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      Sara Fairchild stared with hard eyes at the three men and two women who surrounded her. They had cornered her in an alley. But only because she wanted them to. She was having a bad day, might as well end it right. Feet planted firmly in the dry dirt, she called out to the group arrayed in a semi-circle around her, “Nice day for a fight, isn’t it?”

      The woman to her right wore a raggedy scarf around her hair and her ears were covered in at least five earrings per lobe. She glared and said, “You think you’re funny, girl?”

      Sara watched as the woman spit into the dirt before her in disgust.

      “Your da was a disgrace,” the woman continued. “You’re just like him. A coward.”

      “And a cheat!” said the man directly in front of her. He nervously fingered a blade in his hands. It was a poorly crafted one. That Sara could tell from five feet away. She stood in front of him with her back up against the wall. She wasn’t carrying her sword, but she did have one fine long knife at her waist, a dagger on her thigh, and a baton she’d lifted from a city patrolman in her right hand.

      “Is that so?” Sara said, directing her voice at the man in front of her, “And what, pray tell, did I cheat you of, Simon Codfield?”

      Her tone was level. Even surprised. He shifted warily. He was nervous even with four of his friends to back him up. When the people standing with him began to look at him oddly, he stiffened his back. Simon licked his lips and said, “Cards. I know you had an extra ace in your belt. Admit it now and we’ll only beat you two ways until Sunday.”

      She tilted her head. “And if I admit it later?” Even he couldn’t miss the derision in her voice.

      “We’re trying to go easy on you,” said Simon Codfield, his voice dipping into desperation. He might be a liar as well as a thief, but he was no fool. Sara knew the only reason he and his crew had followed her into this alley was because if he didn’t accuse her, he would have to take the fall for losing over forty shillings in a card game that had only started on a bet of five. She knew and he knew that he didn’t have forty shillings to give. That was one month’s pay for a dockworker, never mind a ne’er-do-well like Simon who hadn’t worked an honest job a day in his life.

      “Tell you what. Why don’t you drop those trousers of yours? Then we’ll call it even,” said the thief lord in charge of the west district of Sandrin. She turned to face the man who had spoken. He rubbed a hand over his two-day-old beard with a grin.

      Sara brought up the long knife in her left hand. “Why don’t you drop yours, Severin, so that I can cut off your balls for you?”

      Anger flashed in the thief lord’s eyes. Anger and passion. Sara smiled. She wasn’t joking. If she got close enough to him, she’d make him a eunuch without batting an eye. Simon Codfield gulped and took a step back. He knew she wasn’t playing around.

      But Severin was new. He didn’t believe the reputation she had acquired on the streets. More’s the pity for him. He thought he would be in for what a man like him considered a little rough play—disarming a pretty girl of a simple knife. Maybe getting a few scratches and bites for his troubles.

      She couldn’t wait to show Severin just how wrong he was.

      Sara chuckled. “I’m feeling generous today. You lot can back off and slink back into whatever hidey-hole you crawled out of. Or I can show you some manners.”

      Either way they chose, this would end soon. She had less than fifteen minutes to grab some meat pies off a vendor and get home. Sara Fairchild was seventeen years old. Almost a woman grown with the talent of ten swordsmen and the fierce determination of a lioness cornered. But even she quivered at the thought of being late to her mom’s dinner table. Hell had nothing on Anna Beth Fairchild’s anger.

      “Well? Which is it going to be?” said Sara impatiently. “I don’t have all night.”

      Severin chuckled while raising his hand. The brass knuckles on his fingers were still sticky with the blood from the last poor sod he had beaten into the ground. You didn’t get to be thief lord by playing nice. She grimaced. She hated those types of weapons. They were crude. Designed to provide the most damage to a body in the least amount of time. Which meant beating a person bloody until their head split open and the bones in their face were broken. There was no finesse about the brass knuckles and nothing clean about the kill. It was quite the opposite of the grace of her favorite weapon—the sword.

      “Is that supposed to intimidate me?” Sara said.

      “It should. You’ve got too much pride,” he taunted back.

      “For a woman? Or for a Fairchild?”

      Severin looked at the man who stood next to him. Then he jerked his head to a lackey while issuing an order. “Get her, Rube.”

      Rube moved forward without complaint, every step he took jangling the rusty chain of metal links intertwined between his fingers.

      Then Severin turned back to her and answered her question of why she had too much pride. “For both,” he said.

      Then there was no more talking, because Sara was facing off against a menacing Rube. A lumbering giant, Sara had a feeling he was Severin’s muscle on the docks when the thief lord was cheating sailors out of their hard-earned coins. She’d heard stories about the lumbering giant. Here, in the rapidly darkening alley, as she faced him down with just a knife and baton, she could see why he was intimidating. To most people. But not to her. Because Rube moved with a slow gait. Not the careful precision of a trained fighter, but with the bulk of a man who didn’t know how to use his weight to his advantage.

      She smiled. That was too bad for Rube, because she did.

      Keeping her back to the wall, Sara Fairchild danced forward on light feet with her baton at the ready. She wasn’t going to kill Rube. He was the dumb muscle—she could see it in the placid cow-like gaze of his eyes. Severin gave the orders and he followed them. She didn’t kill attack dogs like him. She killed the owners that made them kill.

      Rube swung the thick metal chain out with the strength of an ox. The chain snapped forward with enough speed to crack open her head like an egg, if she had stood still. Instead Sara was already moving forward with the speed and dexterity of a warrior trained by the very best. With a swift grunt, she jumped up onto Rube. The force of her momentum as well as weight knocked him back flat on the ground. She was careful to keep her balance and fell with him until she landed atop his waist in a straddle. He sat up with a roar of anger. Wasting no time, she brought her baton down with a harsh crack, infusing it with just a hint of battle magic. It was enough to make the baton take on the weight of twelve of its kind. So when Rube fell back this time, he fell hard.

      As Rube’s body crashed into the packed dirt with a loud thump, she jumped up and landed behind the remaining four thieves with ease. Turning so that her back was now to the opposite wall, she smiled.

      “Who’s next?”

      They looked down at their unconscious muscle man, then back up at her.

      Severin snarled, “Kill her. I don’t care about her loot. I want her pretty throat cut from end to end.”

      Simon looked ready to bolt. But even as she watched his comrades ease up on her warily, she pitied them. They were in a tough position. The thieves’ code meant if one of them ran and the others found them first, they wouldn’t be outcast; they’d be killed on the spot by their thief lord. Simon couldn’t run on the off chance that one of his group survived their encounter with her. But she could tell that he didn’t want to stay and face her, either. She could have told him to run because no one would survive this encounter if they didn’t turn tail first, but she didn’t. This was his fault anyway. Who runs up a forty-shilling wager on their thief lord’s tab and doesn’t break for the hills the moment they lose?

      The woman with all the earrings said, “I’ll give her a red throat from ear to ear with pleasure, Severin. This one is getting on my nerves.”

      Sara raised an eyebrow at the cocky broad.

      She shrugged her shoulders. “If you think you can take me, then come on.”

      Instead of a chain, the woman came at her with a wickedly-sharp curved blade. A modified scimitar, really, Sara thought as she dodged back from the first thrust.

      As Sara watched the woman swing wide again she thought with a calculating eye, But she has no form. A blade like that should have a proper mistress.

      “Come on, you whey-faced coward!” shouted her opponent. Anger emerged in the rapid tic of her eyelids as Sara dodged another blow easily.

      Sara sighed, “If you insist.”

      In the blink of an eye, she changed from defensive to offensive. She moved forward with her knife at the ready. Sara had no plans to spare this woman. She had insulted Sara’s father, and she carried something Sara wanted.

      That scimitar is mine, Sara thought with some glee.

      The idea of possessing the blade was a nice bit of sunshine in the spiral of darkness that was her life since her father’s execution.

      She shifted the knife in her hand so that the blade rested almost horizontal to her palm. She wasn’t going to stab the woman. She was going to slash her throat. With a silent move, Sara came up under the woman’s broad chest as her opponent swung the scimitar wide for another attempt at a killing blow. As swiftly and silently as a cobra, Sara slit her throat only to quickly dodge to the side to avoid the red spray of blood. Sara had gotten into a lot of scuffles over the years. Many of which had ended up with her opponent dead. She’d learned early on to avoid all evidence of such fights on her clothes. It didn’t please her mother if she came home with her tunic stained red with blood.

      Even when Sara explained that battle magic was in her nature, just as it had been in her father’s, her mother wouldn’t hear of it. Sara wasn’t sure if it was getting the bloodstains out of her clothes, or the practice from which the stains originated that revolted her mother so, but she did her best not to remind her mother of their family’s preferred occupations of fighter, hunter, and killer.

      As the second body fell, Sara watched it with detachment. She would gather the scimitar when she was through with the others. She shifted back into readiness when she heard a shout from behind her. To her surprise, it wasn’t the remainder of the thief lord’s people coming at her, although she had the sneaking suspicion Simon was hedging his bets until the last possible moment, but rather Severin himself who came for her this time.

      Teeth bared in a fierce expression, he came for her with his fist upraised. The brass knuckles on his hands were coming at such a fast pace that she knew it could be a death blow. But Sara wasn’t stupid. Her cold execution of the woman was more than desire for the scimitar; it was wary calculation. She’d angered Severin enough to startle him into action. Unfortunately for him, she was aware at all times of the area around her, including the space’s limitations and usefulness. Just before his fist connected with her face, she darted to the side. He had no time to correct his movement. He ran forward, straight into the wall, and his right hand smashed into the stone with a sickening crunch that made even her wince.

      His screams lit up the alley. She knew the bones of his hand were probably broken in multiple places. Served him right for trying to kill her. She watched the thief lord as he sat back on his knees cradling his hand at his waist and sobbing. She had no sympathy for him. She just wondered if she should kill him now or wait. Then the only other woman of the thief lord’s crew made Sara’s decision for her. She swung an old piece of wood filled with nails and jagged metal at Sara’s head. Sara smirked, dodged the attack, and then stepped forward directly into the woman’s space. They were nose to nose, with their breath mingling in the air surrounding them. But only for a moment.

      The woman dropped the makeshift weapon from trembling fingers and fell backwards. Not in a move to save herself, but because Sara had already given her a death blow. Smoothly, Sara leaned down to pull her knife out from where it rested in the woman’s heart and stepped back. Seconds later, the life passed from her opponent’s eyes. Sara turned around to see the sniveling thief lord had gained a backbone. Severin had stood up and he now held out his sword with his working left hand. A tremor of pain ran across his face, but he didn’t falter. She felt some admiration for him at that moment. Fighter to fighter. It certainly wasn’t compassion, but he wouldn’t expect that anyway.

      She could see that from the look in his eyes he had determined his fate. A thief lord couldn’t rule with a useless hand. He could die by her knife or die after one of his men put a knife in his back. It made no difference to her. But she would allow him this first move. It was the honorable thing to do. With an enraged shout, he came at her with his sword upraised. With an expressionless face, she ran at him. They passed each other in the alley. One serene. The other finally at peace.

      The thief lord’s body fell to the ground with a similar wound to the scimitar owner’s—a gariish red smile. Sara grabbed a fallen cloth from the ground and cleaned her knife off. After sheathing the knife where it belonged at her waist, she turned to stare at the man who had started it all. Simon Codfield stood there in the alley, trembling. She wondered what he was thinking. Sara had watched as he held back while she took on the other four, waiting in the shadows like a true coward.

      It had been a cold but calculating move. Which was why he was still standing last of all.

      He held up his hands as she watched him. “Now, Sara, you know I didn’t mean all those things I said, don’t cha? If I hadn’t told them what they wanted to hear, they would have killed me for being a piss-poor card player.”

      She raised an eyebrow. She didn’t see how this was her problem.

      He began edging sideways. Away from her and toward the mouth of the alley—to escape.

      “Simon,” she said softly.

      He halted with a wary eye toward freedom. “Yes?”

      “Do you remember what you said to me three months ago?”

      “Th-three months ago? That was a long time back, Sara.”

      “But surely you remember,” she prodded. “After all, you lived in the building two streets over. In fact that day was special. My mom had just given your wife some cod-liver oil for your baby.”

      “Oh, oh right! Yeah, she was colicky that day. Beautiful girl, my Sarah,” he said nervously. “You know she was named after you right?”

      He was dodging the question.

      “She was named after her grandmother—don’t change the subject. Now, do you remember what you said?”

      He stilled like a rat in a trap. He knew he’d been caught. She knew she had him right where she wanted him. Like she’d planned all along. Sara could have played a game of cards with any man or woman in the tavern that night. But she’d chosen Simon. A terrible player and lousy sport, quick to pull a knife and accuse another of trickery. At first she’d let him win to get his confidence up. When he started to think he couldn’t lose, then she took him for all he was worth. She watched now as understanding lit his eyes.

      “This was a set-up,” he blustered. “You did this on purpose.”

      “Yes,” said Sara. “Now, one last time: What did you say to me three months ago?”

      The poor man raised his chin. His fists clenched at his side as his knuckles grew white from the tension. But he knew no matter how far he ran or how fast he was afoot, she would come after him. She wouldn’t stop until he was dead. Her determination was in her eyes. Everyone knew: Sara Fairchild tolerated no one’s belittlement of her family.

      He said reluctantly, “I said ‘Your father is a disgrace to this empire. Be glad his blood soaks the land.’”

      “Yes, that was it,” Sara said softly, “As a father yourself, you should know this, Simon Codfield—there is no greater love than a daughter bears for her father.”

      Before he could move or protest, she threw the dagger that was attached to her thigh and it pierced his throat. He fell to the ground like all of his friends. She walked up to stare down at his body. Sara tilted her head to the side as she noticed that she’d been off by a millimeter. The dagger hadn’t pierced his jugular. As the blood seeped from the wound to pool beneath his head, she knew he’d be dead within a minute. He couldn’t speak with the wound to his throat. As his fingers twitched with the death throes of a man who could barely move, she shrugged and picked up the scimitar at her feet. After wiping it down, she wrestled the scimitar’s carrier off the dead woman’s back. Hefting it carefully, she swung the sheathed scimitar along her back.

      By that time, Simon Codfield was dead, and she retrieved her dagger from his throat, careful to wipe the blade down on his tunic before putting it back at her thigh.

      Without breaking a sweat, she had taken them all on and won.

      As she sprinted down the alley with her newly acquired scimitar in hand, her well-trained ears caught the groan of the lone thief still left alive in the alley. The muscle man would live to tell the tale of Sara Fairchild another day.
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      Sara had one thing on her mind while she ran through the streets of Sandrin: getting home quickly. She desperately hoped that the telltale sign of blood wasn’t on her clothes. She’d done her best to avoid blood splatter, always killing cleanly and from a distance, if possible. But blood had the strangest ways of falling. It could splatter, it could spray, or it could shoot out. You never knew which way the blood would flow until the second before you killed a person. Sometimes not even then. She’d grown used to blood ever since her father had taken her to her first executioner’s gallows. She had been twelve. They had executed a man, convicted of raping a child, by guillotine. The fierce joy of the crowd had been unsettling for a still young Sara. But her father had spoken to her long and hard after the crowd had dispersed. He had explained the man’s crime. Had explained that the child the executed man had hurt had suffered for a long time and then died at his hands.

      “That was why the crowd gloried in his death as a rightful passage. It righted the wrong he had done,” her father had said in his grave voice.

      Sara had understood her father’s explanation. The death hadn’t bothered her as much as the crowd’s adulation. But even while she stood in her leather boots on the cobblestones stained red with the blood of past executions, it hadn’t been long before she became fascinated by the blood and the sport that went into the killing of one single man.

      As far as killings went, that one was tame. But it was the first time that she had seen a person killed alongside her father. The first time Sara had seen life’s blood flow from someone’s veins. The first time she’d seen a head separated from a body. But it wasn’t the last. Because fighting and blood was in her veins. She was a Fairchild, and, more importantly, she was the daughter of Vincent Fairchild, one of the empire’s premier commanders and the man responsible for the most wins in the imperial games for the last fifty years. Before her father had been a commander in the army, he had been a gladiator without peer. One whose tenacity in the ring, ability to defeat the fiercest foe, and calmness when faced with death had beguiled even the most jaded spectator.

      As Sara flew down the streets of Sandrin, she thought it was ironic. Ironic that her father, so feared in the arena, had gone placidly to death. Had not resisted the empress’s men as he was led to slaughter.

      Then she laughed cruelly. “But that was my father. Honorable in the gladiatorial games and honorable in his death. But there was no honor in why he died. There is no honor in desertion.”

      She nearly spit the last word out as she rushed by the meat pie vendor so fast that she didn’t see it. She smelled the pies but couldn’t stop. She ran. She ran to escape her past and to be removed from the present. She ignored the shouts of cart vendors, of a guard whose horse she startled, and of the urchins still playing in the streets. She ran with tears streaming down her face until she got to her doorstep on a quiet street. Breathing hard, Sara looked down at the pail of water that her mother had left at the door for the stray dogs. She knew she must look a fright. But she couldn’t let her mother see her tears. Every day, Sara defended her father’s memory against foes seen and unseen. She fought in duels in alleys and kept her chin high in the streets. No one could tell her why her father had deserted his empress’s cause. She had the scary feeling that even if they could, nothing they said would ease the pain of a daughter whose father had fallen in her eyes.

      But still she did her best to keep those worries from her mother’s doorstep. Never letting her know what people whispered behind their backs. Sara made sure to never let her mother get a hint that her daughter was floundering. Because under Sara’s fierce exterior hardened by battle scars and training, was a young woman facing the harsh backlash of a father’s damned legacy alone. She would never let her mother down. Not like her father had.

      Sara took a deep breath, splashed water on her face, and wiped away the wetness on her sleeve. Then she opened the door to the smell of baking bread and the sounds of a home where laughter was long gone.

      She quickly shut the door behind her and took off her new scimitar to lean it against the wall. Next she took the knife, dagger, and baton from their secure holds on her waist and legs. Those she placed on the ‘weapons table’ her mother had set up. It was the only house rule her mother had in regards to battle magic and the family tendency to fight: No weapons carried to the dinner table. She did, however, allow a long blade in the kitchen for defense and gave Sara her blessing to keep her favorite blades in her room.

      “Sara?” called her mother, “Is that you?”

      “Yeah,” Sara called as she hastily grabbed a cloth from the chair to rub her hands.

      “Dinner’s ready.”

      “Coming, Ma,” muttered Sara.

      She hastily trotted into kitchen, where her mother had set up a rickety wooden table on top of the upside-down washing tub. Seeing the set-up made Sara sad. Not for herself, but for her mother. They had come a long way from their days as the family of the preeminent gladiator and then commander of imperial forces. When her father was executed, the magistrate’s court had stripped her mother of all the land he held in his name as well as his pension from his years as a gladiator. All as further punishment for his unnamed crime.

      Like being dead wasn’t enough, Sara thought miserably.

      Whatever her father had done to be charged with desertion, then execution, had far-reaching consequences until this day. Her father had died months ago. But Sara and her mother still suffered daily for his crimes. From the torment Sara endured on the streets to the fact that her mother couldn’t retain a job as a wind dancer anymore. None of the companies would hire her. Doors were shut in her face and none had reopened with time.

      Her mother looked up from where she knelt praying on the floor. A smile lit up her beautiful face. Smiling herself, Sara walked over to kiss her on the cheek.

      “Did you get the meat pies?” whispered her mother.

      Sara froze. “I—oh no, I forgot, Mother. I got caught up in some things.”

      “Games with your friends?” her mother said happily. She desperately wanted Sara to have a normal life. A normal sense of identity. But that had long since gone.

      “Yes, with my friends, Ma,” Sara said as she leaned back against the wall. She didn’t want to lie. But she didn’t want to tell her the truth, either.

      My friends deserted me the moment my family lost prominence, Sara thought bitterly, Every last one of them at the fighters’ school wouldn’t give me a nod or speak to me anymore.

      Sara knew that wasn’t entirely fair. After all, it was she that avoided the gladiatorial halls after her father’s execution, but neither had they made an attempt to see her outside of the school walls. She hadn’t seen hide nor hair of any of her former friends in months. It stung.

      Her mother nodded, then moved over to sit on the bench. She patted the space beside her for Sara to seat herself and they ate a dinner of peas and fresh-caught fish in silence.

      As she finished her meal, Sara asked politely, “The bread is for the morning sales?”

      Her mother nodded. “The baker was kind enough to let me fill some orders for him on the wharf in the morning. It should be a good day. I can get five to ten shillings for that. If I give him two shillings for acquiring the permit, we can keep the rest.”

      Sara didn’t say anything to that. Five or ten shillings would make a difference in whether or not they kept a roof over their head. But it would only stretch so far.

      Sara nodded. “May I be excused?”

      “Yes,” said her mother, “but one moment, Sara.”

      Sara looked at her mother patiently.

      “I don’t want you out on the streets. Getting into fights. It’s not good for you.”

      “I wasn’t in a fight.”

      “Don’t you lie to me, Sara Fairchild,” her mother said. “Your father tried the same thing. I could see through him just as I can see through you now.”

      “Well, Father lied about a lot of things,” Sara snapped as she stood up abruptly and rushed away.

      Only the quiet gasp of her mother behind her halted her retreat. The greatest fighter in Sandrin was barely able to control the emotions that rushed through her. Only her family could get her this worked up with just a conversation.

      Sara laughed bitterly. Only my mother could ever make me retreat in a battle.

      Slowly she exhaled and unclenched her fists.

      Turning, Sara said, “That was wrong of me, Mother. I’m sorry.”

      Her mother shook her head. “I just want you to be safe, Sara.”

      “I am safe. I’m the best fighter in this city. I tested out of all the grade levels at the fighter’s academy and I’ve never been bested in a duel.”

      Her mother bit her lip as she looked at Sara wistfully. “Your father said the very same thing to me when we started courting.”

      Sara stared back at her. “What did you say to him then?”

      Her mother whispered the words to her: “That I’d never forgive myself if he died before I did.”

      Sara felt a tumult of emotions rise up in her chest.

      Her mother shook her head sadly. “He made me a promise then and there to end the fights. He knew how much our life together meant to me. That’s why he became a commander in the empress’s army. He was supposed to be safe. With hundreds of soldiers between him and his fiercest opponent. Instead, he became his own worst enemy.”

      There was nothing Sara could say to that. It was true.

      But she knew what her mother wanted to hear.

      “I’ll be careful. I’ll be safe. No more fights,” she whispered to her mother.

      Her mother nodded her head in thanks.

      Sara cleared her throat and said a sentence it pained her to say. “Tomorrow I’m going to the fisherman’s district. To see if I can find a job as a fishwife.”

      Hope and sorrow warred in her mother’s eyes. Sara was the best fighter in the city. She could best anyone she came up against. Just like her father. But because of her father she was barred from entering purse-winning tournaments or even fighting in the gladiatorial games. For too long she had tried to scrounge at the card tables for easy pickings. Now, they had no choice. She might have won forty shillings from Simon Codfield tonight, but he’d barely had ten in his pocket. The rest he’d promised on ‘credit.’ She learned to never trust credit; it was bloody hard to collect, and besides, dead men paid no fines.

      Now she and her mother were close to starving and every bit of money she was able to get was going to rent. Sara had no choice. She wouldn’t take to stealing coins. She wouldn’t. Weapons from a duel was fair play. But taking another man’s purse was not. So she needed to do something to keep them fed. If that meant a Fairchild working in the fishing docks, so be it. They looked at each other—in accordance for once.

      “Goodnight, Mother,” Sara said quietly.

      “Goodnight, dear,” her mother replied.

      Sara went to the door and collected her weapons and the bucket of water from outside. She need to clean and polish all of them before she went to bed tonight. After trudging up the rickety ladder to her room in the loft, she sat down on her small bed and tugged off her boots one by one. Then she carefully took each weapon and cleaned it of blood, polished it and sheathed it for the night. Only after the weapons were clean did Sara tend to herself. As she climbed back down the ladder, she had an easy view of what passed as a kitchen nook for them. It was really all one room with a small recess for a cooking pot and then her mother’s ‘room’ cordoned off with a string and cord. But it was home, and Sara smiled to see a steaming kettle in the hot coals. On the bench, next to the kettle of steaming water was some lavender soap.

