunch as it met the rough rock walls. Bug guts would squish between her fingers. The whole shoot reeked of dust and dead things. And if that wasn’t enough, sweat dripped into her eyes, but she refused to wipe it away. Besides, it took all four limbs to crab-walk up the shoot, and by the time the pinprick of light ahead told her the end was near, her thighs were beginning to tremble.

“Shhh.” Spider listened while Cricket’s tail flicked back and forth under Krea’s nose. “It’s clear.”

Spider pushed on the boards until one started to shift. A crack of light peeped in, and she resisted the urge to look back. She didn’t want to know what was crawling around behind her. “It ain’t movin’. It’s stuck.”

“Do they lock this door?”

“Aye, but this board is loose, and you can reach the latch if we just could wedge it sideways. But it’s caught on something, or the nail got rusted.”

“Here.” Krea wiggled around Spider enough to get to the door—not an easy trick. Then, with a whispered apology, she drew the dagger, slid it in the crack, and pried it sideways. 

The board slowly twisted on the old nail. Dulled light filtered through a wall hanging of some sort and lit the narrow shoot. She preferred the darkness. Instead of just feeling the roaches climbing over her fingers, now she could see them. When Spider finally managed to wiggle the latch free, she nearly crawled over him, getting out of the death trap. 

They stood for a moment in a tiny nook nestled behind the wall tapestry, picking the worst of the bugs off each other and catching their breath. The only sound in the room was the crunch of them stepping on the offending roaches. Only the sudden pulse from the dagger still clenched in her fist warned her that someone was there. Someone the dagger didn’t like. She looked down. The jeweled gold dragon once again gleamed in her palm. Then someone jerked back the wall hanging.

The dagger jerked up and slashed. Krea yanked it back as blood splattered across Spider’s face. He dove for the floor. Elder Ulryk grabbed her bloody arm and screamed, but before she could back away, the dagger slashed again. Without another sound, Ulryk crumpled to the ground, just like the proth had in the field. Dark blood drained into the blade and disappeared, leaving only gleaming steel behind. The rush of Ulryk’s life force, her Essence, rushed into Krea.

“What is this?” said a voice near the door. 

Krea checked the dagger. The dragon still shone a brilliant gold. Another enemy.

A man stepped out of the shadows. His features reminded her of a statue—sculpted, hard, etched. White-blond hair melted into pale skin and shrouded eyes so light they reminded her of the sky on a sunny day. The sweet scent of decaying leaf litter wafted through the room. “How did you come by that dagger, girl?” His voice matched his features. Both were ice cold, and Krea shivered when the tip of a pointed ear peeked out from his hair. 

At some point Cricket had vanished, but now her shadow form blurred across the room. She darted along the wall to circle behind the strange man. Spider remained stone still on the floor.

“No, faerie.” The man flipped his hand, and Cricket tumbled backward into a wall. “We’ll not have that.” He turned back to Krea. “The dagger. Where did you get it?”

Her heart stopped. She knew that motion. She recognized the profound arrogance. “You’re an elf, aren’t you?” she said, looking behind him to see if Cricket was okay.

The man laughed. “An elf? You say it like it’s a small thing. Haven’t you heard? Ah, that’s right. Shhh. It’s a secret, but you can be one of the first to know.” He bowed without taking his eyes off Krea. “I am Nyrit, the groom. Now.” He stepped toward her. “The dagger. It is not meant for you. Give it to me.”

The dragon hissed. Just once she wanted to be watching the thing when it did that. 

Nyrit paused and cocked his head at the gleaming blade. “Come now. Have you forgotten your master so soon?” Something caught his eye and he leaned in, staring hard at the hilt. “You have been reclaimed!” he hissed. “Stolen from me!” 

He raised his hand and started inscribing runes in the air. Small orange trails marked his writing, but he didn’t get more than three drawn before the markings on Krea’s arm blazed.

Krea yelled and pulled back her sleeve. The red spiral glowed as hot as burning embers. Her arm pulsed with pain. When she looked up again, the runes were gone. 

The elf stared, hatred seething from his pores as he started toward her. “No!” Nyrit stepped over Ulryk as if she were a tossed rug. “No!” He reached for her left arm, but then jerked back as the blade darted forward. The full fury of his gaze once again fell on the dagger. “You may not remember your master, Markalri, but you will obey me.” He waved a hand through the air and the gleaming dragon dulled in her hand, its warmth sucked away.

Again, the elf reached out. Krea jerked back, but he was too fast. He captured Krea’s wrist and almost yanked her off the ground. Fear and anger rushed in, making it hard to think. He gave the dagger as little regard as he did Ulryk. Without its burning dragon, he apparently considered it useless. Krea didn’t agree. As he twisted her arm to see the pulsing brand, she pushed back the panic and plunged the blade into his soft belly. With all the strength she could gather, she yanked it up toward his chest. 

Nyrit screamed and so did the dragon, one in agony, the other in triumph. Spider yelled with him, but Krea only stared in shock as the blade flared back to life, turning crimson in her hand. The elf before her staggered backward, dragging Krea with him since the blade buried in his gut would not release her. 

The elf began to wrinkle and twist. Power and energy flowed through her as the blade drank his blood and she sucked in what she knew was the elf’s Essence. Never before had she experienced anything so invigorating. She couldn’t stop it. She didn’t want to. When the man finally fell backward over Ulryk’s still body and the blade slid free, she nearly jumped forward to stab him again. Cricket stopped her.

“No,” she said, panting. “Nyshi, no. Bad magic.”

The sheema’s warning snapped her out of the spell, and Krea looked up in time to see Nyrit limping away, now twisted and maimed. His skin clung to his bones like old cracked leather, his stony face etched into a skeletal sneer. “Mother of mercy!” Spider jumped up and started for the garbage shoot.

“Spider. Wait!”

“Ain’t no amount of shols or nothin’ else worth this.” 

They reached the curtain at the same time. “Spider, just listen to me. Tell me where the dungeon is. How do I get there?”

“I ain’t for sure, but I think it’s out that same door as where that thing just went. Go two rights, then there is stairs. They is said to be blocked off with a gate, but if you can get through the gate, it goes right to the dungeons.” Spider looked from Krea to the dragon once again gleaming gold in her palm. He shook his head. “Ain’t no one knows it’s there ’cause the wall fell in a long time ago and folks can’t get through. It might not be there at all. I can’t say.”

He reached for the wall hanging again, but Krea grabbed his arm. “Spider, you have to go to the hold. Find a kyrni there named Feydrhin. Tell him everything you saw. Don’t tell anyone but him. Don’t trust anyone but him. Will you do it?”