      Tossing out the bloody water from her weapons’ cleaning, Sara quickly scrubbed down the bucket with lye and put the scented soap and hot water into the tub for a wash-down. The scented soap was a luxury. It was one of the few luxuries they had, and Sara knew it was from the last of her mother’s stash. She’d given it to Sara as a way of making amends. Her mother didn’t like confrontation. Sara didn’t like confrontation with her mother. Anyone else, she’d confront and rip to shreds gladly. But not her mother. She stood in the kitchen as she cleaned her body of the dust, the dirt, and the few flakes of blood that had managed to land on her skin. Then Sara dressed, tossed out the dirty bathwater, and knocked on the wall next to her mother’s private space to give her a silent hug. Nothing needed to be said between them.

      All was forgiven.

      That night as Sara curled up in her blankets, she heard chittering coming from above her head.

      Turning to her side, she called out, “Come here, you blasted ball of fur.”

      She waited for a moment.

      “Chrimrale, here now. I know you’ve been fed already. Mother may dislike you, but she wouldn’t let you starve,” grumbled Sara.

      The next moment a light gray ball of fur, almost impossible to see in the darkness, landed on the blankets near her hand. It quickly skittered up to her chin and curled into a ball in the curve of her neck.

      “That’s better,” muttered Sara as she dozed off.

      That night Sara dreamed about what it would be like to walk onto the fishermen’s wharf and beg for a job. She knew it wasn’t going to be pretty.
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      The day dawned with the loud squawks of the feral chickens outside. Sara heard them in her dreams long before she roused from her bed. After five minutes, she couldn’t take it anymore. Her eyes snapped open and she sat up, tense, in her bed. Chrimrale was already gone before she opened her eyes. She knew she wasn’t late for the open call at the fisheries. That happened at dawn. The cold in the air and the lack of the rooster’s crows told her the sun’s rays hadn’t broken the darkness covering the sky yet. Those feral fowls were diseased mangy beasts that prowled the street like a pack of wolves, pecking any feet that ventured close, and generally making a racket when they thought they could get away with it.

      But they were singularly good at one thing. Telling time.

      When you couldn’t afford a sundial or a mage’s water clock, you had to depend on your internal clock or that blasted rooster that crowed at the first blush of dawn like clockwork. Sara suspected he was the only reason that the neighbors that complained about them constantly hadn’t caught all of them and wrung their diseased little necks. She knew her mom despised the hens, as well.

      She quickly snatched on her trousers and tunic with the boots coming on right after. Standing, she patted her pocket to make sure the slip was still there. But there was no rustle of paper through cloth. She quickly stuck her hand in to check. Then Sara groaned aloud while looking around. Of all the things to go wrong this morning, losing her work permit hadn’t been on the list. She knew it was on a little slip of parchment paper. She tore apart her room to find it. She tossed her straw-filled mattress on the floor up against the wall first, then she searched the smelly pile of laundry that had such a strong odor that she wrinkled her nose while she held each piece of clothing up to shake it for any bits of paper to fall out. Quite a few things fell, none of them parchment. Desperation began to set in. She started looking in the corners of the room. Twenty minutes had passed before her eye spotted a crumpled blue garment on the edge of the mattress.

      And Sara remembered. She had worn that linen dress once and only once. When she’d gone to the magistrate’s court a week prior to register as an itinerant laborer—a person free to work in different menial occupations throughout the city. Diving for it, she snatched the offending garment off the floor and shook it harshly. She hated dresses with a passion. They were useless for riding, dangerous in sword-fighting, and more complicated than a double-action crossbow when she was trying to dress quickly.

      “Found it!” she said triumphantly as she picked up the paper that had fluttered to the ground. Strapping on her knife and dagger, she jumped straight from the loft to the ground floor.

      “Sara Jane Fairchild!” was her mother’s screech as Sara raced out the door.

      “Sorry, Ma, I’m late!”

      “I don’t care if the hounds of Hell are on your tail…” was all Sara heard before she hastily shut the front door and raced into the streets. She felt freedom. Freedom from her mother, their small apartment, and the weight of memories. Slowing down at the corner, she grimaced at the lack of weight on her back. She was used to having her sword strapped there. Her father had given her the sword a few years ago, imbued with the gift to grow with its owner. But city ordinances prohibited swords in certain parts of the city and the fisherman’s wharf was one of them. Why, she had no idea. But she didn’t want to be kicked off of the job on her first day because of it. So she only carried two weapons instead of three.

      Checking the security of the knife at her waist and the dagger at her thigh, Sara waded into the early morning crowd. It was still dark, but she could see the sun’s rays begin to peek over the tops of buildings as she walked by. Beggars were already setting up shop on the busiest of street corners. Away from the routes of the city watchmen, those corners were prime territory. Only the earliest of risers or the fiercest could claim them. Because of what you did, you tried your best not to annoy the city watchmen too much. She’d known a man thrown in a jail cell with no food and dirty water for two days, all for annoying a merchant who called the city watch. He’d been told that if caught a second time, he’d lose an ear. Sara considered that lucky. You could work without an ear. Thieves lost their fingers.

      She walked by the baker where the scent of bread already wafted in the air, then she changed directions to cut through the meat market. Next to the baker’s district, the meat market was one long street where all of the butchers displayed their wares. Before her eyes, wooden doors were pushed back to reveal small box butcheries with enough room for a cutting board and all the meat for the day being arrayed on the high table behind the owners. She passed plucked ducks with their heads still attached, a whole leg of lamb ready for spices, and a man whose blood-free stall specialized in fertilized duck eggs. There was something here for everyone.

      But Sara hadn’t come to shop. And she certainly didn’t love a leisurely stroll through a street that smelled like raw meat and had hordes of flies at all times. This just happened to be the fastest way she knew how to get to the fisherman’s wharf without ducking through the jeweler’s market. She avoided the jeweler’s market because it came with its own set of problems that weren’t sensory-related. She didn’t mind fancy baubles; what she did mind were the muscle heads that guarded each shop, challenging her to a duel every time they spotted the famous Fairchild daughter.

      She’d beaten three of them in fair hand-to-hand fights before she started killing her other opponents to deter them from challenging her again. Surprisingly, her fights to the death hadn’t actually discouraged any of her eager adversaries. In fact, it only urged them to challenge her more. Everyone wanted the reputation of defeating or even killing the best duelist in all of Sandrin. Sara never tired of defending her family’s honor, but she wasn’t an idiot. If she took on challenge after challenge, day after day, sooner or later she would fall.

      So she now avoided the areas where she knew the challengers would be waiting. Including the jeweler’s market. She was also careful about who she took on in a fight. Unless they were backstabbing bastards like Simon Codfield—then they deserved to face her and atone for their wrongs. With a sigh of relief for her poor nose, Sara exited the butcher’s market. She stopped on the street corner to watch the sun rise in front of her. The golden rays spread like a gentle touch across the vast ocean and lit the water with hues of pink, red, and orange. The sound of the waves lapping at the edge of the beach came to her ears and for a moment all Sara wanted to do was go out to the edge of the water to stick her feet in. She felt her heart lift from the quagmire of worry. The beach brought back memories of family picnics near the surf.

      Maybe this won’t be so bad after all. I can listen to the lapping waves as I work, she thought optimistically.

      Heart lighter, Sara turned and walked to the fisherman’s wharf. Hoping for the best. But ready for the worst. She wasn’t a Fairchild for nothing. She had her family’s instinctual wariness embedded in her bones. She always looked for danger, for obstacles, and for challenges. It wasn’t really something she could turn off anyway. Her father had taught her how to watch the people on the streets. To see them for what they were. To realize that an old crone who crouched at the corner of the gold merchant’s stall might not be so old or so womanly when the caked layers of makeup on her face were wiped away to reveal a young man ready to thieve. To see that a brawny city watchman and his small partner might not be so mismatched as they appeared upon first glance. One could sprint after the suspects quicker, faster, and with more dexterity while the other could beat to a pulp an entire group of men without batting an eye. A match that worked to equalize their strengths and negate their weaknesses.

      She recognized and catalogued faces, appearances, and strengths like other women catalogued shoes, hairstyles, and the latest fashions. Sara could tell a person’s physical strength with enough certainty from a few feet away that she almost never misjudged her opponent. Which was why when she walked through the door of the head fisherman’s office she almost turned right back around and left. Almost. She needed the money more than she needed to stay out of trouble. They needed the money.

      As she stood behind a person already there on business, she studied the medium-sized man who sat behind a large wooden desk that sagged under the weight of the coin purses and stacks of paper in front of him. When he looked up, she shuddered. Not because he had a cruel scar bisecting his face into the ruin of his right eye, but because out of his left eye shone pure evil. This was one man she wouldn’t mess with. There was bad and there was evil. Men like Severin, the thief lord who hadn’t been able to finish an argument without using his fists, were bad.

      She knew this man was worse, much worse than Severin just from the glance she had given him. As she waited for the seated man to finish his business with the patron in front of her, she studied him. Sara could tell that the seated man was cunning from just looking at him. But cunning and evil were two very different things. Reluctantly, she dived into her gifts. She needed to know where he treaded the line. After all, being maniacal wasn’t a crime.

      She confirmed the hint of malice in his eye when she opened her mage sight to take advantage of the powers of the battle magic that raged within her. She only used a spark of the powers, as it was dangerous to tap into the whole of her battle magic. Sara became virtually unstoppable when using the full force of her gifts. Battle magic was unique among the mages in that it affected their mental states. Battle mages had a nickname she despised, because she shivered in fear whenever she heard it. It was like hearing the death knell and knowing that it was coming for you. The word? Berserkers.

      The berserkers, or battle mages, were infamous upon the fields of war for being kill-hungry and virtually unstoppable. Sara had never gone berserk and she never intended to because she refused to go to war. She wasn’t stupid. There would be no better way for a battle mage to trigger the terrible gift, than to be surrounded by blood and enemies everywhere they turned.

      I don’t know how my father managed it, she thought to herself.

      She shook her head as she thought it over, No, actually I do. He went to war, but he never served on the front lines. He never exposed himself to the temptation to dive into a reign of blood and death. As an officer and as a commander, he was safe.

      But still, like the ghosts that haunt a child’s bed, the idea of becoming a person unable to control their emotions and being filled with a ravenous urge to murder filled her with dread. Which was why she only used her battle magic sparingly now. She didn’t want to wrestle the dark demon of desire and rage like so many in her family had. She’d heard stories about her ancestors from her father. He had even spoken occasionally about using battle magic in the arena as a gladiator. But one thing he continuously warned her about was that being a battle mage and being a berserker were two wholly different things. You could be one without the other as long as you practiced control. But once you went berserk, you stayed in that state until you died.

      Sara knew that in time she wouldn’t have a choice about using her gift of battle magic. If she didn’t use it, it would use her. So she did what she could to placate the urge to kill. She tapped into her gifts slowly and siphoned off some of the power each day. It was part of the reason she had been in that alley the night before and had taken on Simon and his crew. She had no choice. It wouldn’t drive her to be berserk, but not using the gift was just as bad because it could drive her mad.

      This time when she tapped into the gift to assess the power and potential threat of the man before her, the power was just enough to get her eager to drive a knife through someone’s skull, but not enough to make her go out and kill someone that very second. Battle magic could do that. It had done that. She knew of a great-grandmother who had killed six men in her village before she’d been shot down by a storm of arrows from the local guard. Battle magic made the Fairchilds fierce, unpredictable, and deadly. But it was also a gift that she and her ancestors had to treat carefully. For the sake of all those around them.

      But the more positive side of battle magic was that it allowed its bearer to see a person’s intent and divine their true self with it. It was like opening a window to a person’s soul every time she used it. Which is why she tried to use it only as much as required while in Sandrin. That and fact that she didn’t need to use battle magic. She was good enough to defeat the city-bred idiots on her own. Her training and honed skills allowed her to win against the most skilled opponents in duel after duel. If she had to tap into battle magic, it would only be because she needed to drain the build-up or if she was in trouble. The kind of trouble where she was surrounded on all sides by opponents and needed to make a river run red with blood to get clear.

      Staring at the seated man’s aura was enough to make her wary. The tight warp of the colors and feel of the strength coming from him told her he was dangerous. Perhaps devious. But it didn’t make her cautious enough to turn around and leave. She had come here for a reason. She was going to accomplish it one way or another.

      In her mind, Sara thought quietly, besides, once I’m done signing up for fish cleaning duty, I’ll probably never see him again.

      It didn’t bring her much comfort. She had a tendency to attract trouble of the worse kind. So far she’d been able to handle anything that came at her. But she knew, just as every warrior did, that one day she would meet her match. She just hoped today wasn’t that day. She really needed a job. Then she was forced out of her reverie by a lackey standing in the corner shouting, “Next!”

      The office was too small for the desk and the man who sat behind it, let alone the addition of another man screaming in her ear while a third person tried to push past her as fast as they could. She stepped aside when the pushy man snapped, “Move, woman!” He hadn’t bothered looking at her.  She turned around and gave the rude man a shove out the door. She gave a harsh glare to the lackey who had managed to make her eardrums ring. It had him gulping in his little corner.

      The man behind the desk hadn’t moved. She turned to see him staring at her with his arms clasped in front of him and a patient look on his face. Patient like a spider enticing a fly into his web. She stepped forward unafraid. Taking out the work permit, she slapped it down on his desk as she said, “Sara Fairchild, reporting for work in the fishery.”

      Curiosity sparked in his eyes. But he didn’t touch the paper.

      “You don’t look like a fisherwoman,” he said quietly.

      “How does a fisherwoman look?”

      He sat back with a creak of his chair. “The ones I work with? Older. Compact. Hard-nosed and tired. You are the very opposite. A fresh, young lily ready to bloom.”

      “You seem to have a very uniform group of workers, then.”

      He ignored the quip to look down at her hands as he said, “Still there’s something different about you. My daughters are beautiful like water lilies. You remind me of the deadly beauty of a water moccasin instead.”

      Sara lifted an eyebrow, “I’ve never really considered venomous snakes beautiful.”

      “Ah, but you see my dear, the beauty for these creatures is in the swiftness of their bite. The silence of their movements until they strike. They flow through their environments like ghosts until least expected,” he said.

      “Like those creatures you are strong. I have no doubt you are swift, cold and calculating as well,” he continued, “In addition, you have the calluses of a seasoned warrior and the weapons of a woman who knows how to use them. So, did I guess rightly?”

      She said nothing.

      He smiled and sat forward. “So tell me, what does a mercenary want with my fishery?”

      “I’m no mercenary,” she said, bristling.

      Mercenaries were one step below foot soldiers, who were leagues below the officer’s command her father had held. To call a Fairchild a mercenary was to say they were the mud beneath your feet.

      “Are you certain?”

      “Quite certain,” she said in a stone-cold voice.

      His lips thinned in displeasure. “Then I don’t believe I have any use for you.”

      She bristled. “I came here for a job.”

      “I don’t have any openings for mercenaries-turned-fisherwomen. Get out.”

      The man in the corner came forward and flapped his hand at her. Motioning for her to leave like she was a fly that had landed on his dinner plate.

      Sara bared her teeth at him with an irate look. He went back to his corner.

      “Wait!” she cried to the man at the desk. “I came here to work. I promise you I can clean and gut the fish like any other woman on your payroll. I’m good with a knife and fast with a hook. However many fish you need cleaned, I can do it.”

      “As I said,” the man said coldly, “I’m not interested in another fisherwoman. What I could use is a woman who can handle herself in a fight. Can you handle yourself in a fight, miss? What did you say your name was?”

      Sara stiffened. “Fairchild. Sara Fairchild.”

      Recognition didn’t flow through his eyes. Not everyone knew who she was.

      Reluctantly, she answered, “Yes, I can handle myself in a fight.”

      “Now do you want the job?”

      She almost walked out on him. Sara wasn’t opposed to fighting for contract, but the magistrate’s court had been clear. She couldn’t fight for money or work as a guard, brawler, or gladiator within the city of Sandrin. Legally.

      She raised her chin, “What kind of job are we talking about?”

      He smiled—a shark’s grin.

      “Something you’ll be very good at. I promise you.”

      She shifted uneasily.

      Sara heard another person step into the room behind her and she gripped her knife quickly.

      “No need for that,” the man behind the desk assured her. “You work for me now. We’re like family here.”

      Sara almost spit in his face at that. But she held back.

      “We’re not family,” she said flatly while turning to keep a wary eye on the person standing behind her. She could sense his threat was minimal even before she looked him in the face. It was in the hesitant way he walked. Like a timid man.

      “This is Ezekiel Crane. He works for me,” said the man behind the desk.

      Sara almost smiled at the man’s last name. It was apt from what she could see. Like an unsteady crane on stiff legs, he loitered in the doorway.

      The pale, long-legged man startled at hearing his name from his boss’s lips. He nodded at her uncomfortably but didn’t look his boss in the eye. Instead his gaze focused on the floorboards beneath their feet while his unkempt brown hair flopped into his eyes, as if by ignoring the man sitting in front of them, he would go away.

      “Ezekiel,” said the boss, “this is our new watcher. Show her the ropes.”

      “Yes, sir,” said Ezekiel in a voice barely louder than a whisper.

      “Now get out,” said the man coldly.

      Ezekiel backed out of the office so quickly he almost tripped over his own feet.

      Sara wasn’t going anywhere until she found out more about the job. The man didn’t intimidate her.

      “A watcher?” she said, looking down at her new boss.

      He seemed fairly annoyed that she still stood there.

      But he spoke. “A guard of sorts for my new…collection.”

      “That’s it?”

      “That’s it,” he confirmed.

      “And payment?”

      He let out a booming laugh. “My, you have a set of brass balls on you, don’t you?”

      “The only reason I’m doing this is if I’m paid. And paid well.”

      He narrowed his gaze. “Twenty shillings.”

      “Ten. A day.”

      “That’s robbery,” he said coldly.

      “It’ll be my neck in a noose if I’m caught,” she said while nodding at the paper she’d dropped on his desk. “That work permit only covers the fisheries, and I doubt your collection is housed there.”

      He smiled. “So it isn’t. Eight a day, Ezekiel will pay you, and you’ll get out of my office now.”

      “With pleasure.”

      She followed Ezekiel into the morning sun.
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      Sara followed behind Ezekiel, who didn’t say a word as he raced down the gangway as fast as his long legs would carry him. Which was pretty fast. Sara had to run to catch up. When he hit the ground at a dead run and looked like he had no intention of stopping, she got frustrated.

      “Hey, wait up!” she yelled.

      He only picked up speed as he ducked around a corner so fast that she almost lost track of him.

      She didn’t want to hurt him, but she had a job to do. Losing the only person who could tell her how to do that job wasn’t on her list of things to get done today.

      Well, this is the perfect time to try this out, then, Sara thought.

      Sara was a proponent of always being prepared. No matter where she was, she knew she had a weapon on her of some kind. If she didn’t have her knives or baton at her waist, or her sword on her back, then a last resort could be the hair ties binding her long curls. It wasn’t the best weapon in the world or the most useful. But in this situation or the capture of runaway thieves, it was perfect.

      So Sara grabbed the hair tie with weighted stones that she used on her bouncy black curls and loosened the stones that kept it from unraveling. Pulling the whole thing from her hair with the long string she’d double-wrapped to keep it from slipping, she whirled it overhead like a slingshot. Then she sent it flying at his legs. The weight stones whirled around and around until they wrapped around his legs and sent him tumbling face-first into the ground with a grunt.

      She walked up to him as he rolled onto his back, and, with some wiggling, sat up.

      Dazed, Ezekiel looked down at his legs and then back up at her. “You could have killed me.”

      “I didn’t,” she said brusquely as she cut the ties from his legs. It would be easy enough to make a new one.

      “You fighters, nothing but muscle, the lot of you,” Ezekiel said as he glared up at her from the ground.

      Sara raised an eyebrow. “Did you just call me stupid?”

      “Maybe?”

      She set her teeth in a line, sorely tempted to punch the spindly little scholar in the mouth. But she eased up. Realizing that was just what he would expect.

      Then Sara spoke. “What if I told you I speak three languages, know more about ballistics than you, and…”

      She paused. He didn’t look impressed.

      “…and can name all Sahalian rulers from first to last?” she continued defiantly. She was hoping to impress him with her knowledge, though she hadn’t the slightest clue why she cared at the moment.

      He looked thoughtful. She could guess why—most Algardis citizens didn’t bother learning the name of the current ruler of Sahalia, let alone her ancestors.

      Ezekiel rubbed his jaw. “All thirty-six of them?”

      She smiled, a rarely present set of dimples appearing on her face. It was a trick question. “All thirty-eight of them. Including the lost emperor.”

      Then a grin came across his face. The fastest way to a scholar’s heart was through knowledge—she knew that firsthand.

      “Not many know about the lost emperor,” Ezekiel admitted from the ground, “or the twin rulers, for that matter.”

      “Not many care,” she said flatly. “I do.”

      He rubbed his shins with a pained expression. She waited to see what he would do.

      I might have been a little hasty, she thought. Maybe it’s up to me to extend the olive branch of peace.

      “Perhaps we’ve gotten off on the wrong foot,” she admitted.

      He swallowed. “Perhaps I should have introduced myself.”

      There. We both apologized, Sara thought in relief.

      He adjusted the spectacles on the bridge of his nose and tried to stand. He winced when he tried to put weight on his left leg and it failed. Grabbing his hand in her own, her dusky skin contrasted with his much paler flesh as she pulled him up until he could stand.

      “Sorry if that hurt.”

      “If?”

      She glared.

      “Apology accepted,” he hurriedly stated.

      She nodded. “Now, where are we going?”

      He sighed. “The warehouse for the artifacts is this way.”

      “This way where?” Sara knew better than to follow anybody to an unknown location. The first rule of battle was to know your surroundings. The second rule was to be prepared for anything.

      Ezekiel looked over at her, truly confused. As if he couldn’t fathom why she was being this difficult. He’d obviously never been cornered in an alley with only a rock to defend himself with. That had been in her younger days. Before she’d learned to always keep a blade on her. Now her opponents would be hard-pressed to get the drop on her at any time. But that didn’t mean she’d let down her guard.

      “Well?” she demanded.

      Ezekiel raised a finger to point at a gray building in the distance. It sat on a rocky outcropping and looked generally very dreary even in the early morning sun.

      “There,” he said. “We’re going right there.”

      She nodded and proceeded forward.

      When she was about to pass him and he still hadn’t moved, she reached out, grabbed his shoulder, and pushed him along ahead of her. There was no way he was going to walk behind her.

      “You know you’re very pushy, right?”

      She glanced over to see if he was mocking her. He looked completely serious. And completely annoyed as he moved a few inches to the left to get out of her reach.

      She snorted. Not answering his question and not pointing out the fact that he’d have to be at least five more feet away from her to keep her out of grabbing or stabbing distance.

      “So,” she said, “what are these artifacts?”

      He bit his lip and then mumbled something.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t hear you,” she said. She wasn’t sorry, and her voice arced up in irritation to show it.

      He glanced at her out of the corner of his eye before he clearly stated, “Objects that Cormar has procured from mages across the realm. He keeps them in a magically-sealed warehouse. I’m their curator. You’re their guard. Okay?”

      She gave him a glare that had him inching further to the left.

      Softening the look, she said, “Look, if you drop the attitude, I won’t hurt you.”

      He stopped dead between the fisherman’s wharf and the warehouse.

      “What you mean is as long as you’re not in a bad mood and I do exactly what you say you won’t hurt me.”

      She turned to face him. “Did I say that?”

      “No, but that’s what you meant.”

      “No,” she contradicted. “I meant what I said. Drop the attitude, because I didn’t force you into this crappy job. In fact, I’m pretty sure Cormar back there forced us both into this crappy job.”

      He muttered, “Not so crappy.”

      “Watching artifacts all day isn’t crappy?”

      “It’s better than cleaning fish guts, which is what you came for,” he shot back.

      Her back relaxed and then she grinned. She liked that he stood up to her. Maybe he had a spine after all. Besides…he had a point.

      “So, Ezekiel, what’s so important about these artifacts?” she said, turning back to the warehouse.

      He started walking beside her again.

      “Some have special powers. Others have yet to be studied. They’re all valuable. To all kinds of people, which is why Cormar needs a watcher skilled in fighting to stop anybody who tries to take them.”