He looked around the room, then at the empty doorway. “Yah. I’ll do it.”

“You swear?”

“I said I’d do it; now leave off and get that dagger away from me.” With that, he climbed up into the shoot and dropped out of sight.

Krea slid the dagger back into its sheath. To her surprise, it faded to black and went willingly. She took that as a good sign and stepped over Ulryk to find Cricket. The sheema had shifted back to her tree form and sat panting against the wall.

“Cricket!” Krea ran over and scooped her up. Just like the Essence had flowed into her, flooding her with power, she felt it slip out into the faerie. The sheema drank it in. Her coat began to glow again. Her tail twitched, and when she finally looked up, her dark eyes gleamed like they had in the Nayli.

The sheema dropped to the ground, shivered into her shadow form, and darted out the door. “Nasty elf,” she said, before disappearing down the dark hall.

Losing the excess power left Krea strangely drained. Either that or coming face-to-face with a torbadyn had done it. Either way, her legs wobbled a bit as she took out after the blurring shadow. “Two rights, then stairs. Two rights, then stairs,” she whispered, and slipped into the darkness.
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How it was possible to live in a house so big an entire section could be closed for repairs was beyond her. Still, closed or not, someone would be coming up that hall eventually, so she didn’t waste time looking around. Not that there was much to see in the dark halls anyway.

The first right turn led to a solid wall and a locked door that wouldn’t budge. She tried again. The second right turned out to be another hallway. She ran as fast as she dared, dragging her hand along the wall as she went. More than once, a fallen brick or goddess knew what else nearly sent her flying. A little help from Cricket would have been nice, but the sheema had disappeared.

Twice, the wall beneath her hand gave way to what she hoped would be her next right, but both times all she found was another door, one locked, one not. She pressed on. Finally, the gap in the wall opened up to a short hall partially lit by a shuttered window. Just like Spider had said, the hall ended in a steep flight of stairs heading down into a gray gloom. 

Out of the darkness, a shadow plowed into Krea, knocking her against the wall. Cricket’s claws dug into her shoulder, and her tail wrapped around her mouth until she could barely breathe. Feet rumbled down the first hall. The flicker of a torch cast a brief red glow on the wall and then disappeared. 

“There were two. Find them both.” Nyrit’s voice stood out clearly enough, even at a distance.

Someone else called for dogs, but Nyrit spoke again. “We don’t have time. They won’t help anyway. Not with the faerie. Just find them. Now! Go! And kill the caller. They came for him.”

More running feet. Krea waited until the hall fell silent and dark again before prying Cricket’s tail off her face and slinking along the wall on silent feet. The stairs spiraled down at a ridiculous angle, and more than a few of the steps were missing entirely. The meager light offered by the shuttered window had long since faded, and she was back to feeling her way down the traitorous stairway. The rock wall was anything but smooth. If she had any skin left when this was over, she’d count herself lucky. Just keeping her footing was a challenge in the dark, and when Cricket leaped off her shoulder again, Krea nearly made the rest of the trip down on her head. 

A sliver of light marked the stairs ahead. Krea snuck down along the wall until she came to the long crack in the outer wall. A thread of light leaked in through the eroding stone. No wonder the Empire was in the state it was; the Empress couldn’t even repair her own palace. The ribbon of light fell on a rusted steel gate that barred her way down the rest of the stairs. Cricket slipped right through the bars, but Krea had no such luck. 

She looked at the lock. With the right tools and some time—neither of which she had—she might be able to slip the lock. Then again, with all of the rust, she might not. She moved her fight to the hinges. Now there was hope. The rust was eating through the stone where the gate clung to the wall. 

She worked the bolts, pushing and pulling at the rusted hinges. The stone ground away with her effort, first in tiny bits, then in large chunks, but the gate made enough noise to wake the dead. There was nothing to do for it. Krea put her boot against the wall and yanked with all she had. With a great grinding screech, the bottom bolt broke loose, taking a chunk of wall with it. The effort broke one of the bars loose as well, and between the two a narrow gap beckoned her to enter. She squeezed through the hole and ran as fast as she dared down the rest of the stairs.

The staircase finally let out into a large room, dimly lit by wall lanterns and stinking of mold and decay. Even though she couldn’t be certain in the pitiful light, Krea thought she saw the shadow of another gate cast against the far wall. Footsteps shuffled somewhere around the corner. Krea hurried over to join Cricket against the wall and listened. Voices again, too faint to make out, and then more footsteps. Krea swallowed and drew the dagger. What she hoped to do when she found Sorin, she didn’t know, but she wasn’t leaving without him.

Cricket leaped forward and disappeared into the shadows. Moving more slowly, Krea followed, holding to the wall and placing each foot with silent precision. Yet again, she thanked the faerie-born cobbler. 

When she came to the corner, she peeked around. Two men stood with their backs to her, one working a set of keys in a steel door. The other held a sword. A third man stood guarding the main hallway. Cricket flashed to her side and started to leap around the corner, but Krea managed to stop her. She mimicked a twisting key and signaled for the faerie to wait. Cricket twisted her head, clearly confused, but she didn’t move. 

As the two men struggled with the rusted lock, a fourth shadow slid along the distant wall. Krea watched in silence as the shadowy figure slipped up behind the man guarding the hallway. The guard jerked once, then again, before the shadow laid him silently on the ground. Just then, the gate swung open. 

Cricket darted around the corner, her shadow form a blur as she leaped onto the first guard’s face. He clawed at his attacker, already bleeding, but Cricket was gone. 

Krea decided to take Dane’s advice for a change and just let the dagger do what the dagger wanted to do. She ran into the room, brandishing the now raven-black blade in front of her. It swiped at the first guard and missed, but then the shadow figure knocked her to the ground. A sword swooshed so close over her head its wind blew her hair. So much for Dane’s idea.

She rolled to the side and climbed into a crouch just as Royden spun around and brought his sword down across the guard’s neck. His body dropped to the ground. The third guard lay in a bloody heap next to his partner, a victim of Cricket’s vicious attack.

“Royden! You believed me.”

“Not now. We can’t go back the way I came. Do you have another way out?”

“I came down a spiral staircase, but it may be blocked by now. I don’t know. How did you know he was here?”

“I heard Ulryk talking to a noble in the landing fields. The Lady Larea is marrying the son of Mishtryl!” Royden turned his head and spat. “Sorin said torbadyn had infiltrated the Empire. Goddess knows he tried to tell me, but I was having none of it. Now, I’ll not hear the end of it. If we all make it out of here. Was that a sheema with you?”