      She raised an eyebrow but didn’t comment. They had reached the entrance to the warehouse. He slid a key into a normal-sized door and walked in first. She followed closely behind and looked around to see an open space filled with rows and rows of waist-high benches. As she walked forward she saw that each bench had multiple objects arrayed on it, each object was spaced a few even inches from the next. They ranged from beautiful opal necklaces to giant mechanical constructions whose purpose she couldn’t surmise. Looking around, Sara continued walking forward.

      “Is this everything?” she said turning to see that Ezekiel had remained standing near the front two rows.

      “Yes,” he said back. “Everything we have is here on these benches.”

      “How many artifacts do you have?” she asked.

      He looked up and did a quick calculation out loud. “Two rows of ten benches that are full. With five artifacts a piece for those. Then there are also two partially-filled benches because of the danger the artifacts pose. That’s another seven. So one hundred and seven artifacts now.”

      She nodded sharply while proceeding to walk to the end.

      As she walked away, she heard him add, “But we get more and more each day, you know.”

      Judging by the two minutes it took her to walk from front to back and then five minutes it took her to jog the perimeter, she thought it would be easy to keep an eye on the artifacts. Half of the warehouse, towards the back, wasn’t even full. The good thing about the warehouse was that it had an open layout—easy to see clearly in all directions at once and giving her the ability to spot intruders. The bad thing about the layout was that the benches would easily get in the way if she had to fight someone, and there was nowhere to get a tactical advantage.

      She sighed and walked back to Ezekiel.

      “Anything I should know about these artifacts?”

      “Like what?” he said, holding up a magnifying glass to look at a bug made of solid gold with emerald eyes that was sitting in his hand.

      “Like is there anything in here that will react if I touch it or breathe on it?” she said tersely. It was a valid question. Mage objects had the bad habit of killing their owners.

      “Um, there’s a pygmy statue about four benches back that way,” he said as he motioned with the magnifying glass. “It’ll turn you to stone if you spit on it and rub it with your thumb, but that’s it, I think.”

      She stared at him.

      “All right, then. Security question time. Has a mage tried to break into the warehouse in the last week?” she said, spitting out rapid-fire questions. “In the last month? What would they want to acquire first?”

      “No, no, and everything in here is priceless.”

      “You’re not helping,” she pointed out.

      “You’re not asking the right questions,” he retorted.

      She clenched a fist and held back from wringing his neck.

      “All right,” she said tersely, as he continued to play with what she thought was a beetle. “Is the warehouse protected magically?”

      He looked up at her with a smile. “Ding, ding, ding! Right question there. The answer is yes. This building has some of the strongest wards I’ve ever seen. No mage, no matter how powerful, could get through those doors.”

      He is a very weird man, Sara decided privately.

      Then Sara thought about what he had just said and what he had conspicuously left out.

      “You said ‘mage,’” she said slowly.

      He nodded patiently.

      “What about common thugs?”

      He said, “There’s no mage ward known to man that can bar a common human thief. Why? Because there’s no magic in them to detect.”

      She cursed a blue streak.

      He continued, “Which is why we need you.”

      She changed her original question in light of this news. “Has anyone tried to break into the warehouse in the last month?”

      “Three street thugs in the past week, two trained art collectors in the past two weeks, and one very determined thief three times over three weeks,” he said. “Cormar took care of that last one himself.”

      Her stomach sank. That was a lot of break-ins.

      “And what did Cormar do with the thieves who broke in before that?”

      “The watcher before you took care of them.”

      She was afraid to ask. “Where is that watcher?”

      “In the city morgue. Died last night of multiple stab wounds,” he said, looking at her as if the question was dumb.

      Sara groaned. She supposed it was. Why else would they need a new fighter unless the old one was dead?

      The death bothered her, but she was practical. Fighters died. She could handle that and handle herself much better than whoever they had previously hired anyway. She was sure of it.

      Then Ezekiel said, “There’s a cot over there, a supply closet with materials on the far wall, and a food allowance. You can move a few things in, but don’t bring your family.”

      Sara froze. The position had come about so fast that it had never occurred to her that they would need her for more than the daylight hours.

      She turned around, muttering, “I can’t do this.”

      For the first time Ezekiel stopped fiddling with his golden beetle. As she walked toward the door he reached out a frantic hand to latch on to her upper arm.

      “Wait,” he shouted.

      She gave him a hardened glare and he let go of her hastily.

      “Please,” he pleaded, giving her his full attention. “What do you mean you can’t do this? You promised Cormar!”

      “I promised him nothing. I thought this job would be a few hours a day. Now you’re saying I have to live here,” she snapped. “I can’t do that.”

      He looked at her and shook his head. “If you leave, he’ll blame me.”

      “He won’t if you find a replacement,” she said.

      “Where am I supposed to find that?”

      “Oh, I don’t know, the mercenary’s guild?”

      He grimaced. “They don’t like me there.”

      “Why?”

      “It’s confidential.”

      “Confidential enough to get your ass kicked if you walked through that guild’s doors?”

      “Yeah,” he admitted.

      “What in the world could you have possibly done to piss off the entire mercenary’s guild?” she said.

      He pushed his falling spectacles up the bridge of his nose and glared.

      “Never mind, I can take a guess.”

      He sniffed.

      She said, “Look, I want to help you. I do. But I can’t be here all day and night. I can’t live here. I have a family of my own.”

      My mother, she thought silently.

      He started trembling. “What am I going to do?”

      “Not my problem,” Sara said, walking toward the door.

      She heard a clatter from behind her. She turned around to see that Ezekiel had knocked a small acorn off of a bench. It bounced and rolled until it stopped in front of her feet. She bent down to pick it up gingerly. In her hands it had a warm muted glow of amber. It was very pretty.

      She looked up to see Ezekiel kneeling on the floor as he sat back with a look of pure resignation on his face. He looked like a man who knew he was going to die and had accepted his fate.

      Sara let out a breath slowly and grimaced.

      “Two days,” she said.

      Ezekiel’s head snapped up. “Two days?”

      “I’ll help you for two days. We’ll go to the mercenary’s guild tomorrow and get a replacement.”

      Her voice was firm.

      “Think Cormar will accept that?”

      “I don’t know,” she replied, “but he won’t really have a choice. I only took this job for the money. But it’s not worth it to leave my mother alone. I’ll find something else.”

      Ezekiel looked a tad doubtful, but he didn’t question her. He was probably too grateful that his imminent death had a stay of execution to pester her.

      “Now,” she said, “why don’t you get back to doing whatever it is you do here?”

      He nodded and stood.

      “What are you going to do?” he said.

      “I’m going to check the exterior perimeter for weak spots in the mage field. Then I’m going over every inch of the walls to see how those thieves were sneaking in.”

      “Sounds like a good plan.”

      Sara smirked. She doubted he knew what she was looking for.

      “Ezekiel?” Sara said.

      “Yes?”

      “Catch!”

      She threw the amber acorn to him and watched as he caught it after a few fumbles. Just before he caught it, the priceless artifact almost hit the floor. Again.
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      “Stay inside,” Sara told Ezekiel. She took a calm breath and strode out the door. Her back was stiff and her gait was sure, but inside she was quaking with doubt. This was the first time she had deliberately flouted the law and her mother’s rules at the same time. Come hell or high water, for the next two days she would defend this warehouse with her life. She would just have to send a messenger home to her mom saying that she had agreed to work the overnight shift. But she hoped to the gods’ own lives that her mother never found out what she was really doing. She wouldn’t survive that confrontation, she was sure of it.

      Sara shook her head to clear her mind of the grim thoughts. With a wary hand on her knife, she paced the exterior of the building, checking for obvious entrances, holes in the wall and damage put there by thieves. She saw none while she paced around all four sides. She noted however that the building was built of some kind of thin metal sheeting. Small, rectangular windows were interspersed regularly high up near the ceiling. Sara could tell in a glance that they were much too small for anyone to climb through, and besides, they were clearly sealed shut. The entire building had four walls, a peaked roof, and stood in a long, rectangular shape. The only entrance was the one she and Ezekiel had entered through. Even the magical protections surrounding it were impenetrable. Which left only two explanations. They had gotten in through the roof or through the front door.

      She stepped back from the front entrance until she had a clear view of the sloping roof. She couldn’t see much from here, but she had feeling that five sets of thieves had known something that she currently did not. Sara paced around the walls one more time. On this circuit she looked for a tear or irregularity in the roofing structure. Halfway down and on the ocean side of the building facing away from the fisherman’s wharf, she found it.

      It wasn’t all that obvious, if you weren’t looking for it. But she was.

      Sara grunted in satisfaction while she kept her eyes on the small metal pole protruding from the sloped roof. It was no bigger than her hand but she had the feeling it was strong enough to hold the weight of a person climbing up the walls. Excited, she trotted back to the front and into the warehouse. As she sprinted between the benches to see if her theory of a hole in the roof was true, she stopped cold. She felt something weird. Like a presence that her instincts were telling her not to ignore. Not the mention the fact that her curator was gone. She knew Ezekiel would have never left the artifacts alone, not of his own volition. If he’d been forced to leave through the front door, the man should have at least known enough to scream and catch her attention. She would have come running.

      So Sara carefully assessed the rows in front of her. Nerves alive, she looked for what her eyes couldn’t see. She opened her ears and sharpened her hearing. She heard the pants of muffled breathing in front of her.

      “Might as well come out,” she said. “I know you’re here.”

      Then the cloak fell. A man stood in front of her. Ezekiel stood in front of him with a sharp knife held at his throat. The man was gripping him tightly. Sara quickly spotted one other man with his back turned to the three of them about six rows back.

      “Nice trick,” she said. She carefully took in the situation. She wondered if she was dealing with a mage, but she didn’t think so. Her battle instincts told her she was dealing with a normal man. Those instincts were almost never wrong. However, there was something magical about him. Narrowing her eyes, she realized it was the pendant around his neck. It was giving off an aura of old magic. She was impressed.

      Haven’t seen one of those before, she thought.

      It was an object of residual magic and imbued with a specific gift. In this case, the ability to cloak the man and his compatriot in a mobile sight shield. The problem with objects like that was that they could only accomplish one thing. They could do it perfectly but nothing else. Which meant the man hadn’t been able to muffle the sound of his breathing like he would have if he had been a true mage with a sight and sound shield.

      She took out her knife and wished she had a sword at the moment. Screw the wharf rules.

      “Who are you?” she said tightly.

      “Not important,” said the man in a relaxed voice with an inflection that indicated an educated background.

      She said through gritted teeth, “It is to me.”

      He stared at her with cold eyes. “Edgar, it’s time to go.”

      He wasn’t talking to her that time. The man in the back startled and turned around. When his cape moved, she saw a rotund belly, several chins, and thick, squinty eyes. Not a threat.

      “Already?” said Edgar in a whine.

      “Yes,” said the man tightly.

      “But there’s so much here.” Edgar clearly didn’t understand the gravity of the situation.

      “Get what you came for and let’s go,” said the man with his knife at Ezekiel’s throat as he stepped forward. He was watching Sara warily.

      She mirrored his actions with a thin smile.

      He raised an eyebrow and pressed the knife down on Ezekiel’s throat. A thin red line of blood appeared and dripped down. The curator of the artifacts whimpered. She halted.

      “I would stay where you are.”

      They faced each other resolutely. From behind them all, Edgar whined again, “Is this about her? Kill her.” Her eyes flickered to Edgar. He sounded like a child.

      The man’s face hardened. He apparently didn’t like Edgar’s tone any more than she did.

      “But don’t kill the curator!” Edgar hastily said. “We need him.”

      “Do you, now?” Sara cooed with a smile. She had her in. The man in front of her realized Edgar’s mistake at the same time she did. He couldn’t kill Ezekiel even if he threatened him. Which made Ezekiel’s position as a human shield improbable.

      She ran forward with her knife in one hand, her dagger in her other. He tossed Ezekiel to the floor with a curse in order to meet her head-on with both of his knives in hand. They came together in a clash of slashes, kicks, and whirls. She tried to slit his throat with her knife in her right hand while keeping out of reach of his longer knives. She was successful in the latter, thwarted in the former. So they circled each other warily as Ezekiel coughed on the floor. Too late she noticed they were moving toward the back of the warehouse. Closer to his partner, Edgar. When she looked around out of the corner of her eyes to locate the rotund man she noted that he was plastered against the far wall and edging to the door. Not a threat. But still he was stealing something out of their warehouse.

      She called out, “Ezekiel, stop him! He’s getting away.”

      The curator’s head popped up from between the benches and he looked around warily. He spotted the man leaving the building. “You’re joking, right?”

      He ducked back down. Sara rolled her eyes and exchanged swift slashes with the man in front of her. Neither of them seemed to be gaining the advantage.

      “Fine,” snapped Sara. “But he’s taking your statue.”

      Ezekiel leaped up faster than she would have ever given him credit for.

      By that time Edgar was swiftly walking just past the hiding spot Ezekiel occupied. When the bespectacled man spotted the golden statue in the fat man’s hands, he let out an inhuman shriek. “Not the statue of Tirsaman!”

      With a yowl, he launched himself at the thief.

      Sara lifted a surprised eyebrow. “Not exactly what I had in mind, Ezekiel.”

      Ezekiel wasn’t paying her the least bit of attention. He was wrapped around the fat man’s body as they struggled for ownership of the golden statue.

      Then her opponent grabbed a round candlestick complete with a build-up of wax from a nearby bench. He threw the heavy object at her. It nicked her on the cheek and she felt the drip of blood down her skin.

      “Got your attention now?” taunted the man.

      “Fully,” she said with a snarl.

      Sara jumped high into the air, knife at the ready. The man dodged back to avoid her. But it had never been her intention to stab him. The leap was just to get him to move back. When she landed directly in front of him, he had nowhere to go with a bench against his back. She swiftly twisted and kicked him high in the face. His head snapped back with an audible crack. His body fell into the bench behind him with a crash.

      She stood over her dead opponent and said, “Do I have yours now?”

      Turning Sara saw Ezekiel still rolling around on the ground with the fat man. They moved like two snakes in the grass, each one trying to yank the statue from the other’s hands. Then Ezekiel got some strength from where she didn’t know and yanked the statue back with a triumphant sound. When the man beneath him tried to take it from him, Ezekiel banged him atop the head with it. Twice.

      When the man stopped moving, Ezekiel slowly stood up and began rearranging his clothes with a yank of his hand.

      “Did it feel good?” said Sara dryly.

      Ezekiel blinked at her. “What?”

      “Overpowering him.”

      He looked back down at his unconscious opponent and back up at her. “Actually…yeah.”

      His voice was full of surprise and wonder.

      He puffed up his chest. “I did pretty well, didn’t I?”

      She raised a sarcastic eyebrow. “For a man who has clearly never fought in his life? Yes.”

      That backhanded comment didn’t seem to deter him.

      “What have you got there?” she said as she watched him turn the statue back and forth in his hands.

      “The statue of Tirsaman,” he said, walking over to a bench further away.

      “What does it do?”

      Ezekiel mumbled something she didn’t hear. Sara decided that checking on their living opponent was more vital at the moment. She went over to the fat man to feel for a pulse and patted him down for any weapons he might have concealed on him. When she found none, she grunted and hauled him up by the arm to drag his limp body over to a corner. It was empty except for one lone chair.

      Then she walked over toward the door, passing Ezekiel along the way.

      “Well?” she asked.

      He looked up at her and back down at the statue without answering.

      “Now would be a good time to speak up, Ezekiel.”

      “It’s classified. Boss’s orders.”

      “Classified knowledge from the watcher who’s supposed to be guarding it and just killed someone who wanted to take it from his collection?”

      He grimaced and adjusted his necktie.

      “Fine,” she said, throwing up her hands and striding to the door.

      “Where are you going? You promised you wouldn’t leave! Two days, you said.”

      She didn’t turn around or stop walking. “I meant what I said. Unless you’re going to tie that fellow up with air, we need some rope to bind this gentleman, and I saw some right outside the door.”

      “Oh.”

      In short order they had the man gagged and bound to the only non-magical chair in the room. When he was trussed up in the corner, she removed his friend’s body and hauled him outside to throw in the ocean, then set about helping Ezekiel right the overturned benches near the front. Those two hadn’t known how to fight, but they had certainly left a mess in their wake rolling around like mud wrestlers.

      “Thank you,” said Ezekiel as they put the final artifact back in place.

      “You’re welcome,” said Sara as she dusted off her palms.

      “It supposedly has the ability to make anyone or anything into a god,” said Ezekiel.

      “Excuse me?” said Sara. She thought she had heard him incorrectly.

      “The statue of Tirsaman,” he replied, shifting back and forth on his feet. “That’s what it does.”

      She turned fully to Ezekiel then. “You want to repeat that? Slowly? You have a statue that can turn a person into a god sitting in your dank warehouse?”

      “Well, yeah,” he admitted with a sniff. “Or, well, that’s one of the things it supposedly does. There have been rumors and legends for years. But not any proof.”

      I guess he had to tell someone, rules be damned, and I’m the only one here, she thought with irony.

      “How?”

      “That would be the one hundred-shilling question,” he said. “No one’s quite sure. It didn’t exactly come with instructions.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Has anyone ever tried using it?”

      “Not with any noticeable effect.”

      She felt some relief. She really didn’t need any working human-to-god changing statues on her watch. She looked over at the unimposing figurine. It was only a statue in the sense that it was vaguely human-shaped. It was more of a vertical blob with odd ridges and bumps, as if it had been subjected to an intense heat and parts of it had melted off.

      “Well, where did it come from?”

      “The boss found it in a salvaged ship off the coast.”

      “And you know it is what you say it is because…?”

      He stiffened in anger, like she had insulted his dead mother.

      “It’s my job to know.”

      “Right,” she said before wandering off.

      I wonder just how many of these artifacts are just salvaged junk, she thought to herself, It’s obvious from the thievery though, that enough people believe they’re real. Regardless of whether the artifacts are the real deal or not, these idiot thieves will stab me for the remote possibility that they could claim ownership of a god-turning statue.

      Then the front door banged open with a gust of wind, and she whirled and threw her knife straight at the intruder’s head.

      Cormar’s head.

      Frantically Sara watched as the knife sailed forward with deadly accuracy. Fast and sure, it was unlikely to miss. She didn’t have any compunctions about killing the man. Just because he hadn’t done anything wrong yet, didn’t mean he wouldn’t in the future. She was almost never wrong about her instincts.

      As she watched, Cormar didn’t duck down. He didn’t have time. Instead he stopped the knife cold. With ice. Sara watched in disbelief as icicles formed on her blade in mid-air until the hurtling knife fell to the floor with a clunk, weighted down by the sudden formation of frozen water around it.

      The only sound in the warehouse after that was bated breath as everyone waited to see what Cormar would do.

      After all, she had just tried to kill her boss.
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      Then Cormar’s voice broke the silence. “Well done, Fairchild. I knew I did right by hiring you.”

      Sara strode forward. On edge still. She’d never seen weather magic used so quickly or skillfully. Weather mages were laughed at by most of the mages skilled in any sort of magic useful for defense or tactics. Fire mages and even stone mages had better defense systems in place. After all, how was a gust of wind supposed to stop a man coming at you with his sword at the ready? It was a running joke among battle mages that weather mages were good for two things: a farm and dying in spectacular fashion. But she had just found out how they could turn their skills to the battlefield. Thoughts flowed through her mind at the implications for tactics but now wasn’t the time.

      A few steps later, she stood over her knife and looked down in disapproval. It was useless as it was. Not only was the blade covered in ice, but the whole thing had frozen to the floor. She couldn’t even get to it to pick it up.

      “I don’t suppose you can reverse this,” Sara said, looking up at the mage who had captured her blade.

      He stood with his hands in his pockets and his corner lackey at his side. “Already done.”

      She looked back down and saw that he was true to his word. Her blade lay in a damp pool, free of ice. She reached down to pluck it up and almost dropped it. Only the training drilled into her by instructors over the years that a warrior never let go of their weapons kept her from doing so. The knife hilt was like touching white fire. A cold so bitter that it felt like her fingers would be frozen to the hilt within a few seconds.

      Ire flashed in her eyes. Amusement flittered in Cormar’s eyes as he said, “Cold, isn’t it?”

      She didn’t bother responding. Just raised a hand with knife in place and smoothly pushed it into her sheath at her waist. It took everything in her power not to grimace at the biting cold that had overtaken her fingers, but she managed. She wouldn’t show weakness in front of this man.

      “I’m impressed,” he said as he walked forward slowly. “But then again I’ve been impressed by you since I met you. A young woman with the skill set of the fabled warriors. From a family darkened by the deeds of her father.”

      Her head snapped up.

      “Oh yes, I know who you are now, Sara Fairchild,” he said, waggling a finger. “I know about your father’s desertion and subsequent execution just over half a year ago. I make it a point to know everything there is to know about my employees, you see. When you walked out of my office, I made sure to get that information as soon as possible.”

      “You’ve been a busy man,” Sara said stiffly.

      “Shocked, my dear?”

      “Unimpressed would be a better word,” she said.

      He stilled. “Someday that smart mouth will get you killed.”

      “Not by you.”

      There was nothing he could say to that. He may be a weather mage with a touch of ice, but she was a battle mage with the fury and fighting power of ten men.

      Then he cracked a smile. “I like you. I don’t like many of my employees.”

      Ezekiel shifted behind her nervously and Cormar spared him an irate glance.

      “How did those men get into my building?”

      Sara wondered, how did he know about the other fellow? I already disposed of the body.

      Then she realized he must have spies watching the building. After all, it would be too much trust to expect a man like Cormar, who she suspected was much more than he seemed, to leave his prized artifacts in the hands of two employees. Even if he’d known one of them for a while.

      “I d-don’t know,” stammered Ezekiel.

      I need to do some snooping on my own, she thought as she listened to their conversation, What kind of weather mage and evidently wealthy collector works as a fishery manager? None that I’ve ever heard of. This has black-market racketeering written all over it. That I knew already. The question is, is it the kind of racketeering that you can get away with by paying off a tax collector and city watchmen with a hefty sum to look the other way or the kind that will bring the empress’s guards down on their heads?

      Sara knew that the answer to that question lay in whether or not Cormar had a bunch of junk stored here. Or genuine artifacts.

      “I wasn’t talking to you, sniveling worm,” said Cormar. “But since you answered…”

      Uh-oh, thought Sara, This doesn’t sound good.

      Suddenly the front door burst open and gusts of winds like a gale burst into the building. Cormar lifted his hand and Sara unsheathed her knife. He was up to no good. But he wasn’t focused on her, she soon noted. The gusts of winds blew past her and captured Ezekiel in their cold grasp. The curator rose above his beloved artifacts in the middle of a furious wind tunnel. Sara felt cold settle in the pit of her stomach as she watched the winds whirl around helpless Ezekiel, who was spinning like a top in their hold.

      “Please, Cormar!” she heard Ezekiel shriek.

      Please, what? She wondered. Please don’t torture me like a sadistic bastard?

      People had accused Sara Fairchild of being unemotional and detached throughout her entire life. In her mind, those were good things. An emotional fighter was a dead fighter. But even she wouldn’t watch while a man was tortured…unfairly. If he had been a prisoner of the state she wouldn’t even have considered intervening—after all, that was a whole different matter. But this was a personal vendetta.

      Out of her peripheral vision, she noticed that not a single artifact moved. She realized then that Cormar had impressive control over his gifts. It took skill not to send small objects like the medallion and dress laying on the bench just feet away from them flying. As he targeted Ezekiel and Ezekiel alone, she thought about what to do.

      Sara looked around desperately and spotted the area of the roof where she knew the metal pole rested on the other side. She raced over and noted nothing out of the ordinary. The roof was whole and no entrance showed to her eyes. She became agitated. Even as nervous as she was, the only sign of stress appeared in the tic of her lower lip. Her sharp eyes never wavered from their target. Ezekiel was screaming now. She cursed. The secret entrance wasn’t where she thought it was. She almost turned away when she noticed something odd on the ground. Every single one of the regular benches had five artifacts of various sizes and shapes on top. Always five. Never more. Except the lone bench below the spot she’d noted outside.