Krea nodded and tried peering into the rancid cell without stepping in the pooling blood. The gate was blocked by the dead man at Royden’s feet. “I don’t see Sorin? Why did they take him?” 

“My guess is that Ulryk heard us fighting. She had him taken that same night. When I left you in the hall, I followed her here.” The man shoved Cricket’s victim away from the gate with his foot. Voices echoed down the hall, still a good distance away.

Sorin’s voice called out from inside the room. “Anytime, you two.”

Royden yanked the gate fully open and stepped into the dank room. With considerably less confidence, Krea followed. In the corner, Sorin waited near the back wall, a cuff around his ankle securing him to a massive bolt. “Well, no hard feelings, Royden. I almost died, is all. Glad to hear you finally got around to doing something useful.”

“I swear on the goddess I could kill you myself, but it looks like Ulryk may have beat me to it.”

“Torbadyn, just like I said.” Sorin swayed a little as he shook his ankle. “Prince Talyth is in here, too. He’s in a bad way.”

Royden ducked around Sorin and reappeared with a lifeless form slung over his shoulder. “You’re going to have to walk on your own, Sorin. You can’t just keep expecting people to carry your burdens for you.”

Sorin chuckled, but his laugh held no humor. 

Krea rushed over to see if she could pry the cuff off Sorin’s ankle. No sooner had the blade touched the iron than it flared red-hot. In one clean swipe, it melted the locking bolt right off.

Sorin kicked the burning metal off his leg. “That’s one scary blade,” he said, staggering for the gate.

“Tell me about it!”

As they emptied into the main room, Sorin picked up one of the fallen guard’s swords and beckoned toward the two possible exits. “Where to?”

Krea led them around the corner to the stairs. If they had been steep coming down, they were a nightmare to ascend. The men moved slowly, too slowly. Sorin limped along using the wall for support, and Royden strained under the burden of the unconscious prince. Cricket flashed up the stairs and back, urging them to hurry, but there was nothing more they could do. They hadn’t cleared more than a handful of steps when the faerie turned to face the room with her ears pinned to her head. She hissed. 

They all turned as Nyrit shambled across the floor toward them. The beautiful hair now hung in sporadic clumps, and that chiseled face was composed of malformed lumps atop his too-long neck. One eye stared at them, full of fury, but the other wandered off to the side, unseeing and useless. But for all his twisted, mangled appearance, he pulsed with power and hatred. Where a gaping wound should have been, only a torn tunic marked the dagger’s attack, and even weakened, he was deadly. 

“First, faerie, we deal with you.” Nyrit raised his gnarled hand. A yellow and orange mist swirled around his fist and finally collected in his palm. “You should have stayed in the forest, sheema.” He threw the ball. 

Sorin screamed out a chant and threw a sunball of his own just as Cricket leaped to the side. The mist shattered the sunball. Dots of light filled the air, then disappeared. The sheema tumbled down the steps, stopping in a green heap at Nyrit’s feet. 

Krea screamed and leaped forward, but Royden yanked her back. 

The elf looked up at her, then at Sorin, and shook his head. “Stupid, pathetic mortals. Do you think your trick is a match for me?”

Cricket didn’t move. The familiar hum started in Krea’s head. She knew what it was. She knew what was happening. The image of Nyrit kicking the faerie aside swam before her as the burning spread throughout her body.

Nyrit raised his arm again. Mist swirled, then blurred. Somewhere behind her, Sorin yelled her name. Cricket! Poor Cricket!

Agonizing pain shot up her arm. Krea opened her mouth to scream, but the screech of a beast filled the air. She spread her arms just as Nyrit unleashed his ball of deadly magic. Her forearm blazed. The spiral burned like one of his runes in front of her. Then the spiral inside the dagger’s hilt stone joined it. 

The two runes merged as the ball of mist flew through the air. It hit an invisible wall and exploded back on Nyrit. Krea watched him jerk backward just before a wall of white light swallowed her.
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When Krea looked around, the room somehow seemed brighter. She intended to jump over Cricket to finish Nyrit off with her dagger, but her leap took her off the stairs and halfway across the room. She spun around again, but her legs didn’t move right. On the stairs, Sorin and Royden stared with mirrored looks of horror. 

Krea shook her body. Wings rustled against her back. She backed up a step. Instead of hitting the wall with her shoulder, massive haunches brushed against the stone. Her tail twitched. A wave of panic crashed over her as she stared down at massive talons where feet should have been. She turned two quick circles, dropping her wings down to look at the chestnut and tan feathers. A cat’s tail trailed behind. Cream-colored fur dotted with chestnut spots covered what she could see of her chest and ran down her front legs where the band and spiral still glowed above her talons. 

Krea pushed the panic back and shook again. Her muscles rippled. Wings nestled against her sides, aching with power and strength. She stepped forward once, then twice. Those giant paws fell silent as snow, just like Rhin had said. She cocked her head and pricked her ears. Sorin was chanting.

He approached her slowly, not at all like he had in the alleyway. And he seemed much smaller. His words didn’t whisper to her like they had before. They hurt. He kept walking, and the closer he came the more her head pounded, until she finally tried to tell him to stop. A deafening screech filled the room. She backed up and he covered his ears, but he didn’t stop. The pain started again, and she swiped at him with her massive paw. He jumped away, but just barely. 

Nyrit twitched on the floor.

When the chanting stopped, Krea had a moment of clear thought. She didn’t want to hurt Sorin, but what he was doing was wrong. Somehow, she knew it. With the same focus she used to talk to the dagger, she focused on Sorin. No, she thought at him. 

He stared up at her, wide-eyed. That had to be a good sign. At least he wasn’t chanting. She looked around the room again. Whatever else was happening, they still had to get out. A moan to her side brought her around again. 

Nyrit raised his arm.

She leaped forward and landed on the mangled elf. His vile, twisted body convulsed under her weight, and dots of light swirled around his contorted hand. With one more glance at the motionless faerie, Krea dragged her left paw across the torbadyn’s throat and severed his head from his body. To her dismay, he hardly bled. She backed away from the vile creature just in time to watch it dissolve into a puddle of putrid decay.

Krea turned back to Cricket. No way was she going to try picking the sheema up with a giant beak. Instead, she tried shoving her head under the little faerie. All she managed to do was shove Cricket against the wall before Sorin finally came and scooped the sheema off the floor. Krea then nodded her head toward Royden.

“Are you still with me?” Sorin asked, turning his head to look her in the eye.