      She came over and quickly looked at the six objects on the bench. Evenly spaced out, only one sat where she’d expect the thieves to drop down through a hole in the roof. The object was a large, round egg the size of her head and made of pale golden amber. It sat on a pedestal of jade and looked no more out of place than any of the other objects on the bench. But she had her suspicions and she acted on them. Hands trembling because she didn’t know what she was picking up, Sara lifted the egg and the pedestal from the bench gently. As she did, a magical field she didn’t know existed lifted as well. Looking up with hope in her eyes, Sara spotted a man-sized hole now visible in the roof. From the hole spilled a rope, and she knew she had her second entrance.

      The egg had been some kind of illusion device. Whirling quickly, she called out, “Cormar! I found it. I found the way the thieves have been getting in. Let Ezekiel go.”

      Cormar looked over at her from where he stood. Irritation lined his face when he spotted the hole in the roof. “So you have.”

      To Ezekiel he snapped, “See! The watcher found the entrance. Why didn’t you? You’ve been on my payroll for weeks. One might wonder if you planned this all.”

      Ezekiel was too dizzy to say much. All Sara heard from his mouth was, “No, no, no,” over and over again. She put the egg down and strode forward. This had to stop. Fortunately, Ezekiel chose that moment to throw up and the waste rained down on the floor. Cormar took a step back and pulled a cloth from his pocket to wipe away a speck that had landed on his shoulder. With a cold look up at Ezekiel, he stopped his wind tunnel. Ezekiel dropped to the floor with a thud.

      Sara raced forward to help Ezekiel sit up while Cormar wrinkled his nose at the stench now atop his artifacts.

      “Are you all right?” she asked the dazed curator as she pushed him up by his back.

      “What?” Ezekiel said, his head lolling to the side. He clearly wasn’t coherent yet.

      She looked up at their boss as he walked past them without a word.

      Cormar picked up the egg and jade pedestal she had hastily set down and studied it.

      “Well, well. A refraction egg. Haven’t seen one of these on the market in a good two weeks,” Cormar said.

      Cormar looked over at the man standing beside him. “Wainwright, didn’t I bid on an egg like this at the auction just last month?”

      His secretary quickly stated, “Yes, sir,” while pulling a notebook out of his pocket.

      Shifting through the papers, Wainwright elaborated, “Thirteen days ago, sir, at the Giles Manor auction. It was described as a pale amber egg with an attached jade base. Bidding started out at two hundred shillings. We lost out at five hundred and fifty-six.”

      “So we did,” said Cormar with a Cheshire cat smile. “Well, it seems that I’ve gotten my little prize for free.”

      He set it back down and came up to his watcher and curator.

      By this time Ezekiel was sitting up on his own and she had stood. Her face was like stone. The man was a snake.

      “Ezekiel, see that you catalog my new possession, seal that damned hole, and get two new benches set up,” said Cormar.

      “Benches?” said Ezekiel weakly while shrinking behind Sara.

      “Yes, I have a new shipment coming in tonight.”

      With that Cormar walked out of the door whistling.

      Sara and Ezekiel looked at each other, then they started at the sound of muffled shouting that came from across the room. The fat man was awake.

      Wainwright came back through the door, looked at their prisoner, and then looked at them. “Cormar says he’ll send someone for the thief.”

      He left.

      Sara had a feeling that whomever they sent wouldn’t be good for the fat man’s health. Apparently neither did the fat man, because the sound of his muffled cries grew louder and he began banging his head against the walls of thin metal.

      Ezekiel stared at their unwelcome guest. Then he looked back at the now-visible rope hanging from the ceiling.

      “What?”

      Ezekiel wheezed, “You honestly think that fat man climbed down that rope?”

      He has a point, she thought while looking up. It’s nothing but two twined cables with knots tied in. He never could have managed the climb.

      “One thing at a time,” she murmured. “Let’s get that entrance closed and then we’ll find out what our friend knows about the statue.”

      Ezekiel nodded. As she walked away she heard, “Thanks. For stopping him and possibly saving my life.”

      She turned back and nodded. “Any time. Now are there building materials in that supply closet?”

      “Yes,” he said.

      “Good.” she replied. “I need a fire starter, some rope, fabric, and a piece of the building’s sheet metal.”

      He looked at her oddly.

      “Do you have all that?” she said impatiently.

      “I’ll check,” he said, hurrying over to the large cabinet built in the back. It looked big enough to hold at least two of the benches inside, so she suspected the supplies would be pretty extensive.

      Ezekiel opened it with a yank of the thin metal door and poked his head inside.

      She went back to studying her new project. She had an idea. She just hoped it would work.

      She heard him shout something. “I have everything but the fire starter!”

      “Fine,” she called back. “I can do without it.”

      “Wait…this fabric has holes in it.”

      “Not good,” she yelled back. “There’s nothing else?”

      “No.”

      She thought about it. “You wouldn’t happen to have an extra shirt with you?”

      There was silence. Then he said reluctantly, “Near the front door in my satchel.”

      She trotted over and saw a red bag on the ground. Quickly she grabbed the shirt and got to work with her knife back near the thieves’ entrance.

      “Okay,” said Ezekiel as he began rummaging in the cabinet. She heard him grab a few things and then yank on something. Seconds later, the sound of a crash came to her ears, with a startled yowl echoing after that.

      Before she could turn, he said, “I’m all right.”

      She cracked a smile.

      He came over with a piece of thin metal that was two times bigger than the hole above. It was perfect. He set down the rope on a nearby bench while handing the thin metal over to her.

      Taking it, Sara grabbed the rope and set to work.

      It was unconventional, but she had seen it done once. If she could recreate it then they were off to a good start. She wrapped the rope around the square metal sheet and then tied two sailor’s knots in it to keep the end from unravelling. Then she grabbed the shirt she had sliced the sleeves off of. Taking the main part that was left, she carefully sliced holes into the four corners of the cloth and slid the opposite end of the rope through them. Finished with that end, she tied it off with another sailor’s knot. Carefully, she held the loose fabric in her right hand and conjured a ball of battle fire in her left hand. Holding them up side by side, Sara resized the ball based on the amount she estimated the interior of the fabric could hold upon expansion.

      Ezekiel asked over her shoulder. “What are you doing?”

      “You’ll see. Grab a piece of dry wood for me.”

      He scrambled away and brought back a short stick— it looked like a remnant from one of the benches.

      “Put it down next to my right hand, please,” she said.

      She was concentrating on her task. This was the hard part.

      She gritted her teeth, realizing her mistake. She couldn’t hold two flames and the piece of wood at once. Ezekiel shifted nervously behind her.

      “When the spark rises, I need you to catch the flame,” she said.

      Putting down the fabric and grabbing some flint from her boot, she struck it once, then twice, then a third time against the metal.

      The spark was enough for the flame to rise and she quickly hissed instructions to Ezekiel. “Now!”

      He moved the wood up and it caught the natural flame that she needed. She put the flint on the floor and reached back toward him to grab the flaming piece of wood from him. It was slow burning, which was good.

      Caution in her voice, she spoke to Ezekiel. “Now step back.”

      She didn’t have to tell him twice.

      Hand steady, she moved the natural fire closer to the mage fire. It was a trick her father had taught her and one he had used in the arena against his magical opponents. A mage’s fire could be created in such a way that it mimicked everlasting fire with one key difference: It was extremely combustible. What she was about to do was dangerous enough, that she knew of battle mages who had blown off their own limbs trying to mimic her father’s trick.

      Nervous sweat began to bead on her brow as she imagined her hand ending in a stump. She hadn’t actually done this herself before. Just watched him do it numerous times with ease.

      His voice came back to her then, Remember, Kitling. Steady and sure. Don’t flinch and you’ll control the flame.

      She gave a deep breath and lit the mage fire in her left hand with the natural fire in her right. The bright blue ball of mage fire became encased in the flickering flames of red. It was gorgeous to watch as they melded together to become the purple fire known as a battle inferno. It was the size of a child’s ball in her hand, but she knew they could be made large enough to take out an entire wagon if needed. This time she just needed it to do one simple trick: burn hot enough to solder the thin metal sheeting to the roof.

      “Here,” she said to Ezekiel, breathing slowly.

      “Here, what?” he said, “You don’t want me to take that ball, because if I do we’re likely to die, and, well, you know that’s a very pretty fire, but I’m not so good with fire. Are you sure that’s…”

      “Stop!” she snapped. He was rambling and sounded like he was about to faint.

      “I just need you to take the burning wood from my right hand,” she said tensely.

      “Oh.”

      She saw him reach over hesitantly out of the corner of her eye and take the burning wood that was starting to make her eyes tear from the proximity to the smoke.

      “I’m just going to put this in some water,” he said.

      She wasn’t paying him any mind. As he ran off, she carefully picked up the fabric with the rope tied to it with a free and steady right hand. Then she moved the ball of battle inferno to the edge of the knotted fabric. As she let the fabric drift through her fingers, she heard Ezekiel come panting back.

      Concentrating on her task, Sara let the purple ball of flames in her hand drift into the center of the fabric as the corners of the shirt rose from the magical heated air next to it. She was careful to keep the temperature of the battle inferno low, timing it to blast just like she would if she was targeting it to hit a city wall. Not a moment sooner. Her heart beat fast. Hoping it would work. Praying to the gods that she had done it right. Then the fabric rose above the ball like an inflated circle and she smiled.

      “Perfect,” she said, pleased.

      Moving away, she watched as the fabric, inflated by the heat of the battle inferno in its center, floated all on its own. Slowly the contraption rose until the metal sheet tied to the end of the rope rose as well. When it was a few inches off the floor, Ezekiel asked, “What is it?”

      She said, “A hot air balloon.”

      He adjusted his glasses to get a better look at the balloon floating to the top of the ceiling.

      “Are you directing it?”

      “Slightly. It’s natural for it float high in the air like that. As it rises it will continue to do so vertically unless a sharp wind changes its course. I’m just making sure the battle inferno keeps rising up toward where I want it to go.”

      “Hmm,” was Ezekiel’s answer.

      They watched as the balloon floated through the man-sized hole and then the metal sheet clattered against the roof itself, unable to fit through the hole.

      “And I assume this was also part of your plan?”

      “Of course,” she said. “Now’s the fun part.”

      “Fun part?” Ezekiel said suspiciously as she exploded the ball of battle inferno with no warning.

      The sound of the explosion however was not a part of the plan. It boomed louder than anticipated and only grew louder as the building they were in acted like a resonator and the thin metal sheeting all around them echoed the blast.

      Sara saw a glass mirror two benches over shatter before she crouched down in agony alongside Ezekiel with her hands clasped to her ears.

      As they rose minutes later, Ezekiel said, “Was that part of the plan?”

      She grimaced in pain. “No.”

      He grumbled and then looked up. “Well, at least it worked.”

      She stared up at the ceiling where the heat of the blast had fused the metal sheet to the roof itself. It was ugly, but it would do.
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      As the ringing in her ears stopped, Sara heard their captured thief’s cries. He sounded worse off than before. She sighed. “I think he needs attention.”

      “Don’t we all,” muttered Ezekiel.

      He adjusted his spectacles. “I’m going to take care of that mess of glass towards the back. You take care of him?”

      His words were cautious, even tentative. Sara realized he didn’t know where he stood with her. Which was fine, because she didn’t know where he stood with her. Ezekiel was interesting but not her problem. Not right now.

      She nodded. “Sounds good.”

      Turning, they went in opposite directions. When she got to the fat thief she cut the rope from his mouth none too gently. She stared at the red blood running from his eardrums, but there wasn’t much she could do about it. She wasn’t a healer.

      When his mouth was free, he began shouting. Louder and louder. The problem was that his words were incomprehensible.

      “What’s wrong with him?” shouted Ezekiel from the back.

      “I think his eardrums burst from the sound,” she yelled back. She watched as the man in front of her babbled. He was reading her lips though she could tell. And he understood. Which meant he wasn’t crazy. She cut the rope binding his arms to the chair. He didn’t move at first. After a moment he raised his shaking hands to his ears. When they came back to his face, shining with blood, he wept.

      She sighed in irritation. She wasn’t heartless. He was deaf because of her. Well, her and being tied up right next to the metal wall where the acoustics had blasted into his ear.

      But she wasn’t necessarily sorry about it. When you entered into someone else’s domain of your own volition and did so in direct contradiction to their wishes, you put your life in their hands. In other words, what he had done was wrong and now he suffered the consequences. But she was getting heartily tired of his sobbing.

      She snapped her fingers directly in front of his face. She was trying to break his attention away from his morbid fascination with the glistening red blood on his fingertips. It worked.

      He looked up at her with snot running down his lips and tears dripping down his cheeks.

      “What have you done to me?” he shouted in a voice three times louder than necessary.

      She took out a knife and held it in front of his face as a warning.

      “Shout again,” she mouthed slowly, “and I’ll knife you.”

      He trembled and hate sparked on his face. But he was silent.

      Ezekiel said, “I’ve got an idea.”

      She didn’t turn from her prisoner. Even deaf and bleeding, she didn’t trust him.

      “What?”

      He reached into his red satchel and brought up some parchment, a quill, and some ink. “Let him write it out.”

      “Not a bad idea.”

      “Here,” he said, hastily putting the materials down and grabbing a loose piece of wood that rested on the wall. Carefully he placed the makeshift table in the fat man’s lap and put the paper, quill, and ink within reach of his hands.

      “Start talking,” mouthed Sara at the glaring man.

      He didn’t have much of a choice. He did what she said.

      He began to write out why he was there.

      “We came for the Tirsaman statue.”

      “Why?” said Sara.

      “Who are you?” wondered Ezekiel.

      The man flickered indignant eyes up at Ezekiel as he wrote, “Who am I? The great Ezekiel Crane notices no one else.”

      Sara looked over at Ezekiel quizzically. “Sounds like you have a fan.”

      Flustered, Ezekiel opened and closed his mouth like a fish while he watched the fat man scribble faster.

      “I am Ras Stold, purveyor of fine goods.”

      “Thief and charlatan,” murmured Sara.

      He glared at her. “Rare items acquirer for the wealthy.”

      “Let’s add black market racketeer to that description,” she said in amusement.

      He began to scribble again. “Your employer is no better than me.”

      “I don’t contest that, but I doubt Cormar is stupid enough to break into an opponent’s warehouse and get caught doing it.”

      He had nothing to say to that.

      “Let’s get back to the point,” Ezekiel said hastily before they could continue their word war. “You know me how?”

      “You are the premier treasure hunter on this side of the empire,” scribbled the man. “I have heard of your exploits.”

      “Treasure hunter?” scoffed Sara as she looked at a blushing Ezekiel.

      “That was a long time ago,” said Ezekiel, pleased. “But do go on.”

      Sara rolled her eyes.

      “I was here to acquire the statue and give it to a buyer,” he wrote.

      “Which buyer?” Sara demanded.

      Before he could write out the details, the door opened and in walked a stranger. She didn’t recognize the man. He was big and brawny, with a shaven head and tattoos of the islands on his cheeks.

      Sara turned and glared before Wainwright walked in right behind the bigger man.

      “We’re here for him,” he said with a sniff.

      “We were just getting somewhere with him,” complained Ezekiel.

      Too late Sara elbowed him sharply in the ribs.

      “Really?” said Wainwright. “I don’t believe that’s part of your job description. Your job is to catalog the artifacts and keep them safe. Was that not clear?”

      Ezekiel paled.

      “Crystal clear,” replied Sara.

      Wainwright gave her a sharp look but refrained from comment. To the muscle man behind him, he snapped, “Get the thief and let’s go.”

      His companion began walking forward and Ras began screeching and scribbling.

      When the man reached him he gave up trying to get words on the parchment, thrust the makeshift desk off of his lap, and tried to run. “Tried” being the operative word. Sara hadn’t cut the ropes binding his legs to the chair, just the ones along his upper body. He fell to the floor with a nasty whump and began to crawl away like a slug, screeching all the while. It took no time before the thug Wainwright had brought with him grew tired of the sound and clubbed him sharply about the head.

      Sara watched silently, unmoved, as the thug carried the unconscious man from their warehouse. Wainwright followed behind him with one last snide remark. “The new benches need to be done. Tonight. Shipment comes in less than three hours. Get to work.”

      When he left the warehouse was silent for the first time in quite a while.

      Sara rubbed the back of her neck. “Remind me again why I agreed to stay for two days?”

      “Because you want to know why Ras, the thief, lied as much as I do,” said Ezekiel absentmindedly.

      Sara turned to see he was crouched on the floor. “Excuse me? What in the demon’s breath are you talking about?”

      Ezekiel stood slowly and turned around. In his hands, he held the parchment the thief had been scribbling on. It was wrinkled and had blood smears on it.

      Ezekiel looked up from the words on the page to her. “He wasn’t after the statue of Tirsaman for himself.”

      “Well, yeah. He told us that.”

      He held out the parchment to her and said, “Read it.”

      “Why don’t you tell me what it is says?” she said coldly.

      He raised an eyebrow but didn’t question her. “It says: ‘All right, all right, I’ll tell you. We came for the statue but only to trade it for something else. Something more valuable that the mercenaries have.’”

      “That’s it?”

      “That’s it.”

      “So he and his partner came to Cormar’s warehouse to steal a statue in order to trade it with the ‘mercenaries’ for something else?”

      He nodded eagerly.

      “Nope, I didn’t agree to stay for that,” she said flatly. “A wild goose chase is not worth my time.”

      Ezekiel’s shoulders drooped so fast you would have thought she’d insulted his most prized possession.

      “But it’s a mystery! What object is worth death, torture, and giving up a priceless artifact to get it in the first place?” he said, almost pleading for her to understand the significance of his find.

      “A mystery that isn’t worth my time. You have forty hours before I’m out of here. In the meantime this warehouse needs to be spotless, the shipment needs to be received, we might have to thwart more thieves, and we have to get a replacement to agree to take this daft job. That’s more than enough, wouldn’t you agree?”

      He spluttered. “Well, yes, I guess so.”

      “Good. Case closed.”

      Ezekiel’s mouth was stuck in a pout, but he didn’t bring it up again that night. They got to work putting together the two benches needed to house ten more objects before the dawn rose on a new day. By the time they had finished, the sky had started to darken.

      Sara got up from the workbench where she had been sawing through extra planks in case Cormar got another shipment in and cracked her back. Stretching, she twisted her arms to loosen them and walked around. They had been hearing the slow shuffle of feet and excited chatter of the workers leaving the fishery nearby for the last ten minutes. She went to the door to head one off.

      “Where are you going?” Ezekiel called out from where he was busy nailing the last plank onto a nearby bench.

      “To catch a messenger,” she said as she walked out the door.

      Spying dozens of young boys alongside their older mothers, she whistled sharply to catch the attention of one. A towheaded boy looked over at her. She stepped just a few feet away from the warehouse door. Far enough that he could be sure she didn’t plan to grab him and whisk him inside, but close enough that a thief couldn’t sneak by behind her back. She tossed a shilling in the air and the flash of bronze in the sun’s rays made up his mind.

      He trotted over to her.

      She flipped the coin between her fingers as the urchin watched her warily from a distance.

      “Whadda’ya want?” he called out.

      “A message. Nothing more,” she said. “One coin for delivery near the meat market. Two more if you return with something with you.”

      He shifted while indecision warred on his face. Urchins had to be careful about whom they took jobs from. Not everyone in the city would treat them right, especially depending on the message received.

      “What kind of message?” he said

      “Nothing bad. Just news to my mom,” she reassured him.

      He sniffed. “Yeah, all right. What do you want back?”

      She smiled and tossed the coin alongside a home marker to him. The small trinket would lead him straight to her doorstep.

      “My sword.”

      He caught them in the air deftly, pocketed the marker, bit the coin, and spit onto the road. “Back in an hour.”

      “See that you are.”

      He turned to leave and she cleared her throat. “The message.”

      He turned back with an irritated look on his face. As if he were doing her a favor.

      “All right, lady, what is it?”

      “Tell her I’ll be gone for one night and a day more,” she said. “And don’t mess it up.”

      He left at a quick pace down the road. She wasn’t angry with him. His attitude was his protection. She hadn’t missed the fact that he’d been one of the few without a dam by his side. She doubted it was a coincidence. Sara went back into the warehouse.

      She spotted Ezekiel straightening the benches for final placement, and she went over to help out.

      “Your message in a bottle went okay?” he asked.

      “Fine.”

      Looking over at her curiously, he asked another question. “Why did you come here?”

      She looked up at him. Waiting on the second half of that question to drop. With Ezekiel there was always more, it seemed.

      “To the fishery, I mean,” he explained. “A fighter like you. Skilled and smart, you could get any job you want. There are numerous guilds in the city that would take you on.”

      “You didn’t hear what Cormar said?” she said snidely.

      “I guess I wasn’t paying attention,” he said softly with a hurt look in his eyes.

      She snorted and looked away. A minute later they finished and she went to lean against the wall near the door.

      As Ezekiel puttered around with his artifacts, she spoke up. “You’d be surprised.”

      His shoulders stiffened, but he didn’t turn around as he said, “By what?”

      “How many guilds won’t hire the daughter of a deserter. Fighters are a superstitious lot. Wherever I applied, they said desertion must run in the bloodline. Never mind the fact that a Fairchild has never, never before betrayed their ruler.”

      He spoke in a measured tone. “So your father was a deserter? Why?”

      She shifted unhappily, but for the first time Sara didn’t hear derision in that question. Anyone else who had asked had done so with the gleeful hint of a person only too happy to poke salt into the wound. Ezekiel was just curious. Almost in an academic way.

      “Tell you what, Ezekiel. You answer my question, I answer one of yours.”

      He turned around with a fur cap in his hands. “All right. So…”

      “No.” She held up a warning finger. “You already had your turn. I told you about the guilds. Now you answer my question.”

      Wariness crossed his face. “What’s the question?”

      Ah-ha, she thought internally. Now that the tables are turned, someone isn’t so open.

      She leaned on the wall and said, “What did Edgar mean when he called you a treasure hunter?”
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      She’d give him credit. He didn’t flinch or evade the query. He faced it head-on.

      “I was an old city excavator for a long time. Mostly graves,” he said with a shrug. “I didn’t have much of a choice. I studied for years as a historian of ancient Emres society and Algardian culture.”

      Then he gave a self-deprecating smile. “If you’re not aware, being a curator is not the most profitable occupation. Even before I finished my studies, finding a patron to help me was almost impossible.”

      Her interest was piqued, as was her confusion. “I understood about half of what you just said.”

      “It’s not really important,” he said with a wave of his hand. “Just know that the war changed my fortunes. Soldiers and mercenaries began looting. They would come across new finds in the countryside. When they traded it to a wealthy buyer, everyone involved in the transaction from the soldier to the estate manager needed to know its value. That’s where I came in.”

      Outwardly, Sara waved a flippant hand. Inwardly, she flinched. Up until now, she had successfully avoided thinking about the civil war going on in the ‘countryside’ by pushing it out of her mind.

      Countryside, she thought ruefully. If I wasn’t in Sandrin, I wouldn’t think it so far away. In truth? This civil war is supposedly devastating the entire northern half of our empire. But as a citizen of Sandrin I don’t feel it. People go, soldiers come back, and life goes on. At least that’s what we’re supposed to think. But how do you go on when your father doesn’t come back? Or worse, he comes back in an urn?

      Sara shivered and snapped out of her thoughts. She wasn’t going to let dark thoughts about a war she’d never see or experience ruin another moment of her day.

      With sarcasm in her tone, she said to Ezekiel, “All right, fine. But what’s an Emres?”

      “Nope, now it’s your turn,” he said with a devious smile.

      She leaned back against the wall. “Well, well, well. Our curator isn’t a pushover after all.”

      He blushed red but didn’t back down.

      Sara rolled her eyes and said, “Repeat the question, please.” It was said a little stiffly. She knew what the question was, but she needed another a second, another minute, another moment of time where she didn’t have to answer another’s person inquiries about her personal life. But she owed him this answer. A Fairchild didn’t forget their promises.

      Ezekiel looked at her as if he sensed the tension in her tone. Still he asked the question. “Why would your father become a deserter? He was commander of the imperial forces on the war front. A renowned fighter. Even I had heard of the great Commander Fairchild, and as you have probably surmised, I’ve never been the type to venerate fighters.”

      “Really, I hadn’t noticed,” she said dryly. She thought about their first conversation outside of Cormar’s office. It had started with him falling to the ground because of her and had ended with him gaining a healthy respect for her knowledge of dragon rulers but not necessarily for fighters as a whole.

      Without pause, Sara answered. “I don’t know why he deserted.”

      She held up a hand to forestall his protests.

      “I honestly don’t,” she said, “but I do know my father was the most honorable man I knew. He would never abandon his command. Not unless he was forced to for the greater good of his men.”

      The pain of her words was evident in the tone even if her face was expressionless.

      He nodded. “I’m sorry. It must be hard not to know how or why your father chose that.”

      She looked away, her mind off in the distance before she snapped back to the present.

      “It is and was. I guess it always will be. He chose to be a military commander. Under his leadership were the mage companies, the empire’s soldiers and three of the premier mercenary companies in the land – including both the Corcoran guard and the Red Lion guard. But because he chose to serve so far away I’ll never know. I’ll never know what he died for, what was going through his mind in those last few days or even how he died.”

      Ezekiel looked at her. “What do you mean how he died?”

      She looked at him. Irritation grew on her face.

      “I wasn’t trying to dig the knife into your pain or even get in a question that time,” he said, walking forward with both hands upraised. “I really mean it. How can you not know?”

      She humored him. “Because the military didn’t tell me,” she said.

      He frowned. “But it’s public record. The Empress’s forces are required by imperial law to notify families of the officers about how they died—on or off the field of battle. Often it’s more of a question if they can ever really know for sure if the body was too badly damaged for complete analysis. In that case, they would tell you something like he perished in the first charge of the battle of whatever. But this, this is a question of how could they not know? Especially if they executed him.”

      As usual he talked too much. Slowing down, Ezekiel asked, “Did you ask them?”

      “My military contacts weren’t very receptive to our inquiries,” she said tensely. “Even getting my father’s ashes back was a battle, and we had to pay to get them transported here ourselves.”

      Ezekiel looked the most upset she had ever seen him. “Do you want to know?”

      “Of course I want to know,” she said. “How can you ask that?”

      He said, “It’s not an easy matter for most people to learn their family member was hanged, drawn and quartered, or dismembered on a wheel.”

      “I want to know. I need to know.”

      He nodded. “Then I know a way you can find out.”

      Her crossed arms fell to her sides. “Tell me.”

      He looked away. “The mercenaries keep all the records for the imperial guards. Death records. Benefit records. Even deployment records.”

      She scoffed. “Why would they have the imperial files?”

      “Because of the war,” he explained, going over to his satchel. “The Empress has had her armed militia deployed upon the field of battle for months now. Everything she’s got is there—from her palace guard to the city watch. She needed protection and to keep the capital city of Sandrin secure, so she outsourced the work of her missing men.”

      Ezekiel stopped and dug deeper in that red bag of his.

      “Go on,” she urged.

      “Got it,” said Ezekiel, holding up a sheath of papers in the air in excitement. He began thumbing through while Sara watched in mounting frustration.

      “Ezekiel!” she shouted. It was the first time she had lost her cool. The first time he turned to look at her and was able to see emotion on her face. Predominantly frustration, but there was some excitement in there.

      “Right,” he said with a delighted smile that he couldn’t hide plastered on his face. “It’s the mercenaries. He outsourced the work of the city guard, the imperial guard, and the garrison staff to the mercenaries. One company in particular controls every single piece of military paperwork—the Corcoran guard. They would know how your father died.”

      She stared at him. “Then the Corcoran guard is who I’m going to see.”

      She turned to leave.

      “Wait!” Ezekiel said, running to stand in front of her. “Where are you going?”

      She raised an eyebrow.

      “All right, stupid question,” he muttered, “but what do you think you’re going to do when you get there?”

      “I would think it would be self-explanatory.”

      He shook his head. “You can’t just walk into the mercenary guild’s headquarters and ask to see the private files of their most elite company.”

      She said, “They’re my father’s files, and if they won’t give them to me, I will take them.”

      “You and what army?” he snapped.

      Anger crossed her face and he stepped back.

      “I’m just trying to help. They’re not going to like you walking in there and demanding their information. You certainly won’t just walk back out. You think you can take on at least five other battle mages by yourself? Because you’re not the only one, you know.”

      She said, “I can try. If I don’t, my father’s memory is nothing.”

      He shook his head. “What if I said I had a plan to get you those files?”

      “How?”

      He rattled the sheath of papers still in his left hand. “This is how.”

      “I’m listening.”

      He let out a slow breath. “Mind if we clear the doorway?”

      She looked at the door inches from his back. Then she walked over and sat down on a bench they had used to rest supplies on. He hurriedly sat down opposite her with his legs on either side of the bench. Putting the sheath of paper in the middle between them, he launched into his explanation.

      “This is documentation from Cormar stating I have the legal right to acquire and hire a new mercenary for the protection of his warehouse.”

      She picked up the paper in interest. Not reading it but noting a gold seal in the corner with an anchor and the pole of the fishery’s wharf on it. Cormar’s seal.

      “He was looking for a new watcher before you walked in his door this morning,” he said hurriedly. “I was supposed to go this afternoon, but then you showed up. The hiring form is good for two days. We could go to the guild tomorrow just as planned.”

      She pulled up a leg and rested her chin on her knee as she watched him with wary eyes. “I don’t understand how this helps me find out about my father’s death.”

      He nodded. “I guess I wouldn’t either if I’d never been through the mercenary guild’s hiring process.”

      She said, “So why don’t you tell me how that goes?”

      “It’s simple,” he explained. “A nobleman, business owner, or caravan chief will usually go in looking for a mercenary with a specific skill set. The guild itself has the documentation on thousands of men and women spread throughout Algardis and some in the far kingdoms. Many of them don’t even live near here. What the guild does is match the preferences of the hirer with a specific mercenary. If the hirer needs the person immediately, the guild will assign someone within the city.”

      She stared at him. “How do you know all this?”

      “I took a temporary job there once,” he admitted.

      “You?” she said with surprise in her voice.

      He cleared his throat. “As I was saying, in my experience with one caravan leader, he was looking for someone to journey with his crew through the winter vales in the north for two months and the guild rounded up the most likely candidates. Those with experience with deep snow, caravan beasts, and long but slow journeys. They also looked for someone who could be away for long periods of time.”

      He continued on in excitement, “We had all of that information on file. Every candidate’s personal life and professional history is there. From their weapons specialties to the location of their domiciles is in those records.”

      She stared at him. That was all fine and dandy, but she needed him to get to the point.

      “But here’s the important part,” said Ezekiel, realizing he had gone off on a tangent. “The documentation for each mercenary is in the same room as the death records. Partly, I think, because mercenaries tend to die fairly often.”

      She blinked. “So we get into the records room in the search for our candidate and find my father’s file instead?”

      “Yes!” he said. “Well, except we really do need a new candidate to replace you, so it’s a two-birds-with-one-stone kind of thing.”

      “I like how you think, Ezekiel.”

      “It’s a pleasure to be of service, my lady.”

      “Don’t call me that.”

      “Right, sure.”

      She sighed. “I guess you came through, curator.”

      He nodded.

      Then something distracted her. The sound of steps outside echoed with her enhanced hearing. Sara stood up abruptly while pulling her knife from her sheath.

      There were two sets of boots walking this way. No voices. Yet.

      “What?” Ezekiel said.

      “Shhh, I heard something,” she said, staring at the door.

      Then Cormar strode back in with the grin of a happy man on his face.

      It was the most disturbing thing she’d seen that day. No man like him should ever be happy. And if he was, she feared for whoever had just made his day. She doubted they had survived the experience.

      But still she relaxed. Although she was honestly getting quite tired of him barging into the warehouse throughout the day.

      Behind him Wainwright came through the door, tugging on the reins of two braying pack mules.

      Sara almost felt sorry for him. He seemed to do everything for Cormar except fetch his lunch and she doubted he was that highly compensated for his work either. Cormar looked around and gave a grudging nod. “Good work.”

      “Thank you, Cormar,” said Ezekiel respectfully.

      Sara said nothing. Cormar didn’t seem to mind.

      She watched as Ezekiel went to the pack mules that occasionally shifted and brayed. Each had a wooden crate atop its back.

      “Sara, can you help me?” Ezekiel asked as he stood on one side of the crate.

      She came forward, careful to take her knife out only when she was on the far side of the mule and out of its eyesight. She knew that the quickest way to scare an animal was to pull a blade in front of it. She put a hand on her side of the rectangular crate and called out to Ezekiel, “Brace yourself. I’m about to cut the rope.”

      From the mule’s other side she heard him speak. “I’m ready.”

      She smoothly cut the rope holding the crate in place.

      “Got it,” she heard Ezekiel say with a grunt.

      A moment later: “Maybe not.”

      “Sara!” was the only thing she heard before the sound of him falling over with the crate on top of him came to her ears.

      But it wasn’t Sara who saved Ezekiel from falling. She came around the mule’s front to see Ezekiel balanced inches above the ground with the crate atop his chest. There was a wind tunnel beneath his back holding him up. It had stopped the crate from shattering on the ground, but by doing so it had also done something far worse. The wind tunnel was forcing Ezekiel to bear the weight of the crate on his chest and the tip of his throat. He couldn’t move out from under the weight or from atop the funnels of wind beneath him.

      His face was turning blue.

      “Cormar, stop! He can’t breathe!” she frantically shouted.

      Sara saw Cormar light a cigar out of the corner of her eye. “He should have thought of that before he almost destroyed my new artifacts.”

      She growled in frustration and rushed forward. Quickly she stuck her knife in her belt, not her sheath as she grabbed the edge of the crate and pulled with all of her might. It came off of Ezekiel’s throat and his airway opened up. He began gasping for breath frantically. She kept tugging. She needed to get it off his chest, and Ezekiel was worse than useless as he lay like a crab stuck on its back with legs flailing in the air.

      Flailing is good, she thought to herself. If he wasn’t moving, I’d be worried he was already dead.

      With a harsh yank and grunt, she took the full weight of the crate from atop Ezekiel by bracing her feet harshly on the ground and tapping into her battle magic. This time she was boosting her strength, just as she would if she was whirling a mace above her head or throwing an opponent to the ground. It worked.

      Staggering back as the load grew lighter in her arms, Sara stood up straight and carried the crate, which was twice her size, a short distance away. Setting it down on the floor as if it was as light as a feather, she stood and glared at Cormar.

      He stared at her with fascination in his eyes as he puffed rings of smoke into the air. “Well done, Fairchild, well done.”

      He’d been testing her, she realized. He had to have known the crate weighed more than a grown man. Cormar wanted to see what his new watcher was made of. She couldn’t fault him for his logic or his actions, but by the gods, she wanted to rip out Cormar’s throat. The man just rubbed her the wrong way. She knew part of that was her instinctual need to kill when she dipped into her gifts, but she didn’t think her instincts about his persona were wrong. There was something off about the fishery manager turned collector. He ignored the hate in her eyes and turned to Ezekiel. As Cormar let his wind tunnel dissipate as if it was never there, Ezekiel fell to the ground again. This time he just laid there coughing.

      Sara didn’t move. Not because she wasn’t interested in Ezekiel’s well-being, but because she wasn’t certain she could keep herself from strangling him for taking on such a larger load than he could handle. If she had known it was that heavy in the beginning, they would have found another way.

      Finally Ezekiel rose to his knees and stood. Wainwright waited next to the second mule’s head.

      Cormar said, “I do believe you have one more load to carry.”

      Ezekiel turned to look at the second mule with something akin to despair on his face.

      “I’ll get it,” said Sara.

      She came forward and grabbed her knife from her belt. As she passed Ezekiel, she gave it to him. “Here, cut the ropes on the other side and try not to stab yourself while you’re doing it.”

      Ezekiel said nothing. He just did as she asked. She hoped it wasn’t so heavy this time. She was already letting her hold on her battle magic diminish. She knew the power was affecting her mood and she was getting dangerously agitated. She might snap at Ezekiel now, but if it got too much worse she could end up taking off his head.

      She bore the brunt of the lighter crate with a slight grunt and smoothly set it down.

      “Not so hard, right?” said Cormar as he walked out the door.

      Ezekiel and Sara just watched him with dark eyes.

      Wainwright grabbed the first mule’s lead without a word and followed his boss into the evening air.
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      Sara and Ezekiel looked at each other and then back down at the crates on the floor. Ezekiel grabbed a crowbar leaning against the wall without a word. As he got to work trying to pry open the crates, she watched. After a few minutes, she came forward. “Here, let me help.”

      “No thanks, I got it,” he grunted.

      She stepped back.

      After a second time where he nearly fell on his bum, she snapped, “Really? Because it looks like you’re failing.”

      He turned and said, “Well, not all of us are super humans.”

      The crowbar was clutched tightly in his hand as he breathed heavily.

      “Do we have a problem?”

      “No, no problem,” he said with a caustic laugh.

      “I think we do,” she insisted.

      He gave her a glare. “Don’t worry. I’ll still get your mercenary file for you. There’s no need to take pity on me now.”

      “Pity on you?” she said, genuinely confused.

      He dropped the crowbar with a thud. “It’s obvious you think I’m weak and incompetent and…”

      “Hold up,” she said, raising a hand. “Is this about what happened with Cormar?”

      He shrugged. “You handled yourself well and hated that I didn’t.”

      She was still lost. “Hated that you didn’t? Because I didn’t come to help you up?”

      “No!” he shouted. “Well…yeah.”

      She stared at him in astonishment.

      His face went blank. “Never mind.”

      His back turned away and hers stiffened. She didn’t want to do this. Not now. But silly as it seemed she felt that she owed him an explanation.

      “Look, Ezekiel,” she said quietly, “I didn’t come because I was afraid.”

      He laughed while still facing away from her. “Afraid? Of Cormar?”

      “Not of Cormar. Of myself,” she said.

      He turned around. “What?”

      She twisted her lips and looked off in the distance. With a sigh she focused back on him. “How much do you know about battle mages?”

      “That they’re badasses that take no shit from anyone.”

      She shrugged. “Yeah, that’s true. But that’s not all of it.”

      He shifted on his feet and crossed his arms as he asked uneasily, “What else is there?”

      “A lot,” she said with a rueful laugh.

      Then a pounding knock on the door interrupted their conversation. Ezekiel nearly jumped out of his skin. She quickly strode forward and snatched the knife from where he had left it atop the other crate.

      “Stay there,” she said when she passed him.

      “Wouldn’t dream of moving anywhere else,” he said. She didn’t miss the sarcasm in his voice.

      A second knock echoed through the door.

      “Who is it?” she called, wary of another intruder.

      “The messenger,” she heard shouted back at her. The voice was coming from a young male who had just hit puberty. She could tell by the crack in his voice that hadn’t adjusted yet.

      She yanked the door open and stared into the face of the boy she’d sent off hours ago.

      With the glare of a drowned rat, he thrust out the sheathed sword that he carried impatiently.

      “What took you so long?” she said, exasperated.

      The urchin glared at her. “You had people in and out of here like a doxy doing tricks all day. I had to wait until that last man left. I ain’t about to mess with Cormar and his men.”

      Sara grimaced. He had a fair point.

      “Did you speak with my mother?”

      “Yeah.”

      “And?” she said. Getting words out of urchins was like trying to pull teeth. She pushed out of her mind how similar she was at that age, or still was.

      “She said ‘don’t get into no trouble and bring home raspberries,’” he said.

      Sara felt some relief. Raspberries was the code word between her and her mother that all was fine at home. It worked because neither of them could afford to buy such a rich fruit from the market themselves and therefore would never bring it up in casual conversation.

      “Here’s two more coins in payment and a third for your trouble,” she said, handing him the bronze shillings.

      He nodded. “Good doing business with you.”

      “Yeah,” she said.

      As he turned to leave, she asked, “Hey, kid, if I need you again, whom do I ask for?”

      He yelled back without stopping, “Rascal near the fourth garrison.”

      She rocked back on her heels and shut the door.

      “So where were we?” she said as she quickly checked the condition of the sword and its sheath. All was well.

      “You were about to tell me everything you know about being a battle mage,” said Ezekiel as he sat down on top of the crate with his legs crossed.

      She buckled her sword in place on her back and for the first time that day, she felt right. Having it rest along her spine was the most comforting feeling to her. As a fighter, she knew that she was ready to take on all opponents now.

      She sighed. But I’m not sure I’m ready to take this on. Telling someone about her gifts and what they meant was the hardest part. Because they never understood. Not really. Looking over at Ezekiel, she hoped he would be the first person to at least try.

      “Battle mages have innate gifts that work with our natural skills,” she said. “Our powers enhance our body and to some extent our weapons, rather than the area around us. Unlike a weather mage who can call on the elements like wind and rain, or a fire mage who can call heat and flame, our gifts aren’t really outwardly focusing.”

      She paused and looked at him. “You with me so far?”

      He nodded. “You have intrinsic gifts—they enhance your already formidable body and skills rather than something else.”

      “Yes,” she said with a quick nod. “We can make ourselves stronger, faster, and even harder to kill through our powers. But that’s just the tip of the iceberg, so to speak.”

      “One point,” he said, interrupting.

      She raised an eyebrow.

      Nervously, he said, “Don’t take this the wrong way. But you’re essentially cheating in any fight or duel you commit to, then.”

      “Offense not taken,” she said dryly, “and any battle mage will tell you you’re dead wrong.”

      “If you’re enhancing your body and your skills with your power, I’d say I’m right,” he objected. “It’s like a runner in the coliseum games taking valierum to enhance their speed. It’s a plant that when crushed and chewed pushes up their adrenaline to allow them to out race their…”

      She cut him off with a frown. “I know what valierum is. If you’d let me finish I’d tell you why you’re wrong.”

      He shrugged. “By all means, do.”

      She snorted. “Well, any battle mage would tell you that we could use our gifts to defeat any opponents we come across in every fight. But we don’t. Why? Because the battle mage who does that will die a very early death.”

      His attention perked up. She could tell he didn’t like being wrong, but he probably liked learning new information even more. “What do you mean?”

      “Battle mages who tap into too much power on a continuous basis are overrun by an overwhelming urge to kill. It’s what makes us such effective fighters. Even in the small fights I’ve had in Sandrin, I get a high from defeating an opponent. The feeling of euphoria is greater still when I kill that person. When I use my gifts in conjunction with my fighting skill, the euphoria becomes overwhelming,” she explained.

      His eyes were wide. “Your own gift is drugging you in order to make you use more of the power? That’s really cool. Like a fight or flight instinct but set permanently to fight!”

      “It’s worse than that,” she said. “Eventually battle mages reach a point when they use so much power at once that their mental state permanently changes. They become berserk and are forever known as berserkers from there on out.”

      “That’s what you were afraid of?” he said softly while leaning forward. “You were afraid you were going to become one of those berserkers?”

      “I was afraid I was getting close,” she said. “Every berserker’s turning point is different. Mine could be as simple as fighting three goons in a row on the same day. I don’t know what it will be, but I know the turning point can vary based on who you are. If you’ve lived your whole life as a fighting slave, then of course it would take more to tip you over into that state.”

      “They would have a higher tolerance point,” he said.

      “Right. My father certainly did,” she said. “His whole life he used his gifts in the gladiator arena. He fought men every day. But he didn’t go berserk.”

      “Maybe you inherited his resistance.”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know about that, but then again there’s no one else to ask. Berserkers don’t live long, and they’re not very communicative once they’ve reached that state anyway.”

      He raised a questioning eyebrow.

      “Berserkers fight without ceasing from the moment they change over,” she said. “I’ve never heard of one living more than a few days after they go into that state.”

      “Wouldn’t they be invincible, though?” he said.

      “Against another battle mage, no,” she said. “But even against a regular human, a berserker can be brought down by a normal weapon. The problem is that it would take an extraordinary human to do so.”

      “Then how?” He left the question hanging.

      She answered. “The ones I’ve heard of turning always changed in the middle of war, surrounded on all sides by the enemy. There’s power in numbers.”

      He nodded. “If they killed dozens, then…”

      “There would still be dozens more to face,” she finished. “Do you understand now?”

      He swallowed loudly. “Yeah, I do. That’s an immense weight to live with.”

      She nodded. “One more reason I want to know how my father died and if possible to get back my family’s journals.”

      “What journals?”

      “My father and his father both wrote down their exploits. My father carried both wherever he went. They were never returned to my mother, and I intend to find out why. The shame of desertion is one thing. But to keep this from us is outright cruel.”

      Ezekiel nodded and knocked on the wooden bench in a nervous tic before getting up.

      “So,” he said, standing and stretching, “how about some dinner?”

      She grinned. “I think we have some boxes to unpack first. Besides, at least one of us needs to stay here to guard the artifacts.”

      “Yeah, true,” he admitted, crestfallen.

      “Which means you should be going to get the food,” she said.

      He nodded. “What do you want?”

      “Whatever the tavern next to the fishery is serving,” she said, fumbling for her coin pouch.

      He nodded and waved her off when she tried to hand him a few coins. “I’ve got it. It’s the least I can do after all you’ve done today.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Besides,” he said with a grin as he backed out of the door, “it is your first day on the job, after all.”

      “And second to last,” she shouted as he exited.

      When the warehouse was empty except for her and a bunch of artifacts, she looked around.

      “Better check the interior perimeter,” she murmured to herself. She did a quick jog around the sides and saw nothing out of the ordinary.

      Staring at the new shipment in the front, she checked the balance of her sword on her back just in case, and then grabbed the crowbar to pry each crate open. With her own strength, careful to not use even a hint of her battle magic, she pried the top off of each crate. She had used her gifts before because she had to. To shift the weight of the crate off Ezekiel and get the heavy box to the floor without damaging the contents inside. Cormar seemed to expect it as part of her job after all.

      They were packed to the brim with straw, and she couldn’t see any of the ten new artifacts that they supposedly held.

      Setting the crowbar down, Sara went to the heavier crate first. She was careful to remove the straw from the top section-by-section and set it aside until she could see the five objects nestled in the depths. They didn’t look like anything remarkable and there was no shipment manifest that she could see. To her practical eye, the most useful object was a ship’s oar finished in dark teak. A very expensive wood from the isles, and one she wouldn’t expect an oar to be made out of. But she didn’t pick it up. She didn’t pick anything up. She remembered Ezekiel’s caution the first time around when she’d asked about the warehouse’s artifacts. If one little statue could turn her to stone, she hesitated to think what these new ones could do.

      Sara turned to look at the contents of the other crate when she heard the door open behind her. “Back so soon?”

      She was speaking to Ezekiel, and out of reflex she had gripped the tip of the sword sheath that sat at a sixty-degree angle on her back, the handle poking out just above her left shoulder. Gripping the hilt allowed her to steady the weapon and draw the sword at a moment’s notice. And she was very glad she had.

      Because from one moment to the next, she heard the whoosh of a sword carving through the air—straight for her neck. Sara ducked and rolled. As she came up on her feet with a bounce in her step, she drew her sword and faced her enemy. Three people had come into the warehouse. All three carried swords and every single one’s face was covered. They were big and brawny enough, though, with their forms outlined in black leather, that she knew they were men.

      Sara didn’t speak. There was no point. It was clear they were after one of Cormar’s treasures and just as clear they would kill her to get it. Silently, she ran at the first and didn’t even bother exchanging blows. She cleaved that person into two without any effort. The body fell behind her and she watched warily as she stood between the two remaining thieves. Sword upraised, Sara prepared to take them on.

      They didn’t waste any time and came at her in unison. The one on the left lowered his sword to strike a death blow while the second came in high to distract her from her opponent.

      Frustrated, Sara ducked closer to the one in the left, reached out, and kicked him with a burst of battle strength that sent him flying across the room. It wasn’t enough to kill him. Just enough to get one opponent out of her hair while she dealt with the other one. Turning with a harsh grin, Sara put her remaining opponent on the defensive. She came up with a cross-slash that was inches from his chest before he jumped to the side and she was forced to turn to keep him in her sights. Their swords met again and again as they danced across the room. She heard her other opponent rise up before long and hoped she could finish this one off before the other engaged with her.

      Dancing forward, Sara feinted right to trick her opponent into leaving his side open to her blade. It didn’t work. She started to gain some respect for this one. He was smart. But not smart enough. She saw eagerness flash in the man’s eyes as he pressed forward. That together with the almost silent steps she heard behind her told her they were trying to trap her between them.