Krea tried to answer, but screeched instead. She twitched her tail in frustration and snapped her beak together a few times.

Royden heaved the prince’s body up onto her back. “I take that as aye. Don’t know how, but I won’t challenge the goddess on this one.”

“That’s not possible!” Sorin pulled Cricket in close, but continued staring at Krea. “She isn’t bonded. It’s her first shift.”

“How is it that you have seen more impossibilities made into reality than anyone I know, yet with you, still, nothing is possible? Your girl counters with a gryphon, and a striking one at that. Live with it. Krea, are you with us?”

Krea snapped her beak together again and started to screech her irritation at their delay, but a noise made her pause. She put her back to the steps and turned just as a woman rounded the corner, several guards in tow. Corn-silk blonde hair hung down the woman’s back in a perfect sheet. Her white skin made her seem otherworldly, and when she locked gazes with Krea, she had Nyrit’s ice-blue eyes.

Dane stood beside her.

She paused to look at Nyrit’s decomposing body. Then she surveyed the group on the stairs. “My son beckoned me to come to this place of mortals. He said the prophecy had been laid at our feet. But instead I find you, caller. Again.”

Royden gasped. “Mishtryl.”

“Dane!” Sorin said, squeezing around Krea. “Dane, run over here. She’s not a mage.”

The boy didn’t move except to turn his pale face to Krea.

“I know it, but she teaches me magic when you won’t. Is that Krea?”

“You don’t want to learn that kind of magic, Dane. Trust me. It will hurt you. Look at Nyrit. That is what torbadyn magic does.”

His hand went to his burl. “You don’t know what’s the whole story. You don’t know nothin’. Is Krea okay?”

“The kyrni is lost, my child,” Mishtryl all but purred. “The mortals are lost as well. Do not waste a thought on them. They are beneath you. Caller, we finish this.”

Sorin started toward Mishtryl, the guard’s sword in his hand. “You can’t stay with her, Dane. She will kill you.” He pushed the rest of the way past Krea and raised the blade. “Run away, Dane! Run!”

“I ain’t goin’ to!” He stepped back. “I’s with her, now. And you can’t make me go, neither.”

Now that he was a step behind the terrifying elf, Dane turned back to Krea. Their eyes met. She didn’t know what to do. She wanted to go snatch him away, but she knew she wouldn’t make it three steps. Especially not with the probably-dead prince on her back.

“Leave. Off,” he mouthed, then glanced up. Dots of light danced around Mishtryl as she prepared to attack. And, as they collected in her palm, rocks began dropping from the ceiling. 

She wasn’t leaving him here! Krea pressed her wings against the prince’s body and leaped toward Dane, but he ducked behind Mishtryl. The woman raised her hand. Mist swirled around her in an angry wind, and the dots of light swarmed to her open hand.

“Leave off!” Dane mouthed again as more massive stones crashed to the ground. 

Sorin jumped back as boulders shattered in front of him.

“Sorin! Now!” Royden held the sheema in one hand and yanked Sorin up the steps with the other. Krea stepped right then left, but chunks of rock wall and ceiling crashed down in every direction.

“Goddess, Krea!” Royden yanked her tail. “We must go. The roof is collapsing. Now!”

Dust billowed out from the growing mound of stone, but she could still make out Dane’s outline. As he dropped his hand she spun to retreat, sneezing dust out of her nose...beak. She coiled her haunches and leaped for the stairs just as the roof caved in behind them. 

The two men rushed up the stairs, and even though they took five steps to one of Krea’s, the narrow hallway and tight twist of the spiral made the ascent nearly impossible. At one point, the spiral twisted so tight Krea was stuck. Her wings wouldn’t bend anymore. When she tried to step back, her feathers caught like barbs on the rock. She couldn’t move. 

Footsteps thumped back down the steps, and Sorin rounded the tight, twisted stairwell. He stopped a few steps up from where she was wedged, sucking air and streaming sweat. He didn’t look well. When Royden slid to a stop behind him, she noticed that the sheema looked even worse. 

She wiggled back and forth, but it only wedged her in tighter. One of her feathers twisted painfully, and an image of the roof collapsing surged through her mind. If it continued caving in, she was dead. She pushed forward again. The prince’s foot dug into her side as she jammed him against the wall. Panic seared through her thoughts and power burned at her center. Instead of pushing it back, she welcomed it. The magic boiled up and rolled over her. She drank it in, breathed it, felt it in her soul, and just as she was about to burst with it, she focused on being human. White light swallowed her again, and this time when it vanished, the gryphon was gone. The prince was not. 

“Ugg! Help!” she called, trying to wiggle out from under the dead weight of the injured man. 

Sorin rolled him off and knelt beside her on the steps. “Are you okay?”

She thought for a moment. Took a deep breath and smiled. “Great.”

“Not now,” Royden said, handing the sheema to Krea. Cricket blinked up at her briefly, then closed her eyes again. Royden muscled the prince back over his shoulder and started up the stairs again. “Like you couldn’t have squeezed through for a few more steps,” he complained, already winded.

“The dagger!” Krea checked around her. The room was dark again. It suddenly occurred to her that she had been seeing it through a hawk’s eyes. Now those eyes were gone. But even in the darkness, the dagger called to her. She shuffled her hand along the floor for only a second before she felt the familiar scales of the dragon. 

“I found it,” she said, but Sorin and Royden waved her to silence. The sound of feet thumped down the stairs above them, and from the sounds of it, there were a lot of feet.

They stared at each other.

“Now what?” Royden whispered.

Sorin pressed against the wall. “We can’t go back.”

“Well, we sure aren’t fighting off a legion of guards with a half-dead prince, a sick faerie, and a girl who doesn’t even have a sword.”

“Hey!” Krea scowled at him and pulled Cricket in closer. “I have a magic dagger!”

Royden shrugged. Or it looked like he shrugged. In the darkness it was hard to tell. “Do you have any other abilities you haven’t told us about? If not, we’re in trouble.”

“There’s a crack in the wall just ahead.”

“How big of a crack?” Royden asked.

“Not big. Not big enough to squeeze through, but it wouldn’t take much to make it bigger. A sunball would do it.”

Royden frowned in confusion and looked over at Sorin. The sound of feet grew louder.

“A rendo,” Sorin explained. He shook his head. “I don’t think I can make one. I’m dry.”

“I think you better figure it out,” Royden said, and started back up the stairs. 

After another twenty or so steps, they came to the gate. Krea wasted no time squeezing through and finding the crack. It was smaller than she remembered. Much smaller.

The feet running down the stairs became louder. She could hear the clang of metal swords hitting the wall.

Sorin stopped in front of the crack and shook his head. He held out his hand. White light swirled, lighting the stairwell, but before it could collect, the light faded and died.

“I can’t. I don’t have anything left.”

“Sorin. Don’t do this!” Royden eased the prince’s body to the ground and leaned over to catch his breath. Sweat trickled down his face and dripped onto the floor. 

“What do you want from me, Royden? If I could pull the Essences from myself like the torbadyn do, I would. I can’t. I don’t have any more.”

“I want you to try. I want you to try until you bleed, and then keep trying, even if it kills you.”

Krea spoke up before Sorin could respond. “You need Essence?”

He turned from Royden, his fury radiating from him even in the darkness. “Aye!”

She handed Sorin the sheema and drew the dagger. Drink, she told it. The tail snaked out and stabbed into her wrist. Sorin peered hard through the darkness and gasped. He reached out to snatch the dagger away, but Krea held up her hand. Nausea rolled over her as the dagger sucked her energy. She closed her eyes and let it feed. When she could stand no more, she held the blade out to Sorin. Now give it back, she thought.

The blade jerked in her hand. Sorin stood stone still while Krea fought for control. When she finally forced the dagger to hold still, she motioned to Sorin. “Grab it.”

Sorin wrapped his fae-hand around the blade. Essence flowed into him. It wasn’t as much as she had gotten from Nyrit, but hopefully it was enough. 

He held out his hand and stared. Krea was wondering if his fae-hand bled sap when tiny drops of light began swirling into his palm. The feet thundered down the stairs. Voices yelled. They had to be close enough to see the light from the sunball. They all covered their heads while Sorin threw the rendo. 

Stone cracked and shattered. Dust and debris billowed into the narrow passage. All three of them coughed and hacked and waved away the choking dust as thin beams of sunlight flooded the stairway. 

“Go. Go.” Royden dragged the prince over to the hole and looked down. “Mother of mercy! That’s a healthy drop. Sorin go. I will drop the prince down to you.”

They didn’t argue. Krea dropped down first, cradling Cricket against the fall. Some of the Essence had to have spilled out onto her, because her tail flicked around to hold on as they dropped. Sorin dropped down next with a grunt. He was still climbing to his feet when Royden dangled Talyth feetfirst over the edge. The prince struggled for only a second before Royden dropped him. Krea and Sorin both tried to break his fall, but they heard the painful crack anyway. Talyth’s arm twisted under him, broken. He drifted back into unconsciousness.

Royden screamed a battle cry above them. Metal clashed. Men yelled, and then the kyrni leaped out the opening. He landed with a hard thump on his back, but rolled quickly to his feet and ran over to the prince.

“That’s going to hurt tomorrow,” Sorin said, dragging the prince against the wall. An arrow thumped into the dirt an arm’s length away. 

“It hurts now!” Royden said. “Run for the grass.”

The two men carried the prince between them as they ran for the cover of the long grass encroaching upon the palace wall. It wasn’t much by way of shelter, but it was all they had.

“Krea can change again and take Talyth. Sorin, you can ride on me. We can make the forest.”

“I can’t hold you, Royden. I used all the dagger gave me to throw the rendo. I think the sheema took some, too.”

“I’m no hatchling! You don’t need to hold me. Just follow me through the change and stay with me. We’ll be fine.”

“How long has it been?”

Men shouted orders from the opening. Royden shifted under the burden of the prince still hanging limp between them. He just shook his head.

“I can’t hold you, my friend. I won’t try.”

“So we just sit here and die because you don’t want to try?”

Sorin leveled the man with a hard stare. “Aye. I would rather die than watch someone else I care about fly away to never return.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Krea said. “I don’t know how to shift again, and even if I could, I don’t know how to fly.”

That stopped the argument.

“I know a place where we can hide in the city if we can get there,” Krea said.

Both men looked skeptical. Royden shifted again, causing the prince to let out a mumbled groan, but nothing more. It was quickly drowned out by shouts from the wall. Guards popped up along the top, bows drawn. As long as they continued to hug the wall, the bows couldn’t reach them thanks to the narrow overhang, but they couldn’t stay forever. 

Krea scrambled to think of anything that could save them. Maybe she could fly. Maybe if she just let her wings do what wings do, they would be okay. She turned to share her newfound confidence with Sorin, but he still stared at the guards. Why weren’t they at least trying to shoot? She looked up. They stood, bows drawn, eyes focused on the field. She and Sorin both turned to follow their gaze. On the farside of the meadow, hundreds of guards charged the palace—swords drawn, shields up.

“Whose side are they on?” Krea asked.

Sorin shook his head. “I have no idea.”

“And we’re not sitting here to find out. Sorin, take him.” Royden thrust the prince the rest of the way into Sorin’s arms and started pulling off his tunic. “I’m flying out of here. You can watch me go, or you can go with me. You choose.”

“Mother of mercy,” Sorin mumbled as he eased the moaning prince to the ground.

Krea glanced from Sorin to Royden in confusion. “I don’t understand. I thought your clothes disappeared when you shifted. Why are you taking off your shirt?”

“Because the prince will need to be tied on, and you are flying out of here, too. You will need some way to carry the sheema.” He began knotting the sleeves and slicing the fabric to form a large sling.

“I don’t know how to fly!”

“Aye, you do. You just don’t know it yet.”

“I don’t know how to shift! It happened by accident the first time.”

“And this time it will be on purpose, or we all die.”

Sorin grabbed the torn cloth from the man. “Royden, shut up. Krea. You can do this. Tie these together into a rope.”

Krea focused on the sleeping sheema without really seeing her. Hands reached in and took the furry bundle from her arms. Krea looked up into Sorin’s birch eyes. “Krea,” he said. “You can do this. You are the prophecy. Do you hear me? The prophecy.”

A blast of screams erupted from the tower as the first volley of arrows sunk into the charging horde. With great care, Sorin placed the sheema next to the moaning prince and started knotting and slicing the tunic. Krea rushed to join him. 

A great creaking sound echoed from somewhere around the other side of the palace wall. It reminded Krea of snapping timber.

“They opened the gates,” Royden announced. “Are you done?”

Sorin nodded and took the last of Krea’s rope. “Aye. Let’s do this.”

“You better keep one of these for yourself,” Royden said, handing his own rope over. “With no harness, my scales won’t be a friend.”

“You’re no hatchling, and I’m no scrub. Don’t worry about me. Are you ready?”