      Sara quickly dove to her left, out of range of both of their swords, and ended up on the ground with her back to the crate. One opponent was coming from her left. The other from her right. She caught the blade of her opponent on the right with her upraised sword in a jarring clang that had both of their hands vibrating from the clash. But she couldn’t stop the sword on her left with an already occupied blade. So she surged up and twisted at lightning speed using her gifts. She knew she was using too much battle magic, but she had no choice.

      Slipping her sword out from under the other, she managed to bring up her blade as her opponent fell forward. It didn’t really matter whom she killed first. So, with a yell, Sara cut off the head of the opponent who now stood on her left and turned immediately to face the remaining one. For a moment they stared at each other, then both started running straight toward the other with swords extended horizontally in front of their bodies. Without stopping, she jumped over his sword aimed at her chest and front flipped in the air. By the time she had turned, he was already turned around, and coming at her again. He was too close for a sword fight. So she bounced straight up and grabbed for his hair, intending to bring him to his knees. Her hand grabbed the face mask on his head instead and tore it off in her descent.

      Damn, I forgot he was wearing that, she thought.

      It only made her madder. She whirled again and grabbed a head of hair before he could get away. With a wrench of her arm that made her wonder if she had dislocated it, she yanked him around so fast that they had moved in a circle before he realized it. With a scream, she thrust his face forward until it connected with the sharp corner of the crate. Heaving up twice more and slamming it back down assured the end of her final opponent.

      She dropped his smashed head with an exhausted sigh and let go of her battle magic. She was still on edge, but not over it.

      Then the door banged open and Sara whirled around with blood all across her clothes, her sword hilt clenched in her fist, and a look of fury on her face.

      Ezekiel stood in the center of the room. Astonishment written in the lines of his face as he gasped. “What in the seven devils happened to you?”

      “What do you think?” Sara said as she let the point of her sword rest on the floor for the first time since she’d removed it from its sheath.
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      Two plates of hot food steamed in his hand as Ezekiel took in the bloody mess with his mouth agape. Three bodies in various conditions met his eyes. An upper torso lay against one crate comically, arms splayed as if he was trying to raise himself up. A head had rolled close to the doorway and the face of one man had been completely obliterated. He gulped, put down the food, and quickly said, “Excuse me!”

      As Sara watched, emotions dulled, he ran back the way he came and threw up outside while standing just inside the doorway. She heard his wretches from where she stood. That and the smell of the fish stew he’d brought effectively snapped her out of her blood haze. At least enough to get her mind to calm down as it recognized Ezekiel as a non-threat and everyone else as dead.

      Sara watched curiously as Ezekiel walked past the plates of food to the cot where she was supposed to sleep. He ducked his head with a splash into a large barrel standing nearby and came up quickly with his head soaking wet.

      Dripping, he turned around.

      She said, “Feeling better?”

      “A little,” he admitted.

      “You realize that’s the water we’re supposed to drink out of, don’t you?”

      He turned to look at it and back at her. “Sorry. Shock.”

      “You’re refilling it.”

      He nodded still dripping as he looked around. “Tough business, being a watcher.”

      “It’s a tough life no matter what you do,” she said quietly.

      He looked at her. Trying to keep his eyes from wandering to the pieces of body littered around the warehouse. She could tell because he would flinch every time he caught sight of one.

      “Never seen a dead person before?” she asked.

      “Not like this,” he said with a shudder. “If Cormar tore pieces off of someone, he would do it privately.”

      She nodded. She could understand his shock, then. She’d been seeing pieces of bodies scattered to the wind since she was a toddler and her father fought in the arena. When she’d come of age, she’d started practicing with her own practice dummies, then trainers, then human partners, and finally simulated kills with pigs before she’d been picked to do the real thing in the militia training corps.

      “Well, tell you what,” he said, taking a deep breath. “Why don’t you get cleaned up and…um…I’ll try not to faint at all the bloody corpses.”

      Before she could speak, he hurried to say, “I mean…I would help you clean up. It’s just…”

      “The sight of the bodies makes you faint,” she said wryly. It was a common excuse from her friends outside of the training school when growing up.

      That or, “Eww, why are you covered in blood?”

      He nodded.

      She said, “Its better if I clean up these bodies first, then.”

      He raised an eyebrow.

      “There’s no point in rinsing myself of blood if I’m going to get drenched in it anyway.”

      He gulped and nodded.

      “But first I’ll take care of my weapon,” she said as she moved the sword that rested like an extension of her arm. Grabbing a cloth from a work bench she came to the bucket and wiped it down with some water. Making sure no trace of her opponents rested on the blade or hilt, she sheathed the sword.

      Then she grabbed the legless torso with a grunt. Heading out the door, she said, “Don’t think me using that water gets you off the hook for refilling that barrel,” she said.

      “Of course not!”

      She heard the guilt in his voice.

      Coming out to the cliff overlooking the sea, Sara halted for a moment. She took stock of her senses and her surroundings. The smell of blood rose in her nose, the heaviness of the corpse in her arms made them cramp, and the stiff sea air blew across her face, which stung from cuts she’d endured in the fight. With a grunt, she threw the torso over the cliff wall. “So long.”

      Then she did it again and again and again, until every piece and body part had been removed from the warehouse.

      When she came back inside, she saw a pale-faced Ezekiel scrubbing the blood off of the floor.

      She stopped and said, “You didn’t have to do that.”

      He avoided her eyes. “The sooner it’s done, the sooner we can eat.”

      A practical man. She liked that.

      Without another word, Sara got down on the floor alongside him and scrubbed.

      By the time they finished, her hands felt cramped and she could tell with a glance that Ezekiel’s soft skin had been rubbed raw.

      “Help me dump it,” she said as she walked over to their water barrel. “We’ll go together to the well and refill it in the morning.”

      He nodded as he came over.

      She glanced into the barrel and quickly away. The stew of dirty water, blood, and bits of body parts reminded her too much of what she had just done. She didn’t regret killing those men; after all, they would have killed her. But that didn’t mean she wanted to be reminded of it.

      With a grunt, she and Ezekiel hoisted the barrel up and placed it on the wheeled mover’s cart that rested nearby. Both of their hands guiding it, they walked the barrel outside.

      When they came back in, she dug into her fish stew with gusto. Ezekiel was more hesitant, but even he dug in when his stomach growled loudly enough for her to raise an eyebrow.

      “So what was it this time?” he asked as he finished.

      “This time?”

      “The thieves—what did they want?”

      “They didn’t say,” she said shortly. “But I know this—Cormar owes me double for what I’ve been put through in just one day.”

      He snorted. “Good luck in getting it out of him.”

      “Well, he did say you were in charge of payment.”

      He shook his head wryly. “He’d kill me the moment he learned I gave you one shilling more than he said.”

      Cormar will probably kill you anyway, she thought silently. The man doesn’t have the greatest respect for anyone and he particularly dislikes you. Besides, no matter how useful you are, psychopaths like that don’t tend to be reasonable.

      The thought unsettled her. But Ezekiel was a grown man, one who could make his own decisions. He’d gotten himself into this contract with Cormar and he could get himself out.

      “So how about some cards?” Ezekiel said as he sat back.

      She stood up abruptly. The feeling of camaraderie the gesture exhibited was too much. Even if she wanted to accept his offer, she had a rule: Don’t become friends with dead men walking.

      “Or, you know, we could do dice.”

      She sighed in irritation. “Neither. Let’s just unpack the artifacts and call it a night.”

      “Whatever you say,” she heard Ezekiel murmur as he went to put the plates by the door.

      She took the bloodied lids from the crate outside.

      As she hauled them out the door, she said, “I’m going to split this. You can use it for firewood later.”

      Ezekiel nodded stiffly as he walked to the first crate. There was brain matter splattered on the side, but she didn’t think he noticed. He was probably consumed with his precious new finds.

      Sara went outside, picked up an axe she had noticed lodged in a tree stump earlier, and took out her lingering battle rage on the wood. At least that’s what she told herself. She refused to think that one of the dozen feelings rioting through her might be hope. Hope that she had found a friend, a new ally. Hope that she wasn’t alone anymore with her back against the wall. But she knew that hope was futile.

      As she wiped the sweat from her brow in the cool night air and took another swing at the wooden planks, she thought, Hope didn’t help me when my father disappeared for four days and no one knew anything. Hope didn’t help me when they knocked on our door and said he was arrested for desertion. Hope certainly didn’t help me when everyone I knew spit in my eye the moment they learned the truth of my father’s actions.

      By the time she was done, her fingers were sore, her hands stiff, and her mind was clear. She felt better. Talking things out on anything had never done much for her, even as a kid. But she’d always been able to out run and out fight her emotions. It was the only way she knew how. Running hadn’t been an option this time, but smashing some wood to smithereens had.

      Standing straight, she swung the axe back for one final whack. This whack was designed to lodge the axe back into the stump of the tree trunk the way she had found it. Dusting her hands off—a futile effort, she knew—Sara stacked the new firewood where it would be within easy reach and went back inside. She was startled to see that Ezekiel had already finished unpacking and had pushed the empty crates against the wall by the door.

      “I didn’t know so much time had passed,” she said.

      Ezekiel grunted from where he stood over the new benches. “Two hours.”

      She walked over to him. “What have we got?”

      He didn’t answer for a moment. She had learned that he never had nothing to say about his baubles. Which meant this was just his way of showing irritation. She let it pass. She was done placating his feelings today. It was exhausting. She could wait him out.

      True to form, it didn’t take long before he cracked.

      “A few interesting things. What I liked most was an Emres tablet with some very interesting inscriptions.”

      She murmured, “Sounds cool.”

      He turned and nudged his spectacles up on his nose. “I thought you didn’t know what Emres was.”

      Her shoulders stiffened. “If you’re going to be an asshole, I can leave.”

      She turned to go. He reached out a hand that stopped just before it grabbed hold of her shoulder. He apparently remembered the last time he’d grabbed on to her and could have been set afire by the look in her eyes.

      “Wait,” he said, dropping his hand hastily. “I’m sorry.”

      She turned to him. Waiting for more.

      “That was nasty of me,” he said, contrite. “I’ve been having a rough day.”

      She frowned.

      “As have you!” he hastily added.

      She crossed her arms.

      “Are you seriously going to make me carry this entire conversation?”

      “Maybe,” she grudgingly admitted.

      Then they both chuckled.

      “The Emres society was around during the first fifty years of the Algardis Empire. It was a cult that revered a dragon.”

      “And the tablet?”

      “Maybe insight into why they did so,” he said with excitement.

      “Why wouldn’t they?” She was a little confused. Dragons weren’t necessarily revered in the present time, but they were certainly respected. And back at the founding of the Empire, a lot of humans had wanted nothing more than to be taken back to Sahalia with their dragon masters.

      He shrugged. “Lots of reasons. No one likes to be beholden to another, and dragons were particularly nasty masters. The question is, during the forefront of a revolution, why would these humans of the Emres society be the ones who held out?”

      This topic was drifting dangerously close to a history lesson. She shifted uncomfortably.

      He noticed her boredom.

      “But I do have something else very interesting. In fact, I think you’ll like it” said Ezekiel. “It came in the other crate.”

      He pointed toward the other bench that he’d set up across the room. When he began to walk across the room and saw that she wasn’t following, he begged. “Come on. You really need to see this.”

      She wasn’t so sure, but she dropped her crossed arms and followed reluctantly.

      When he stood over the five artifacts on the bench triumphantly, she raised an unimpressed eyebrow.

      From left to right sat a huge conch shell, a peeling bow and arrow set, a diamond necklace, a leather cat-o’-nine-tails, and a cloak of patchwork design. The first one she dismissed as a novelty, the second looked nonfunctional, the third was gaudy, the fourth wasn’t to her taste, and the fifth looked like it would fall apart at any second.

      She looked at Ezekiel wondering what he knew that she didn’t. Her skepticism shone in her eyes.

      “They may look old,” he said. “But trust me—some of this stuff is worth its weight in gold.”

      She looked and decided to play a game. She would pick the one which she thought was the most worthless. She was a horrible judge of value, so whichever that one was would clearly be the one that was most valuable. Or she’d proved it was all a bunch of junk.

      “The conch shell?”

      “Well, no not that one,” he said with a frown. “To tell you the truth I think they picked it up in salvage by mistake.”

      “The diamond necklace, then,” she said dryly. You couldn’t go wrong with extravagant jewelry.

      “Well, it’s cursed. So no,” he said with a shudder. “And not the kind of curse that you would wish on even your worst enemy, either.”

      “That’s some curse,” she said. “How about the cat-o’-nine-tails?”

      “The what?”

      She gestured at it. “The whip? Don’t tell me you haven’t heard of one? Everyone has.”

      He cleared his throat. “You mean everyone who thinks fighting to the death is a sport?”

      She grimaced. “Fair enough, let’s move on.”

      “Wait! What does it do?”

      “Shouldn’t you be telling me that?”

      He shook his head. “This particular whip is famous for who owned it, not how it was made.”

      “Oh.”

      “So?”

      “It does exactly what you think. The tail end of the whip is split into nine heads so that when a person is lashed it inflicts the most pain. Most of the time it’s used for public flogging, but I’ve known lads that enjoy it…with limits.”

      He blinked. “Why would someone enjoy using that?”

      “Torture, fun, what have you,” she said.

      “Fun?”

      “Look,” she said, uncomfortable, “why don’t we talk about why you brought me over here? What exactly is it that you thought would excite me?”

      He looked like he wanted to prod her more. She put on her most stubborn face.

      “Fine,” he sighed, and then picked up the worn crossbow set. “This is it.”

      She looked at it in amazement. “Really? It’s falling apart.”

      Scandalized, he said, “This is one of the only crossbow sets still intact from the original war to establish the empire!”

      “It certainly looks old enough.” Her disdain was palpable.

      He stared at her astonishment. “It’s close to two-hundred years old.”

      “Definitely old enough, then.”

      When he clearly was about to have a meltdown, she said, “But in nice condition. Shouldn’t it be rotting in the ground by now?”

      He groaned aloud. “The crossbows of the first battle were forged by Mitas, the fire mason with gifts from the gods.”

      “The gods?” She couldn’t halt the laughter that escaped.

      “Your reverence is charming,” he said dryly.

      She shrugged. “Sorry, I just never thought they messed with mortals.”

      “They don’t anymore, but they did in the beginning.”

      “So this Mitas crossbow is special because of its historical relevance?”

      “It’s special because it still works.”

      She stared at the bow and arrow in his hands. The wood was splintering, the leather had worn away until it was nothing but stiff strips along the bow and the string on the handle looked thin enough to snap.

      “Does it?” she said.

      He stiffened. “All right then, I’ll prove it to you.”

      He began to string the bow. “Don’t,” she warned. “I don’t want you poking your eye out with that damned string. It could snap right in your face.”

      “Oh ye of little faith.” He kept tightening the string.

      She began to get worried. “I’m serious, Ezekiel.”

      “I’m serious too,” he said. “It’ll work. Now, if you’d step back, please?”

      She didn’t budge. “You’ve proved your point—put it down.”

      He looked directly at her. “I haven’t yet and I’m going to do this. So please step back. The bow will work. But my aim might not be so good.”

      She wasn’t going to force him to unstring the crossbow. Fighting over a weapon was how people got stabbed or shot and she feared he would be the one laying on the ground bleeding.

      “If you must,” she said as she took a step back to just behind his left shoulder.

      Sara watched as Ezekiel brought the crossbow up and aimed. With a practiced eye, she saw to her surprise that he had good form. Ezekiel the curator actually knew what he was doing. Too bad he was using a crossbow that was likely to seriously maim him. Then Sara watched in astonishment as the splintering wood of the loaded arrow transformed; what had looked like raised splinters in the middle of its shaft were actually carefully concealed hinges. The hinges spread out in the middle of the arrow and the thin wood slats on either side arced upward into a sort of diamond shape.

      What a strange arrow, she thought. It was clear that the arrow was built to do this and the crossbow was built to handle it, but what exactly it would do after that, she had no idea.

      Ezekiel took a deep breath and let his arrow fly. She was surprised to say the least, when it not only flew true to its target, the front door, but also exploded the door into bits when it blasted straight through the center and sent shards of wood splinters flying back toward them.

      They both ducked instinctively and then rose.

      Ezekiel let the crossbow rest in front of him.

      She said, in echo of their conversation earlier, “Did you know it was going to do that?”

      “Not exactly,” he said faintly.

      She clapped a hand on his shoulder in commiseration. “By the time this day is over, we’re going to have to buy Cormar a whole new warehouse.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          11

        

      

    
    
      Ezekiel looked queasy at the thought.

      “Well,” Sara said while eyeing his crossbow in speculation, “it’s not bad for a two-century-old weapon.”

      He snorted and carefully put it back on the bench.

      “I think I need to create a new door,” he said ruefully.

      “I’ll help,” she said.

      “Thanks.”

      “No thanks needed. If I left it to you, the door would probably fall flat on the ground in seconds.”

      He glared. She grinned. They went to work. By the time an hour had passed, Sara’s back was aching from hammering nails and they were both exhausted. Standing back, she stared at the finished product.

      “Good enough,” Sara declared.

      “Finally,” murmured an exhausted Ezekiel.

      Throwing his hammer into a pail of nails, Ezekiel grabbed a towel and wiped off his face.

      “So how does this work?” Sara asked.

      “What?”

      “The overnight shift with you and your watcher. What did you do before?”

      He looked at her blankly. “They left and I stayed.”

      “And Cormar allowed that?”

      “Cormar killed each one after the first infraction.”

      She whistled. “All right, I can’t stay up for six hours straight on top of the day we’ve just had, but neither do I think you can handle watch on your own.”

      Before he could bristle, she held up a placating hand. “No offense. Just facts.”

      He shrugged. “Can’t really say I was all that good at it before.”

      She nodded. “I’ll take the first four hours. You rest. Two hours before dawn I’ll wake you and you keep an eye out. I’ll be right by your side, so you can nudge me if you hear anything suspicious.”

      He nodded eagerly.

      “Keep in mind the suspicious part,” she said while testing the balance on her sword. “Don’t wake me up if you hear a rat skittering.”

      “Of course not,” he said indignantly as he walked to the cot.

      She smirked as he laid down to rest and she leaned against the wall for the first watch. They switched shifts as promised and the day dawned with no incidents.

      As Sara got up, she looked over at Ezekiel, who was blinking like a sleepy owl. “Don’t get tired on me now. Today’s the mercenary guild day.”

      “I know,” he said as he stretched his muscles.

      With a yawn, he said, “So how are we going to do this? I think the mercenaries are more your forte than mine.”

      “Don’t worry,” she said with a grin. “I’ve got a plan. You just help me lock up this warehouse tight. We need to be in and out in an hour.”

      Interest sparked in his eyes, but he thankfully refrained from asking the questions that he clearly was dying to know the answers to.

      Hoping her non-existent plan would form on their way over, Sara carefully called up her mage gifts. She didn’t do this particular spell very often, but desperate times called for desperate measures. Laying her hand on the cold metal wall, she pushed her gift into the building itself. She was layering her power on top of the gifts that Cormar had had other mages previously imbue it with it. It wasn’t a complicated spell, just a dangerous one.

      Opening her eyes, she said to Ezekiel, “You wouldn’t happen to know if Cormar plans to come back around anytime this morning, would you?”

      Of course he’s coming back, she said to herself. He showed up three times in one day yesterday. It’d be too much to ask that he stay away from his precious artifacts for more than a few hours.

      Sara heard Ezekiel say, “Yes, actually, I do.”

      She turned an impatient gaze on the man who loitered by the door.

      “Well, do you plan to enlighten me?”

      “No, I was going to let you stew for a few more minutes.”

      “Ezekiel!” She could feel her power slipping as she lost her concentration.

      “He won’t be by until mid-afternoon,” he said. “Today’s the black market lords’ meeting. They’ll have to decide who will take over the west thief lord’s district, actually, so he might be away until mid-afternoon. Severin, I believe was the thief lord’s name. Nasty man died in an alley fight, apparently.”

      “Did he now?”

      Sara turned her attention back to the wall and gathered her power for the burst. “When I say ‘go,’ run out of the building as fast as you can.”

      “Are you going to blast us to smithereens again?” he asked.

      “Something like that,” she said, turning a wry glance on him.

      He paled and raced toward the door.

      “Don’t go through yet!” she shouted.

      “Why the hell not?” he shouted back, inches from making his exit.

      She sighed in irritation. “What I’m about to do will lock both of our physical signatures into the building. After I do it, the only way to get back in to the place without dying will be for a person to be with one of us. Since you’ll be alone, you’ll need this coded to you to get back inside.”

      “Oh,” he said. “What happens if I don’t have it?”

      “I’ll tell you later. Get ready, but don’t move out that door until I say so.”

      She looked at him fiercely and he nodded. As she turned back toward the wall, she noted with amusement that he was bouncing on his feet like a runner about to take off in a sprint, straight for the door.

      Sara turned her concentration inward and counted down in her thoughts. Each count was set off by a distinct pulse as she thrust her battle magic into the heart of the warehouse.

      Five. Pulse.

      Four. Pulse.

      Three. Pulse.

      Two. Pulse. She hurried to grab a piece of Ezekiel’s aura and tied it together with her own. Setting her battle magic countdown to the last pulse, she knew she was no longer needed inside the building.

      It would spread like a shock wave.

      Whirling toward Ezekiel, she started running and shouted, “Now! Get out.”

      One. Pulse.

      He needed no further warning and shot out of the building like a rabbit. By the time she’d crossed the threshold, he was halfway to the fishery.

      She stopped five feet from the doorway and screamed his name. “Ezekiel, come back!”

      He didn’t stop until he felt flat on his face. When he got up and turned around to look, she thought his nose was bleeding, but she couldn’t tell for sure. She waved a hand to summon him back and turned back toward the warehouse from where she stood. Using her mage sight, she saw the whole building pulse brilliantly with a wave of color, the blue of her own battle magic, and a dark, muddy brown that she assumed was Ezekiel’s essence. The wave subsumed the whole building and came together like a bubble closing on the center of the front door.

      As the bubble closed, a panting and bleeding Ezekiel came to rest by her side.

      Breathing hard, he rested his hands on his knees and looked at the door. “What did you do?”

      “Sealed the building to anyone, magical or mundane, except us.”

      “You can do that?” he sounded mildly impressed.

      “It’s an arcane war tactic,” she admitted. “And not usually sanctioned in civilian life.”

      “Why not?” he said, standing up. “It’s just a residence protection shield, right?”

      “No.”

      “Then what is it?”

      “It’s known as death’s touch.”

      He opened his mouth and closed it flatly. “You put death’s touch on a warehouse?”

      “Yes,” she said, not sorry. “Anyone else who touches that door and tries to get into that building will die immediately.”

      She turned to walk down the path. Ezekiel followed behind her stumbling, “Anyone?”

      “Yes.”

      “Including Cormar?”

      “Yes.”

      “He’s not going to like this.”

      “Nope.”

      “Think he’ll touch it accidently and die anyway?” Ezekiel sounded hopeful.

      “It’s a spell with a distinct feel; any mage worth half their salt will know what it is. There’s a warning keyed to the door, too. It’ll give off a light buzz and a feeling of dread will overcome the intruder. If that doesn’t stop them, then they’re idiots.”

      “Right,” Ezekiel said, shouldering his backpack and they waded into the street. “So, where’d you learn how to do it?’

      “My father.”

      “Your father sounds like he was awesome.”

      “He was,” she said with a smile in her voice.

      “So what’s the plan?” he said as they dodged a rather shady looking lump of fur, teeth, and dirt.

      “We get in, get the files, hire a replacement, and get out before midday,” she said simply.

      “I knew that,” he whined. “I meant how do you plan on getting in through the mercenary guild’s doors? You basically said you’re persona non-grata amongst the fighters, and, well, they don’t really like me anymore.”

      That statement set off warning bells in her head.

      They had turned on to a street heading east. She stopped abruptly and slammed a hand into Ezekiel’s chest. Pushing back until he stumbled against the wall behind him, she stared up into his face.

      “What are you doing?” he gasped. He didn’t look panicked, just shocked. It probably helped that she hadn’t pulled out any weapons or threatened him. Yet.

      Passersby flowed behind her as her dark orange eyes met his helpless brown ones.