The wall of men still pressing across the field faltered, some backing into the row behind them. A cacophony of shouts and commands erupted as a new threat rounded the corner wall.

Royden spat. “Torbadyn! We go now, or we don’t go. I’m ready.”

“I’m not!” Krea protested. “I don’t know how to do this. How do I change? How do I fly?”

The line of blue dots across his brow smoothed out as he turned to Krea. He didn’t even blink as something exploded in the field behind him. “Focus on the power. The raw power of your gryphon counter. Focus on that, and just let it swallow you.”

“I’m supposed to let it eat me? Wonderful. How do I fly?”

“That’s a little trickier. Long, full strokes. Once you’re in the air, it’s no problem, but getting launched...it’s like you’re using your wings to push off the ground, but be sure to bring them down after you leap, not at the same time.”

“Really? That’s my flying lesson? Almost at the same time, but not quite?”

A chunk of rock wall shattered behind them in a burst of white lights. 

Sorin held up the sling they had made, now bulging with the little sheema. “We have to do this now. Krea, when you are shifted, goddess help us, I will hook this around your neck. Royden, I’ll need a second to tie the prince on your back.” He placed his hand on Royden’s shoulder. “Here we go.”

His friend pushed Sorin’s arm away and grabbed the fae-hand instead. “I want this one,” he said, pressing it to his forehead. “Just for luck. Krea. Watch me.” And with that, Sorin began to sing.

Around them, the battle closed in. Arrows rained onto the meadow. Balls of yellow, red, and blue light plowed into the ground, hurling rocks and mud in their wake. But as Krea watch Royden, it all faded away. His face relaxed. A smile of pure bliss replaced the creased brow, and as he sucked in a deep breath, a wall of light swallowed him. Or her. Krea didn’t know which. When the light faded, the world felt brighter, more alive, and she knew she was once again the gryphon. The fighting across the field sounded like it was a stone’s throw away, and when she gazed out across the field, she saw that it was.

“Here,” Sorin said, hooking the sling around her neck. “I hope that holds. Royden!”

An arrow whipped by Krea’s head, blowing feathers in its wake. A tiny ting sound marked its landing. When Krea turned, even as tall as she was, she had to look up. The arrow had bounced off the gleaming scales of a dragon so blue he could have been black. The dragon, Royden, turned his flat face toward the offending arrow and flared webbed horns that circled his head, protecting his neck. Both Krea and Sorin stared until he nudged the prince, poking him with a tiny horn on the end of his nose.

“Take the caller!” screamed a voice from somewhere above. Krea knew without looking it was Mishtryl.

Sorin heaved the prince onto Royden’s back and lashed him flat against the dragon’s neck, or as close as he could get given the long horns sweeping back from the dragon’s iridescent head. As Sorin was pulling himself up behind Talyth, Royden took off at a great galloping run. Krea closed in behind him.

Following Royden’s lead, Krea leaped into the air and pulled her massive wings down beside her. The tips of her wings dragged in the grass. She stumbled forward, nearly stepping on Cricket in the process. Ahead, Royden was already in the air. 
“Do not let them go!” Mishtryl yelled.
Krea took off running again just as a sunball exploded behind her. She stretched her wings and leaped up into them. When she pulled them down, the wind whispered along the edges of her feathers. The third leap didn’t touch the ground. 

Another ball of light blazed by, and she leaned away from it. The bag around her neck swung out to the side, and the lean turned into a hard bank. The wall loomed ahead. She pumped her wings, but that only brought her closer to the massive stone surface. In desperation, she thrust out her front paws and leaned back. Wind whipped her wings back. Her shield-size paws thumped against the wall and she ran. One stride, two strides. On the third, she bunched up her haunches and leaped away. Cricket’s bag swung hard to the left, but the knots held. A wall of trees beckoned ahead. A wall of torbadyn did as well.

A thundering roar cut the air. Krea pumped her wings and tried again to angle away from the elven army. She tilted again, but she managed to throw herself into a towering elm before she leveled out. A black shadow plunged out of the trees. The screech of a dragon echoed across the field. Krea breathed a sigh of relief, until she realized the sound hadn’t come from Royden. She turned her head.

Overhead two dragons, one red and one orange, dropped down out of the sky and swooped over the fighting guards. Another red dragon flew over the field and launched back into the air. Moments later, two more dragons cleared a stand of aspen and raced for the palace roof.

“Krea!” Sorin yelled, waving his sword. “Come with us.”

Royden dipped toward the field and swooped left. A beheaded torbadyn marked his passage. Sorin changed sword hands, ready to take out a guard on his left, but Royden reached for the treetops again. He already looked tired. 

More kyrni dropped out of the sky, converging on the castle, their callers launching sunballs and swinging swords at everything in their way. Part of her wanted to stay and watch, to help. The bag swinging against her chest changed her mind. She leveled out as best she could and followed Royden over the trees.

By the time they flew over the landing fields, she was breathing hard. How Rhin had carried two people halfway through the forest was beyond her. She wanted nothing more than to drop onto the inviting grass below and collapse. But Cricket needed the forest. Apparently, so did Sorin. He had begun to droop left on Royden’s back, and more than once the dragon had to correct for the shifting weight.

The sound of wings closed in behind her, but Krea dared not try to look. No doubt it would end with her plowing into the ground. Instead, she just pushed forward with everything she had. It wasn’t enough. The rustling drew closer. After a few more pumps of her wings, Rhin and Jaydar pulled up beside her. Jaydar’s expression was pure horror.

“Stay with her, Rhin. She looks tired. If we can follow her to the ground, I can try to shift her back.” Why Jaydar yelled was beyond her. She could hear him as if he were screaming into her ear, and she knew Feydrhin could as well.

She shook her head. Something tingled in her head. Jaydar. He was trying to meld. She screeched at him to stop and shook her head again. The knot on the sling slipped. Cricket’s bag slid off her neck. 

Without a thought, Krea threw her wings back and stalled in the air. She pumped them forward to level out and dove.

Wind rushed across her beak and forced her ears against her head. Almost as soon as she began her dive, she had overtaken the bag. With no other option, she closed her beak over the thin cloth and struggled back into the air. The Nayli lay just ahead. So did the giant mutant trees. 

Krea pushed against the wind, trying to fill her wings with every pump. As Jaydar screamed instructions at her, she played with the angle and finally began to climb. Leaves brushed her paws as she cleared the barrier marking the Nayli Forest.

Ahead, Royden continued to dip and recover. Each time he sunk a little lower. Each time, Sorin sagged longer before regaining his focus. Jaydar moved his yelling to Sorin, and Feydrhin took the lead. He led them over the forest and banked left. A clearing opened up beneath them—the most perfect and beautiful clearing Krea had ever seen. Had it been strewn with dead bodies, she would have loved it just as much. Exhausted, she dropped down and managed to land without breaking her leg. Not for lack of trying, though. 

With as much care as her massive head allowed, she laid the bag on the grass and focused on being hu...on her counter. When the white light faded, the meadow dimmed as well. She glanced down at her hands and at the glowing red spiral, then at the bag lying motionless on the ground. 

She was afraid to look. What if she had snapped poor Cricket in half with her beak? How could she live with that? She didn’t see blood. She didn’t see movement, either.

“Krea! You’re...you’re...you’re Krea. How could you...how did you shift? With no caller?”

She looked up to see Rhin running toward her. He stopped and stared. After a moment, he followed her gaze down to the still bag. He knelt down beside the sling and peeled back the slack cloth. Cricket didn’t move. She didn’t breathe. She didn’t anything.

Krea’s hand flew to her face and tears spilled down her cheeks. “I killed her. Oh, goddess. I killed her.”

“You didn’t do this, Krea.” Rhin lifted the lifeless sheema out of the bag. Her tail dangled limply from his arms.

“But my beak. I can’t really feel it. I grabbed the bag with it.”

Rhin shook his head. “You didn’t hurt her.” He stood and pulled her to his chest. “Hawthorn. Hawthorn,” he mumbled, turning a circle as he searched the clearing. “Come on! Just one good hawthorn.”

“There!” Krea said, pointing out a thick-trunked tree at the edge of the meadow.

“Perfect. Hurry. Go get the water skin from Jaydar.”

Krea turned and found Jaydar kneeling over Sorin with a very worried Royden staring over his shoulder. She ran to the group. “Is he okay? What’s wrong?”

Royden looked up. “Holding me nearly killed him. When he said he was dry, he actually meant it. Damned stubborn caller. He’d die just to be right.”

Jaydar looked over at Royden and smiled. His hands still glowed against Sorin’s chest, and this time as she watched the healing, Krea felt the Essence flowing through them both. “I need your water skin,” she said.

Both men turned to find Feydrhin. He had one hand on the tree; the faerie lying at the base of the trunk. Jaydar pulled the skin’s strap from around his neck and handed the water bag over. Krea didn’t linger over Sorin. He was in his forest. He would recover. Instead, she ran to Rhin. Without asking, she poured the skin’s water out around the tree and then stepped away to watch. 

Unlike the time with Sorin, the tree nymph didn’t hesitate. Cricket was one of her own, and apparently Feydrhin had already made the introductions. Wispy tendrils of light reached out of the bark. The fleeting ribbons formed into a face framed by delicate, flowing locks of glowing hair. As the nymph pulled away from the tree, she formed hands, a body, and one foot. The other foot never left the bark. It just stretched longer as the tiny being buried her smokelike fingers into the sheema’s dull brown fur. 

The nymph spread herself over the unmoving sheema. For a moment, nothing happened. Both magical creatures lay unmoving in the approaching darkness. Then, the nymph melted into the sheema’s dark coat and disappeared.

Krea looked up at Rhin. He smiled and nodded back toward the sheema. She looked down just as Cricket shifted from bark brown to her green tree form. She was the color of dead leaves, but she was alive.

“Let’s leave them alone for a little while. That sheema needs time to heal.”

“I can’t believe I didn’t kill her.”

“Isn’t that what Sorin usually says about you?”

Krea smiled. This time as she headed back to the rest of the group, her legs didn’t feel quite as confident. The adrenaline that had gotten her to the meadow was gone. The reality of what had just happened settled across her shoulders like wet wool. 

Sorin and Jaydar both leaned against a boulder. Prince Talyth still lay on the ground, but he was at least moving and mumbling, which was a good sign. She and Rhin were halfway to them when the thump of beating leather wings reached the clearing. In an instant, all five of them had their blades drawn and ready to face the incoming threat. 

A rusty red dragon cleared the treetops and circled the field. At first Krea thought it was Kinara, but the dragon was smaller and colored the burnt red of a sunset with none of Kirara’s bright copper gleam. The men sheathed their swords as the dragon dropped into the field. Bri, brown hair plaited tightly against her head, leaped down and ran to Sorin.

“Thank the goddess! I swear I thought you were dead. When that dirty little street crawler showed up talking about torbadyn and pulks, I went to find you. Your room had been tossed. Blood was smeared everywhere, and you were gone. I ran to tell Doran, but I thought for sure you were...”

“Bri. Shh.” Sorin grabbed her and kissed her. This time Krea knew she was the one blushing, but she didn’t look away. “Thank you for raising the hold. You saved us. You probably saved the Royal City.”

“I don’t know about that. The torbadyn are in deep. We did get the jump on them, though. Our best guess is that they planned to launch their attack once all the nobles were in the city. Even though they had called in most of the kyrni to get them there, carting around so many people was wearing everyone out. Their plan probably would have worked. The kryni would have been too tired to stage a proper defense.” Bri took a deep breath and looked around. Behind her, Yiryn shifted in a flash of white light. “What brought that kid into the hold, I don’t know, but I’m glad he came. When we tried to run him off, he stood right there on the dais and called us all good for nothin’ fluffs who couldn’t see a leech if it was stuck to our eyeballs, whatever that means. We figured he must have been serious at that point.”

Sorin pointed to Krea. “She sent him. She came looking for me.”

Bri turned to Krea. “You never did hook up with Yiryn that day, did you?”

“No.”

“You went into the city instead?”

“Aye.”

She nodded and looked around the clearing again. Her eyes went from Sorin to Royden to the prince, and finally to Rhin. She frowned. “How did you all get here? How many did you carry, Rhin?”

“Only Jaydar. Royden flew Prince Talyth and Sorin. Krea flew herself.”

Her expression betrayed her horror, and she turned back to Sorin. “You held both of them? What were you thinking! I don’t care who you think you are—that’s insane! They both could have been lost.”

“Bri,” Rhin said, placing a hand on her shoulder. “Calm down. He only held Royden. Krea can shift on her own.”

“What?”

Krea pulled back her sleeve to reveal the spiral on her forearm. “I can shift without a caller.”

“She’s the prophecy,” Royden said. “Eothi.”

Sorin stared down at the spiral. “I shall call out from creation the unity of one. A kyrni and caller in one. The very thing the torbadyn were trying to create. From the creation of the two, Justice will call...”