      “I need to know exactly why they hate you so much and if they would recognize you on sight,” she said tensely.

      He spluttered.

      She cut him off. “No ifs, ands, or buts about it, Ezekiel. This plan to infiltrate their compound and get the files will not work if you don’t come clean. What’s more—I will not risk getting thrown into the stocks for not knowing that you’re a wanted criminal.”

      “I’m not a criminal,” he squeaked.

      She narrowed her eyes at him as the wind whipped her long black curls, currently pulled back into a ponytail, into her face.

      He stared at her with a cross look.

      She wanted to shake him until his teeth rattled. And she would if he didn’t speak up soon.

      “Ezekiel,” she snapped, “I do not have all morning.”

      He pursed his lips and said, “I might have stolen something from them.”

      She let him go and stepped back. That was it. They were parting ways. She didn’t need this.

      But still she didn’t move as his pleading eyes met hers.

      “What did you steal?” she finally asked.

      “A playbook,” he said guiltily.

      “What kind of playbook?”

      “The kind that lists all military troop movements across the empire.” His voice was quiet as he looked around nervously.

      She stared at him as if he was a man possessed. No one was that stupid. No one.

      “What in the seven gods did you want with a military playbook?”

      He fell back against the wall with his shoulders slumped. “I told you I was hard up for cash a few years back. I sold it to the mages.”

      A million thoughts were running through her head at the moment.

      “That’s treason. You know that, right? Giving the playbook to the Kade mages is treason.”

      He stuck his lower lip out. “I never said I gave it to the Kade mages.”

      “Excuse me?” she said, staring at him aghast. “Why would the empress’s mages buy a playbook of their own troops’ movements?”

      “Because it’s like I said before,” he said flatly. “The empress is resource poor. She’s hired militia and mercenary personnel to fill a lot of empty slots. Empty slots that include officer positions on the warfront. Let’s just say the empress’s mages aren’t too happy about that. They don’t trust the mercenaries one bit.”

      She let out an irritated sigh. “Tell me one thing.”

      He looked at her hopefully.

      “Why aren’t you dead? You live in the same city from where you stole the bloody handbook, and from what you’ve told me, the mercenaries would recognize you. You worked there for some time, after all.”

      “Might recognize me. I was only there long enough to case the place. A few weeks at most. Besides…the mercenaries never caught me stealing their precious handbook. I was too good. I just happened to leave at the same time it disappeared, so they suspected me a little more.”

      “Why would you do that?” Her voice sounded mystified.

      He shrugged. “I had other problems at the moment.”

      “More problems than a thousand mercenaries raining fire and brimstone down on your head for stealing their intelligence?”

      “You could say that.”

      She stepped back. “My, my. Ezekiel the mysterious thief.”

      He shrugged. “Anyway, the mercenary’s guild has the same turnover rate as the silk weaver’s hall.”

      She got the reference. Silk weavers were notorious perfectionists and the head of the silk weaver’s hall in Sandrin was excessive in that trait. A lot of young lads and ladies went into the trade and left weeping in the first week after bearing the brunt of her harsh teachings. Which meant Ezekiel had probably left his job at the same time as half a dozen other mercenary staffers.

      Focusing back on the present, Sara wished she had a new partner go in with her. But they didn’t have time, and there wasn’t anyone in this city she trusted to help her anyway.

      “Fine, let’s just try to avoid anyone who recognizes you.”

      He nodded quickly. “Easily done. I worked in the supplies and maintenance department. We’re going to records. It’s on the other side of the guild hall.”

      She had a bad feeling about this. But they were too far in and she needed her father’s records too much to turn back now. They kept going.
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      Soon enough they were just outside the central plaza of Sandrin. It was so named not because it lay directly in the center of the city, but because it was the largest plaza in the capital city and housed the organizations central to the city’s governance.

      As she entered the plaza from the people’s street, Sara walked up a long ramp until she reached the pinnacle of the incline. While standing on the broad marble pathway, she looked down at the apex of power. The plaza was a rectangle-shaped depression in the ground with a promenade of columns to the left and right. Beyond the columns the stairs arced up from the base toward the triad of power in the empire. On the right was the mercenary’s guild, an imposing structure with towering colonnades. Directly across from it and to the left was the magistrate’s court. Staring straight ahead, Sara watched the morning sun light the palace of the empress in red, gold, and orange rays.

      “Beautiful, isn’t it?” said Ezekiel.

      “Stunning,” said Sara with a voice like stone.

      Ezekiel caught the tension in her voice. “What is it?”

      She stared down at the base of the stairs to where a single pole with chains lay in the distance.

      “This is where they proclaim traitors to the empire,” she said. “This is where my mother and I heard the citywide pronouncement that my father had been executed for his crimes.”

      Ezekiel was silent. For a moment longer she took it all in. Then they turned to go along the broad pathways to reach the petitioners’ entrance to the mercenary guild.

      When they got there, a normal-looking man with a helmet on and a bored expression in place said, “Name?’

      “Sara Fairchild.”

      “Occupation?”

      She was silent for a moment.

      “Occupation?” he repeated impatiently.

      “Fisherwoman,” Ezekiel exclaimed from beside her while studiously avoiding looking up. With his head hanging down and his shoulders slumped, he looked like a depressed stork. But the lackey didn’t question him.

      “Purpose for entering the mercenary’s guild?”

      “Hire of a new watcher for the fishery,” she said.

      He nodded and scribbled it down. Then he handed her two medallions on a rope. One was painted red. The other red with blue stripes.

      “Here, this will grant you access to the guild records room for hiring purposes. Nowhere else. If you are found without those medallions or outside of those areas, you will be detained.”

      The way he said “detained” made it sound a lot like “tortured and killed.”

      He looked down at her impatiently. “Got it?”

      “Got it.” She was quick to confirm.

      “The red one is for you, as the primary party responsible. The man with you is your charge. If he gets into trouble, it will be on your head. Do you understand?”

      Still Ezekiel didn’t look up.

      “Yes,” Sara said.

      “Yes,” squeaked Ezekiel.

      The man said, “Put them on now. Yours first, and you put his over his head.”

      She didn’t ask why. She knew why. It was a military tactic used on prisoners. The medallions were objects called symbiotic rings. The wardens liked to make sure prisoners behaved well. Each prisoner wore one that was linked to the others about their necks. If one prisoner was punished for a transgression, they all felt it. But the symbiotic rings had an even more sinister purpose in their design. They could be used to kill. Ezekiel was now beholden to her. Anything he did wrong, she would suffer for from the moment she put that medallion around his neck to the moment they left the mercenaries’ headquarters.

      Her hands didn’t tremble as she put them on.

      The man watched her carefully. Satisfied, he nodded her through the gate. Sara stepped forward into the training yard and marble halls of the empire’s most famous guild. The hall of men and women with the power and the skills to protect the empire. She knew that more battle mages resided under this one roof than resided in the whole of the rest of the empire. It was awe-inspiring and terrifying. Not the thought that she could meet more people like her. She already had. No, the thought that had her quaking in her boots was the fact that if something went wrong, she might have to face two or more battle mages in a fight to get out of here.

      “It won’t go wrong,” she whispered to herself.

      “What?” said Ezekiel, coming up by her side.

      She amended her statement. “I said it’s time to go.”

      She didn’t move.

      “Do you know where the records room is?” she finally asked.

      “Right,” said Ezekiel guiltily. “I forgot you’ve never been here before.”

      I wouldn’t say that, she thought in her mind. But now wasn’t really time to reminisce about the past. She just hoped she didn’t run into anyone she had known. Ezekiel wasn’t the only one with a past they wanted to avoid.

      She cleared her throat. He started moving. They quickly exited the training field through a side door and weaved in and out of packed hallways to get into a long line for the records room. When they finally reached the front after a half-hour of waiting, Sara was eager to get inside.

      She presented her medallion and the request to hire a mercenary for a local assignment to the older woman in charge. The woman had the battle scars of a soldier who’d seen the field firsthand. With a lick of her thumb, she scrolled through a book as she worked.

      “You’re in luck,” she told Sara. “We’re just about to send a company out, but the Red Lion garrison is still here and can do some freelance merc work for you.”

      “Great,” said Sara as Ezekiel unsuccessfully tried to hide behind her. She got the feeling he knew this woman just as well as he had the medallion man. She’d seen the flash of recognition cross his face before he ducked down.

      “What hours are you looking for?”

      “Twenty-four hours a day, with three one hour breaks daily plus a temporary person to rotate in once every two weeks for our primary watcher’s two days off.”

      “Hmm,” murmured the woman. “I think we can do that.”

      Opening the drawer next to her she took out three chips—two red and one green.

      “Give these to the man inside,” she said strictly, pointing her thumb at the ajar door to the records room. “He’ll give you the files for the men and woman that fit your specifications.”

      Sara nodded and said, “Thank you.”

      “No problem,” said the woman as she waved them inside.

      As they walked through that door, Sara breathed a sigh of relief. They were in. That was easier than she’d thought it be.

      Ezekiel caught her arm and pointed off to the right when she turned to look at him. A man stood at podium with a bunch of baskets filled with the assorted chips in front of him. Walking over to him silently, she handed him the three that she had.

      He took the green one and held it up first. “Let’s start with this one. You’re looking for a temporary worker?”

      She nodded.

      “How many days or hours?’

      “Two days every two weeks to relieve our primary watcher. The shift will be for the full twenty-four hours with three one-hour breaks each day.”

      He scribbled that down and dropped the chip in the green basket. “Okay.”

      He picked up the red chips next. “And these. You need two mercenaries as watchers?”

      She shook her head impatiently. “One.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “How many hours? How many days?”

      “Twenty-four hours, seven days a week, with two days off every two weeks.”

      He nodded. “That’s why she gave you two. Mercenary Guild policy states that our workers get one day off a week if based locally.”

      She started to protest, but he interrupted. “Those are the rules, or you can hire two mercenaries with split shifts.”

      Sara and Ezekiel exchanged glances. Then Ezekiel stepped forward to take over negotiations.

      “What if we had one guy that worked for one and a half weeks with a day off every eleven days?” he asked the young man, eagerly leaning forward.

      As she backed away from the conversation and hurried to disappear in the meandering crowd she heard the mercenary guild official say, “Well, that won’t work because…”

      After she slipped into the crowd, Sara looked back and forth. Hoping to see a sign that said “Death Records” in bright lettering. No such luck.

      After twenty minutes of circuitous walking, she almost gave up and went back to Ezekiel. He should know exactly where it was. But then an old woman tottered up to her. Small and hunched over, she looked like an old crone. Her white hair spilled out of a small bun and spectacles perched on her nose haphazardly. But on her breast was the patch of the mercenary guild. She worked here.

      “Sweetie, can I help you?” said the old woman while leaning on a cane and peering up at Sara hopefully.

      “Well,” Sara said nervously. “I don’t know.”

      The woman reached out with a pale hand spider-webbed with blue veins and patted Sara’s hand. “Don’t be shy. I’m here to help our patrons.”

      Sara nodded and decided to go for it. “My father died and I just wanted to see his records.”

      She left the sentence hanging. She didn’t want to give the woman too much information but she did prefer to give her a bit of the truth. After all, it was easier to lie if you didn’t actually tell a lie.

      “Ahh,” said the old woman, lighting up. “The death records room. It’s just over here.”

      As she tottered away, Sara followed behind at a slow pace. The woman said to Sara over her shoulder. “I’m so sorry for your loss, dear.”

      “Thank you,” said Sara, truly touched. The woman didn’t know it, but that was the first time any representative from the military or the mercenary guild had mentioned her loss and her father’s execution in the same sentence. If she had known she was speaking of a Fairchild, she probably would have held her tongue.

      They push through the crowds and the woman turned right abruptly to walk through the tiniest doorway Sara had even seen. The top of the door barely reached her throat. The words inscribed above the door were at her eye level.

      “Todeszimmer,” she said aloud. Room of Death.

      No wonder she hadn’t been able to find it, with the crowded nature of the records room this small doorway was hidden. Stooping, Sara ducked inside to follow her helper.

      “And here we are!” said the woman with a wide smile as they entered a spacious room with a ceiling that vaulted high above them.

      “Thank you,” said Sara appreciatively. “I never would have found it on my own.”

      “Of course, dear. Of course,” the woman said, beaming. “Now what did you say your name was? The files are in alphabetical order and I can find your father’s death records very quickly with his family name.”

      Sara hesitated and then prepared to lie, “It’s—”

      “Madame Sanze!” shouted a young man from just inside the doorway.

      Startled, Sara turned to see him just as the woman nodded.

      “Michael needs you,” said the boy who couldn’t have been a decade old yet. “A man in front is being horrible and wants only one mercenary when he must have two. Michael says customers are more likely to come back if we don’t have to call in the guards on them.”

      “Oh, poppycock,” said the old woman, tottering quickly away. “So many cheap bastards these days.”

      Sara blinked at the kind old woman's language.

      Just before the woman disappeared into the crowd to deal with Ezekiel, she turned and said, “I’ll be right back, dear. Michael, you stay with her.”

      The little mercenary in training nodded and looked over at Sara with a stubborn look.

      “I will stay with you.”

      Sara gave him an uninterested look. “How old are you? Seven?”

      He stuck out his bottom lip. “I’m eight and a half.”

      As if that made a world of difference. She hated kids. Luckily, they tended to be afraid of her.

      “Well, I’m going to look for those records,” she said. She waited for fear to silence him into submission. A minute later a sound that she didn’t want to hear came from his direction. The sound of refusal. Not the silence of a child afraid to reproach her.

      “You can’t!” she heard his shout from behind her. “Guild rules.”

      Damn, thought Sara. All kids except for this one.

      She thought about it for a minute before turning around to look at him. She just wanted to get this over with—maybe they could strike a deal. “If I look, you can watch.”

      He shook his head quickly, not falling for it.

      “I’m getting Madame Sanze if you do that,” he retorted.

      She snorted. “Madame Sanze said you’re to stay with me, so you’re not going anywhere.”

      He opened and closed his mouth, flummoxed. But he couldn’t refute her logic. She almost felt bad for taking advantage of an eight-year-old. Almost.

      “Don’t worry, kid,” she said as she walked over to the storage shelf with a metal F hanging above it. “I won’t do any harm to your files.”

      She began thumbing through files of stacked parchment paper, looking for the one most important to her.

      Glancing behind her, she saw the boy standing in the middle of room with his arms crossed and the glare of death on his face. It would have been funny if she wasn’t in a hurry.

      Murmuring to herself, she said the names aloud. “Faine. Farst. No, that’s too far.”

      And then she found it. Her eyes lit up as she pulled the only record with the label Fairchild on it. Quickly she cast a sight shield so that the human boy wouldn’t suspect anything and grabbed the file folder labeled Farst as well. Opening the Farst file, Sara dumped the entirety of her father’s record inside with not a moment to loose.

      Madame Sanze came in at just the moment Sara dropped the sight shield and turned around.

      The old woman cleared her throat and narrowed her eyes in speculation at Sara.

      “I told her she shouldn’t touch the records!” Michael exclaimed.

      Sara quickly smiled and waved her hands. “I just thought it would be faster for me to grab the Farst file while you dealt with that customer. With it being so busy out in the records room and you being so kind to me, I thought the least I could do would be to help out.”

      Sara held her breath tightly, wondering if she had laid the sugar on too thick. She also wasn’t sure if Madame Sanze, a mage, had seen her conjure the sight shield. If she had, the jig was up. If she hadn’t, then Sara would live to see another day.

      Slowly, Madame Sanze nodded. “Well, if that’s all. Farst, you said?”

      “Yes,” said Sara, smiling so brightly her teeth hurt.

      She walked forward, hoping the woman wouldn’t raise the alarm. As she passed a glaring Michael, two other guests ducked into the death records room through the small doorway.

      “Is this the death records room?” asked a grieving woman whose eyes were red, tears still dotting her cheeks.

      Madame Sanze leapt into action. “Yes it is, you poor dear. Can I get you some tea?”

      Sara escaped out the door and into the main records room. With no time to lose, she caught the eye of Ezekiel standing next to the door and jerked her head to indicate they should leave.

      Getting out was much easier than getting in, and as they rushed through the halls, he pointed to a small courtyard. “We’re meeting our first watcher here.”

      “First?” she murmured, clutching the records labeled “Farst” tightly in her hands.

      He nodded. “The second will show up on shift relief day.”

      “Right,” Sara said, distracted by the thoughts racing through her head.

      Five minutes later, their leather-clad mercenary arrived and Ezekiel announced, “The quickest exit’s through the training yard.”

      “Great, let’s go,” murmured Sara.

      They came down the stairs to see dozens of men and women battling opponents on mats, in sand, and on rough terrain. It was quite interesting to watch, but Sara was too worried about getting outside in one piece to be fascinated with their training methods.

      “Hey, girl,” shouted a man.

      They walked faster.

      “Sara,” shouted the man. “Sara Fairchild, I’m speaking to you.”

      Ezekiel and Sara froze.

      They had no choice.

      “Oh shit, that’s the captain of the Corcoran guard,” Ezekiel said.

      Every man and woman in the training yard had turned to look at them. They all were sweaty from their workout and carrying some sort of weapon—she spotted swords, staffs, glaives, and throwing stars in just one glance.

      Sara looked over at Ezekiel, surprised. “You never curse.”

      “First time for everything,” he whispered as he looked over his shoulder to confirm.

      “Don’t turn around,” she snapped.

      “Too late.”

      She snorted as they turned to watch the company captain approach.

      When he reached them he towered over Sara, and she realized that she knew him. From a long time ago, before her father had died, actually. He looked different. Where he had been spindly like Ezekiel before, the captain now had muscles stacked on his abs and his forearms bulged. She could tell because he was shirtless. She was looking because he was more than likely going to be the first person she had to kill to get them out of here.

      Too bad he was a battle mage. That would make this first fight a lot harder.

      She edged forward until she had stepped in front of Ezekiel. She might not be able to take them all on, but she could at least give the curator a fighting chance to run. Their new hire stood off to the side with his arms crossed, unimpressed.

      When the red-headed captain with green eyes met her defiant orange ones, he grinned.

      Think I’m amusing, do you? Sara thought to herself. I’ll show you funny.

      Then he looked around at his gaping mercenaries and said something she didn’t expect to hear. “At ease! Get back to your practice, you lazy lot.”

      Quickly the staring men and women began sparring with their opponents again or training with their weapons. Some of the mercenaries were good enough to fight their partners and watch their captain at the same time. Sara felt mild envy at that, but she kept her focus on the man in front of her.

      “Can I help you?” Sara said coldly.

      “Barthis Simon,” said the captain. “I’m the captain of the Corcoran guard.”

      “We know,” piped up Ezekiel from behind her.

      She didn’t turn around to Ezekiel. Neither did Captain Simon spare him a glance. He kept his eyes firmly pinned on hers.

      She nodded.

      “I’ll be honest, Fairchild. I’ve heard of your exploits on the streets and know of your sterling record in the training school. I don’t believe in superstitious nonsense and I’m looking for good mercenaries to have my back in the war.”

      Her back stiffened. A mercenary was offering her a job. He had to be joking. Fairchilds never took merc gigs, and for good reason.

      Stiffly she said, “What are you asking me?”

      He watched her with a calm demeanor. “I’m offering you the chance to join the finest mercenary company in the empire. If you take the offer, you’ll be fighting beside two seasoned battle mages, including myself, and will become a Corcoran.”

      She didn’t want to insult the man, but there was no way she would join the mercenary guild with either company. She had problems with the two separate mercenary companies of the Red Lions and the Corcoran for entirely different reasons. But mostly she knew that she couldn’t leave her mother. She couldn’t leave the city of Sandrin. And she wouldn’t tarnish the family honor any more than it already had been.

      Files held tight in her hand, she said, “I’m going to have to decline.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “I’m not going to accept your pass so easily. You have a little more than twelve hours to think it over. If you want to join us, my company is leaving out of the city through the west gate at dawn’s rise. Be there and we’ll fill out your paperwork then.”

      He turned and left to go over to a practicing mercenary pair.

      She watched as he laid into the men without pause.

      “You call that a block, Smith?” the captain yelled, swiftly grabbing the staff and upending Smith on his bum. “I’ll show you a block!”

      “Wow,” said Ezekiel.

      “What?” Sara said as she watched the captain demonstrate some impressive talent.

      “I wish I had that kind of luck,” he said.

      She turned and looked at him in amazement. “I’m not taking the offer. Let’s get out of here.”

      He nodded and they left, their new watcher trailing behind them.

      After leaving the medallions at the front, Ezekiel asked, “Why wouldn’t you join? Decent benefits and square meals.”

      She gave him a cutting look. “Family and honor.”

      “Family and honor don’t put food on the table,” he muttered.

      She ignored the comment as she said, “Besides, why now?”

      “He told you.”

      “No, he told me what I wanted to hear. An honorable place in an honorable company, but there’s more to it than that,” she said testily. “None of the fighters in this city wanted me in their ranks. Why now? Why right after we came to the mercenary guild?”

      “I don’t know,” said Ezekiel as they emerged on the steps that descended into the plaza. “But at least you have what you came for.”

      As they walked down the steps, she murmured, “At least there’s that.”

      She shaded her eyes from the blazing morning sun as they crossed the central plaza and came up the stairs to exit into the city opposite the south entrance to the imperial palace.

      Turning when they reached the peak, she said, “Well, I guess this is it.”

      “What’s it?” said Ezekiel, oblivious.

      She watched him with amusement. “This is goodbye, Ezekiel.”

      He turned to look at her with wide eyes. He opened his mouth and closed it again. “I suppose it is. We’ve accomplished what we set out to do.”

      She nodded in agreement.

      “Remember, you go in first and open the warehouse’s door,” she said. “Once you do that, the death’s touch spell will falter and it’ll be like it was before.”

      He gulped and raised his hand as if to embrace her before dropping it just as quickly.

      “Goodbye, Ezekiel,” she said softly.

      He looked as if he wanted to say something but changed his mind.

      He backed away slowly, waving his hand as he followed the new watcher back to the warehouse. “Goodbye, Sara.”

      When he tripped and quickly righted himself, she was careful to hide a grin.

      Sara made her way home slowly with a bag of coins for her service in her pocket. Her mind was awhirl with thoughts. Concern for Ezekiel, relief that they had made it out, and wary anticipation for what the records of her father held for her.

      When she walked into the front door, she did as she always did—put her weapons on the side table and called out to her mother.

      “Mother?”

      As always, her mother answered, “In the kitchen, dear.”

      With a smile Sara came forward, happy to see her again. She couldn’t see her puttering around at the fire and thought she was in the nook reserved for their makeshift table. Just before Sara turned the corner, she felt her battle instincts warn her. But she didn’t drop into a crouch or duck back out the door. No matter what was on the other side of that corner, her mother was definitely there.

      So she warily took the next two steps and turned to view the kitchen nook.

      To her surprise, three people stood there—two alive and one dead.

      The dead person was her mother.

      Standing upright with stiff posture and pasty skin, her mother wasn’t alive. Sara stared at her mother’s neck as horror filled her mind and tears filled her eyes. A red grin of death gaped on her mother’s throat where her head had been almost severed from its body. It was still attached by grisly muscle and bone. As well as the force that Sara could feel emanating from the necromancer standing behind her mother with dead eyes.

      Sara took it all in. She could see his arm on the back of her mother’s head. She knew that he was using his gift of death magic to control her mother’s body and her vocal cords. In effect, causing the dead woman to speak out to her living daughter. He had even accessed her mother’s memories to know just what to say to Sara to get her off-guard.

      What a special touch.
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      Beside her mother’s dead body and the necromancer who controlled it stood a man. A man she didn’t know, but she did recognize something about him. The metal badge he wore on his lapel was shaped in the figure of male lion with its paw raised to strike. Sara knew that the rampant lion was the badge of the Red Lion guard. A mercenary company that was based out of the ancient city of Baen to the west and only loosely affiliated with the Corcoran guard. Affiliated in the sense that they both paid dues to the mercenary guild, that is. They were more like rival businesses.

      Sara still hadn’t spoken. She stood frozen. Waiting for this nightmare to end. For her mother’s body to not stand there in such a grisly display in the midst of their kitchen with two strange men behind her. For once, Sara Fairchild wished she could just dream away her current life. She hadn’t broken when her father’s ashes had been handed to her. Hadn’t broken when everyone from the lamp lighter to the carrier had turned their backs on her and her family. As they said it was shameful that she and her mother had elected to stay in Sandrin and not retire to the countryside in shame.