“At the feet of the one, my child will fall,” Royden finished. “No wonder they have been hunting you since Trasdaak. They know Krea is their downfall.”

Jaydar joined the rest to stare at the spiral. “Unless they can control her. Then she is our downfall.”

Bri looked from Krea to Sorin. “Where will you go? You can’t bring Krea back into Shaylith. The whole council could be corrupt. Probably shouldn’t let the prince come back, either. Not for a while.”

“I pray your pardon!” Royden said.

Bri smiled. “Except for Royden, of course.”

“Elder Royden,” he corrected. “And they aren’t all bad. But she’s right. You need to stay away until we get things put to right.”

Yiryn, who had been watching the group in silence, reached out and brushed her fingers over the red lines of the spiral. “I just don’t understand how they got in to begin with. With the hold right there.”

Bri shrugged again. “I want to know the same thing.” She turned to Royden. “Are you coming back with me?”

He looked over at Sorin and nodded. “Take Krea and bed down in the Nayli, Sorin. We’ll find you when it’s safe.”

“No. I...we need to do what we were told to do in the first place. We need to go to the Kanadorak.”

“Told by who?”

“A drykir.”

Royden stepped back and crossed his arms. “A drykir came out in the open? Spoke to you? Told you to go to the Kanadorak, and you came to Shaylith instead?”

“I was angry.”

“Very angry,” Krea added.

“Stupid, is more of it.”

Rhin laughed. “You two fight more like brothers than friends. Come, Elder Royden; we need to go. Sorin, I will gather your belongings and bring them back to you tonight. It may not be until tomorrow before I get you the horses.”

“Can you manage His Majesty?” Royden asked. 

“We’ll be fine,” Sorin assured him. “Just bring us our gear. But I won’t be leaving anytime soon.”

“Why?” Royden asked, pulling the makeshift rope out from under the prince. “When a drykir tells you to go do something, seems to me it needs to get done.”

“I’m not leaving Dane.”

The others looked at each other in confusion, but Royden gave Sorin’s shoulder a squeeze. “The boy made his choice, Sorin. We can’t force him to take our side in this.”

Sorin shook his head. “He saved us. You saw it. He saved us from Mishtryl. He hasn’t chosen a side. He’s just mad at me. And, to be fair, he has the right to be. I’ve turned this whole thing sideways because of my pride, and I have to see it fixed. I don’t leave until I have Dane. Krea can go ahead to the Kanadorak. It’s her who they want there anyhow.”

“I’m not going alone!” Krea said, glancing from one face to another. They all held mirrored expressions of confusion, but nobody jumped in to help argue her point. 

Royden shook his head. “I saw what he did, but I can’t say he did it to save us.”

“He did it on purpose. He saved us. And now, it’s my turn to save him. Even if the little pelt doesn’t know he needs to be saved.”

Krea grinned. 

“What?” Sorin said, staring at her.

“Just odd to hear you talk like one of us. One thing doesn’t fit, though.”

“What?” 

“Why didn’t Mishtryl stop him?”

After a pause, Royden spoke up first. “If he did it on purpose, and I’m not saying he did, maybe Mishtryl didn’t know what he was about to do?”

Sorin shook his head. “She knew. I saw the look on her face. She knew.”

Krea shrugged.

“Or maybe she didn’t,” Royden said, running a hand through his still wet hair. “Maybe she doesn’t know what Krea can do. That she can shift back without a caller. “Maybe from her perspective Krea was just another lone shift, and that’s not worth losing an elemental wizard over.”

Soring considered that for a moment. “Her secret stays with us, then,” Sorin said, sounding like the leader of armies.

“Agreed,” Royden said, offering his arm. 

One by one, they pledged their silence. Royden tried once more to talk Sorin out of his rescue mission, offering to retrieve Dane himself, but Sorin was having none of it. For once, Krea was thankful for the man’s stubbornness. Of course, she might change her mind when it came time to inform him that under no circumstances was she leaving for the Kanadorak on her own, but that was for another day. 

After they watched them disappear over the trees, Krea and Sorin faced each other, both exhausted and both thankful to be there at all. Their group felt empty without the little pelt. “Dane knew. About me, I mean. I saw it when he looked at me.”

“Aye. I saw it, too.”

“You really are going to go get him, right?” 

Sorin nodded. “As soon as we get our horses back. And my sword. This one is all but useless.”

“What about the prince?”

Sorin glanced over at the still unmoving man on the grass carpet. “I don’t know. He can’t go back to Shaylith. Not yet. Maybe I’ll bring him with me to the Kanadorak once I have Dane.”

“But we’ll be short a horse.”

“No, we’re not. One of us can fly. And you will be long on your way by then, anyhow.”

“Not alone. And I can’t fly. Not really. I almost killed Cricket.”

“You’ll learn.”

They stared out at the clearing in silence. Krea let the day soak in and finally let out a much needed sigh of relief. 

Sorin squeezed her shoulder. “I couldn’t agree more. We need to get under the cover of the canopy and prepare to bed down.”

“Well, you know what I am going to do as soon as we’re done?”

Sorin shook his head.

“I am going to start adding those braids just like Arie told me to. A green one for the three forms of the sheema who risked her life to save me, a gold one for the three friends who helped me, and a black one for the three colors of this dagger.”

“Sounds right. They will match your new look.”

Krea’s free hand flew to her face. She had forgotten about that part. She was marked. “What do I look like?”

Sorin smiled and traced the lines on her face again. His fingers started between her brow. The right one brushed over her eyebrow, poked out a row of dots disappearing into her hairline, and then tapped all over her cheek below that eye. His left finger traced an intricate spiral along the right side of her forehead, then dipped back to her nose and made brushing motions all around her eye back toward her ear.

“Like feathers?” she asked.

He nodded. “Gold and tan and chestnut, just like your counter.”

“Does it look strange?”

“It looks beautiful.”

Krea grinned. She would save the fight about the Kanadorak for another day. Right now, all she wanted was to lie next to the sheema and sleep in a skin that, for the first time in her life, was really hers.
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Author’s Notes
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Thank you for reading Hand and Talon. I hope you loved it! Word of mouth is the best advertising an author can hope for, so if you enjoyed your time with Krea and Sorin, please take a moment to leave a positive review with the seller.

Also, if you would like to take an adventure into space, please check out my Drani series. 

And don’t forget to visit my website at meloniepurcell.com where you can find information on upcoming books, sample chapters, maps and other fun stuff. You can sneak through the site ninja-style or drop in and chat.
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