      Whatever that meant, Sara thought ruefully. Who retires from shame?

      She had held her head high no matter what. When things got bad, she didn’t wish away her situation, and when the whispers of the family’s shame had only grown louder, she had taught the naysayers a thing or two about respect. Her father had done one thing wrong in his entire life. One. He had paid with it with his life. In Sara’s mind, that didn’t entitle the crowds of Sandrin to mark her entire family and her father’s legacy as one to be smeared. But at this moment she couldn’t help it. She wished her whole life was dream. That she would wake as someone else. With parents whole and alive. At this moment she would give anything for wishes to be reality and dreams to come true.

      For the moment, silence reigned. The three in front of her eyed her standing before them and she watched them, until she couldn’t take it anymore. The stench of blood in her home became overwhelming.

      “What do you want?” she cried out.

      The Red Lion guard member smiled. “Those files in your hand will do.”

      Sara felt shock hit her system. Shock that her mother was dead before her eyes. Shock that was rapidly turning into rage.

      She dropped the file on the ground with a weighty plop. Then she unsheathed her sword with a quick jerk and ran straight at him with a war cry. They wouldn’t be able to put the pieces back together after she was done with him and his necromancer. But Sara got the second biggest shock of the night. Because the necromancer wasn’t the only mage standing with her mother. The man who had spoken raised up a hand and splayed his fingers. As he did so, her body became rigid and stopped obeying her commands. First her arms snapped outward, and then so did her legs. Her body made a cross shape with her arms spread to either side of her straight torso. When she tried to move, her muscles trembled and strained as if they pressed against a great weight and were losing the battle. She kept trying to move unsuccessfully, until a sharp pain arced through her body. The kind of pain that came when a body over-exerted itself or she hurt a muscle trying out a new weapon she hadn’t used before.

      She screamed at the sharp arc of pain that ran through her taut muscles.

      The man laughed.

      Sara forced herself to stop screaming. She took in deep breaths to regulate the pain and to gain control. He had caught her by surprise once. He wouldn’t do again. She stared at him as she felt him command her body to rise in mid-air. Trying to figure out his trick. Searching her mind for clues to what his power was. Every mage had a signifying trait. Abilities that were unique to their particular gifts. Some traits were easier to discern than others. His were subtler, but in that subtlety was a revelation. Very few mages could command a person’s body to do as they wanted, and less could move that person around without using a natural element for their bidding like the wind tunnel Cormar had used on Ezekiel.

      He’s a rithmatist, she realized.

      A mage with the ability to both control minds and move objects around through telekinesis. The combination was a fairly impressive one. As she struggled to move, Sara tried to process all she knew about the rithmatist’s ability. She felt her muscles bunch and twitch in her arms and legs. They should be moving, but nothing was happening. Nothing was working. The only part of her that he’d left unfettered was her mouth and she couldn’t talk him to death. Not to mention the fact that she still hovered spread-eagled in the air in front of the man with no apparent effort on his behalf. That was what scared Sara.

      Some mages made big displays of their magic. Calling in fierce winds, igniting roaring fires, or even creating objects out of thin air. But this foe was quiet. He was assessing her and she knew he found her weak. Why wouldn’t he? It was his quiet strength that made him so powerful.

      But at the same time, she realized, it makes him vulnerable. I see it in the gloating of his eyes and the boredom of his face. He is overconfident.

      She obviously couldn’t move, but that wouldn’t stop her. Time and again she’d faced opponents on the training field. Opponents two times her size, with longer swords, with swifter feet, and sometimes better defenses. Each time her father had said, “Look for their weakness. There you will find your way in.”

      She knew that even if she called on her battle magic at this moment, it would be a useless endeavor. A battle mage who couldn’t move was as defenseless as a babe in swaddling.

      She watched with hate-filled eyes as he sauntered up to the files on the floor beneath her feet and picked them up. It was then that she had a brilliant and desperate idea.

      With nothing to lose, Sara called out to the beast that hid in her loft. Like a demonic curse, the chattering voice of her pet immediately responded. Her mother had hated the thing and had tried to kill him more than once with her broom. Which was why he lived in the rafters. She heard his squeaky voice and she commanded him with a scream, “Chrimrale, attack!”

      The rithmatist looked up at the rafters with incredulity on his face. He didn’t think that anything that was lurking up there on the thin beams could do him damage. He was wrong. Chrimrale was fast. Too fast for the rithmatist to grab a hold of him with his magic. The flying squirrel didn’t hesitate and launched like a squirrel out of hell straight at the rithmatist’s face. With a yowl, the man fell back while clawing at the demonic squirrel whose claws were latched onto his face. He couldn’t fight a mad, demonic squirrel, and keep Sara bound in mid-air at the same time. The rithmatist’s concentration broke and Sara fell to the floor in a crouch with her blade still in hand. With a snarl, she stood up just as the man threw the flying squirrel from his face with such force that Chrimrale smacked against the far wall with an agonized squeak.

      But the squirrel hadn’t sacrificed himself in vain. His opponent was blinded by the blood streaming into his eyes. Sara could tell from the way he was stumbling backward with one hand to his face and the other in front to ward her off. Too bad for him—his talents were useless if he couldn’t see his target. Moving fast, she took off his head with her sword. But she didn’t have time to turn to the necromancer and finish him off before she heard him give a command that froze her heart. He did the one thing that she couldn’t fight against.

      He ordered her own mother to attack her.

      Sara fell back under the assault from the dead body. Her mother’s head flopped around in a gruesome display with congealed blood smearing on both of them as she grabbed on to Sara’s limbs. As she was forced back against the wall, Sara couldn’t breathe from the stench of death in her nose. What was worse was that her sword lay useless between them, its owner unable to force herself to bring it up and stab the blade into her dead mother’s body.

      Horror filled her mind. Besides, how do you kill the living dead? I doubt stabbing it will do much good, and the body’s practically headless already.

      Sara sobbed as the lifeless body desperately tried its best to kill her. And yet she was still keenly aware of her surroundings as they struggled. She couldn’t do much with the sword in close quarters, so she dropped it as she quickly grabbed her knife from her belt. She knew that the weapon wouldn’t do much good with the dead, but there was one more person alive in this home. She pushed her mother’s body back with a jolt of strength and quickly threw the knife at the necromancer with all of her might. The aim was true. It flew straight for his head with enough force to pierce his skull directly between the eyes. He fell to the floor, as dead as she was sure Chrimrale was, and her mother’s body tumbled back to the floor, lifeless once more.

      Sara slid down the wall to her knees and sobbed. But she didn’t do so for very long. She heard booted steps coming up the side street minutes later. She didn’t know who they were, but it couldn’t be good. Sara rushed up the loft ladder to grab her remaining weapons and thrust everything else hastily in a bag. As she jumped down to the main floor, she had only moments to spare. She knew she needed to get out of here quickly. But she would be damned if she would leave her mother on the floor for strange men to desecrate her remains once more and trample through their home.

      So Sara gave her mother the only burial she could. She grabbed the files and stuffed them in her shirt so that she had two hands free for any fights. One to hold her sword and the other to grip the scimitar on the back, if necessary. Then she grabbed the lamp full of kerosene from the stove and tossed the lit missile to the floor. Fire immediately spread in all directions. With her home burning in the night, Sara fled to the only other place she knew she would find refuge.

      As she fled into the night, she was careful to keep to the dark shadows as she made her way to the fisherman’s wharf. When she came to the warehouse, she didn’t know what to expect. Her only hope was that Ezekiel would be there. Looking over her shoulder, she waited tensely until the door creaked open. She knew the warehouse had mage protections on it and the new watcher would probably rely on them as his primary protection. He would be wrong to do so, but on this night she was glad he was a fool. He opened the door, and with barely any effort, she disarmed him then forced him to stagger back into the building.

      Ezekiel stood to the right with his red bag slung across his shoulder and a large piece of wood in his hands. It looked like he had been preparing to leave before he had thought to fight.

      She gave him a wry glance even through the pain of her memories. “What were you going to do with that?”

      Ezekiel looked at her, opened his mouth a couple of times, and then looked back at the wood in his hands.

      “Club you with it?” he said helplessly.

      “What do you want? I though we left you at the plaza,” said the disgusted mercenary she had at sword point.

      Sara gave him a glare. “Oh, good, you recognize me. I wondered why you were fool enough to open the door.”

      He stopped talking then.

      “Sara, what are you doing? Here? At night? I was just about to leave. Mark is all set with his training now…”

      His voice trailed off as he got a better look at her appearance. Particularly the blood splattered on her clothes.

      “What happened?” he asked.

      She shook her head.

      “Tell your friend to take a walk,” she said harshly, dropping her sword tip from the mercenary’s neck.

      Ezekiel glanced over at the new watcher. Then he said, “You heard her. Check the perimeter in the back of the building.”

      Without protest, the new watcher left.

      “Now, Sara. Tell me,” Ezekiel said firmly.

      She took a deep breath. “They ambushed my mother. Killed her in her home.”

      She couldn’t bring herself to say our home.

      She was on the verge of tumbling over into a darkness so deep she didn’t know if she could ever rise from it. From the worry on Ezekiel’s face, he could see it, too.

      “What? Who killed her?”

      “The Red Lion guard.”

      Ezekiel asked, “Why would they do that?” Confusion reigned on his face.

      “I don’t know,” she shouted, waving her sword about and pacing.

      “Okay, calm down.”

      She gave him a look filled with death.

      He shook his head. “You can’t think like this. You have to calm down. Deep breaths. We need to know what threat we face.”

      “We,” murmured Sara as she breathed in and out. The one word validated her choice to come here. To seek help.

      “We,” echoed Ezekiel firmly, looking at her with compassion and anger in his eyes. He didn’t approach her. He wouldn’t dare do that while she had her bloodied sword at her side, but she could tell just from looking at him that he felt her pain.

      “What did they want?” Ezekiel asked.

      She reached inside her shirt and pulled out the file. She threw it down on the floor in disgust. “My father’s death records.”

      He looked at her horror. “For a guard to come after you so blatantly, there must be something in there they don’t want found.”

      He gestured at the file. “May I?”

      She nodded. “What do you think you’ll find?”

      “Something that links your father to the Red Lions, and maybe something more,” Ezekiel said.

      “What about the Corcoran guard?” Ezekiel asked as he reached down to pick up the scattered papers.

      “What about them?”

      “Was it just attackers from the Red Lion guard?”

      “Does it matter?” she said tightly. “They’re all mercenaries.”

      He quickly shook his head. “Those companies hate each other. They’re the fiercest rival guards of all the mercenaries. I shudder to think what it would be like to have them on the same battlefield. In case it wasn’t clear, I’d be really surprised if they were working together. So if you saw the guards from both groups together, it’s really bad news for us.”

      “It was just the Red Lion guard and his pet necromancer.”

      “Which means for now we can hopefully trust the Corcoran.”

      She started pacing again as she asked, “What else do you know?”

      “Well,” said Ezekiel as he thumbed through some pages, “who’s Farst?”

      “What?” she said, distracted.

      He waved a page with a death certificate labeled Cabel Farst in large black letters.

      “Oh.” She remembered with a wave of her hand. “I stole that to cover up taking the Fairchild file. Look for anything that mentions Vincent Fairchild, my father, instead.”

      “Right,” Ezekiel said. “Well, now I know your father was the commander in charge of all the mercenaries on the field of battle.”

      She turned to him. “That could be important.”

      “I daresay it has to be,” he said as he scanned the file. “As is this.”

      She stopped pacing and waiting as Ezekiel began to read aloud. “‘The Red Lions found a temple two miles west of the battlefield, four days before the great battle. Commander Fairchild ordered an investigation.’”

      “Why is that important?” she said.

      Ezekiel looked over at her. “It says here that he ordered the investigation be opened a day before he was accused of desertion and five days before he died.”

      Sara’s mouth tightened in anger. “Then in addition to my mother’s death, the Red Lion guard had something to do with my father’s.”

      “Sounds like it.”

      “Is there anything else in there?”

      “Just a certification of execution,” he said uncomfortably. “Do you want to see it?”

      “Just tell me,” she said quietly. “How did he die?”

      “By hanging on a low-rising hill,” he replied.

      She nodded and turned away to hide the moisture in her eyes. She didn’t want him to think she was weak. She wasn’t weak, and she didn’t have time for tears.

      Clearing her throat, Sara said, “What else?”

      “An officer signed the death certificate and personally transported your father’s body away for cremation. Officer Matteas Hillan.”

      “What about all those other papers in there? That file is stuffed with dozens of single sheets that even the inclusion of the Farst file couldn’t account for,” she said numbly. “Did they rip my father’s journal apart and stuff them in the file?”

      When she turned to look at Ezekiel, she saw his face the palest she had ever seen it. “What is it? Did you find the journal entries?”

      “No,” said Ezekiel. “They’re blank.”

      “What’s blank?” she said.

      “All of the rest of the papers,” he said helplessly as he held up blank page after page.

      Mouth agape, Sara quickly walked over. “How can that be? You said the mercenaries kept meticulous files.”

      “And they do,” assured Ezekiel.

      Turning, he grabbed the sheath of papers belonging to the man called Farst that he had set aside. He thumbed through page after page before holding them out to her.

      “Look at them. All of these pages are filled. Here’s Farst’s military service record. His honors. His death certificate. His next of kin and even his personal notations.”

      Sara stared in disbelief. “Then where are my father’s?”

      Ezekiel looked at her and back at the files he held in his hands. One set of files was practically empty of anything. The other bursting with knowledge.

      “I don’t know.”

      Sara stepped back and set her bloody sword to rest on a nearby bench. Always close at hand.

      “None of this makes sense.”

      “You’re telling me,” said Ezekiel.

      Sara thought aloud. “Why would the Red Lion guard come after me? What do they want with my father’s files? There’s nothing in there. Why is there nothing in there?”

      She paced and thought.

      “Maybe it’s whatever he was investigating,” offered Ezekiel. “Maybe they thought he had some information on the temple and had put it in his journals.”

      “But the journals aren’t in there!” shouted Sara.

      “I know,” said Ezekiel. “But they don’t know that.”

      “The question is where are they,” said Sara as she paced some more.

      Ezekiel muttered so low that she almost didn’t catch it, “Well, where were they last?”

      She turned to him as hope sparked amidst the anger raging inside her. “On the field of battle.”

      Ezekiel quickly said, “Well, I’m sure they’re not there now.”

      “How do you know?” demanded Sara.

      “I don’t,” spluttered Ezekiel. “But that was months ago.”

      Sara shook her head in irritation. “My father kept his journal close to his heart…always. If he went to his execution willingly, then he had it on him. He knew that the mercenaries were contracted to handle all death benefits. As such they would remove all of his possessions and transport them back to his family. At least they were supposed to.”

      “I can see that, but how do you know he went willingly?” ventured Ezekiel.

      “Because he had honor,” spat out Sara. “Unlike these damned mercenaries. And besides, if he hadn’t gone willingly there would be a trail of dead bodies from the battlefield to the capital city in his wake.”

      Ezekiel couldn’t dispute that.

      “So he had the journal on him when he died,” Ezekiel prompted her.

      “Which means this Matteas Hillan would know where it is now,” Sara said fiercely.

      Ezekiel was silent for a moment before he admitted, “He might.”

      “Then I need to find him,” Sara flatly. “Before the Red Lion guard does.”
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      “No offense to your awesome planning skills, Sara,” Ezekiel said, “but you have no idea where he is.”

      “But we know someone who might,” said Sara darkly.

      “We do?”

      She looked toward the door. “Our new watcher is a Red Lion mercenary.”

      “That’s true,” Ezekiel said, coming up to stand beside her. “But it’s a large company. He might not have any idea who Hillan is.”

      “And he might be his best friend,” said Sara calmly.

      Ezekiel nodded and looked over at her with a pained expression on his face. The kind of expression that said he really hoped she wasn’t going to kill someone.

      “Look, I’m just going to talk to him,” she explained. “If he’s amicable, nothing unsavory needs to happen.”

      Ezekiel narrowed his eyes while crossing his arms. “And if he’s not?”

      Sara turned her dark gaze on him. “I’m going to find out what happened to my father whether you help me or not. Whether this man is willing to tell me or not.”

      “All I’m saying is don’t put the cart before the horse, and don’t kill a Red Lion guard and bring the whole company down on your head in retaliation,” he said flatly.

      She cocked her head. “What makes you think I haven’t already?”

      A frustrated look crossed Ezekiel’s face. “This is nothing to joke about.”

      “I’m not joking. I killed a rithmatist and a necromancer on the same night. They should fear me. I’m not sure the necromancer had anything to do with the Red Lion guard, but the rithmatist did, and they’re certainly aware he’s dead now. So I need every piece of information that I can get before I leave this city. Got me?”

      Ezekiel nodded reluctantly.

      “Can you call him in?”

      Ezekiel unfolded his arms and walked to his door to stick his head out. She paced away and back before the new watcher came back in.

      As he walked through the door, the mercenary took in her agitated state. She knew her clothes, stiff with blood, didn’t help matters. His hand tensed near his weapon, but he didn’t stop Ezekiel from closing the warehouse door.

      Standing between Ezekiel and Sara, the man was silent. She didn’t move toward him because she knew it would be taken as an outright threat.

      Instead she spoke from where she stood. “I’m not here to hurt you. I just need some information.”

      The man’s face turned to stone. “Is that why you hired me? For information?”

      Sara tensed. “No, actually. Some interesting developments have recently come to light tonight, though, and I believe you’re just the man to help shed more light on them.”

      He turned to her fully and said, “I don’t know you. Why should I help you?”

      Sara was tempted to kick him in the shin and bring him to his knees with her knife at his throat. But she restrained herself. Barely.

      Ezekiel read the tension in her body and quickly stepped around to face his new watcher.

      “Because we can pay you. I can pay you. Mercs like money, right?” he said.

      The man spared him a glance. “How much money?”

      “Enough to make your next week one to remember,” said Ezekiel.

      The man cracked his knuckles and then slowly relaxed. “Now we’re talking.”

      Sara took a step forward and the mercenary quickly pointed a warning finger.

      While looking at her he said, “But you stay where you are. No offense, but you look like trouble.”

      Sara shrugged. “None taken.” She was.

      She caught Ezekiel’s eye and gave him a thankful nod.

      Out of his bag, Ezekiel fetched a coin purse, which he handed over to the mercenary.

      The man hefted the purse in his hand, checking the weight of the coins without peering into the bag. The bag obviously weighed enough because the mercenary looked up, satisfied.

      “Ask away.”

      Sara swallowed tensely. “Do you know a Red Lion mercenary named Matteas Hillan?”

      “Yes,” said the man. “What do you want with him?”

      “Just some information,” Sara replied.

      “About him or from him?” questioned the mercenary.

      “Why?” Sara asked with a lifted eyebrow. “You his lover?”

      The man snorted. “No. But I ain’t going to send a fellow mercenary to his death, either.”

      “How touching,” Sara said, “Most mercenaries don’t have any loyalties. If they do it’s tied to their coin purse.”

      Her eyes flickered to the heavy purse he now held in his hand.

      He glared at her but didn’t respond.

      “Do you know where Mercenary Hillan is now?” Sara asked.

      “Still deployed in the battles to the east,” he answered.

      “Under what commander?”

      “Kansid for now.”

      “Why ‘for now?’” Ezekiel quickly interjected.

      The mercenary spared him a glance. “Changeover in leadership in three days when Captain Simon of the damned Corcoran guard takes over.”

      He barely restrained himself from spitting to the side at Simon’s name and Sara suspected the restraint was only because they weren’t standing on a dirt floor. Meanwhile, her eyes lit up at the news.

      Then she frowned. “Why would that matter? The Red Lion guard doesn’t serve under Corcoran captains. They’re two different mercenary companies.”

      The man hooked his thumb in his belt. “New rules from the mages. I heard they got tired of the different leaders of the companies. Wanted a smoother rank and file structure to boss around. What they’re going to get is their asses handed to them when the mercenaries revolt.”

      Ezekiel muttered, “Can’t say you’re wrong about that. You mercenaries really hate working together cross-company.”

      Sara mumbled. “So from now on the Red Lion guard and the Corcoran troops are going to be led by one man?”

      The mercenary nodded. “Captain Barthis Simon.”

      “And Mercenary Hillan will stay deployed under Simon’s command?” she demanded.

      “For the next two months, yeah,” said the mercenary in front of her. “He has no choice. Can’t leave until his company does. They’re due back in Sandrin a little over six weeks from now.”

      Sara nodded. “Thank you. That’s all I needed.”

      And it was true. She knew what she had to do.

      Ezekiel said to him, “Would you mind hanging out in the back of the warehouse? We’re through for tonight.”

      The man jangled his coin purse. “No problems here. Can I take the cot?”

      Ezekiel glanced over at him with a disinterested look. “Yeah, have yourself a nice rest, too.”

      The man walked off, content.

      Ezekiel walked up to Sara. “I know that look.”

      “What look?” she said, feigning innocence. It was hard to accomplish when she was covered in blood and still carrying her sword.

      “The look that says you have a plan.”

      Sara dropped the pretense and looked at him seriously, “I do.”

      “Well, let’s hear it.”

      “I don’t want to involve you any further in this, Ezekiel.”

      “Because you don’t trust me?” he asked with a sharp look.

      She nearly cursed aloud. “Of course not. I just don’t want you to get hurt. If the Red Lion guard came looking for you to get to me, I would never forgive myself.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” he said, “I have my own hideouts in the city.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Yes,” he said firmly.

      She hesitated and then said with fire in her eyes. “I’m going to join the Corcoran guard.”

      “To find Hillan,” he said unsurprised.

      “Exactly,” she replied.

      “It makes sense.” She could hear the reluctance in his tone. But, to her surprise, no condemnation.

      She nodded. “If he’s serving on the edge of the war front, then there are very few ways for me to get out there. The regular military would never take me on but the mercenaries are hard up for good people that also happen to be battle mages.”

      “There aren’t that many of you in the empire,” he said ruefully. “Looks like all two dozen are going to be fighting each other for this stupid war of the mages.”

      Sara shrugged. “I’ll get in and get out quickly. I just need to ask Hillan a question after all. Getting there will take a couple days, add a week for incidents, and I should be back in Sandrin.”

      “Where the Red Lion guard is waiting to kill you?”

      She shook her head. “Oh, don’t worry. I’ll take care of them as soon as I get back with my father’s journals and secrets in hand. They won’t get away with what they did.”

      For a second, a hate so furious crossed her face that Ezekiel took an involuntary step back.

      “You need to focus on getting to that information and Hillan before they do,” he said, “Retribution will come after.”

      She stared at him and let out a slow breath. “You’re right.”

      As she calmed, an anxious look crossed his face.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      Reluctantly, he said, “What about your gifts?”

      “What about them?”

      He rubbed the back of his neck. “You. Your powers. People trying to kill you. Need I spell it out?”

      He was talking about her battle rage, she knew.

      “I’ll handle it,” she said with defiance.

      “And if you can’t?” he asked, “If you go berserk?”

      “Then I’ll die fighting like every single one of my forefathers. Fighting for a cause or fighting for one man, it makes no difference. But if I don’t do this, Ezekiel, I will regret it for the rest of my life. Regret not knowing what my father uncovered and what the Red Lion guard would fight so hard to hide.”

      He swallowed so deeply that she could see his Adam’s apple bobbing. “I understand.”

      “Hey!” said the mercenary. His abrupt shout was so loud that they both startled.

      This entire building is like a giant amplifier, Sara thought as she remembered the blast that busted Edgar the thief’s eardrums.

      Turning, Ezekiel and Sara looked to him.

      “What?” she called out.

      “You got any water?” he said.

      Ezekiel and Sara looked at one another.

      “Yeah,” she began to answer.

      Ezekiel looked up at the roof and whistled.

      In a dry tone, Sara said, “You forgot to refill the barrel, didn’t you?”

      “Maybe,” said Ezekiel with an awkward shuffle.

      “Well?” shouted the mercenary.

      “No!” they both shouted back simultaneously.

      She couldn’t help it. She started to laugh. After a minute Ezekiel joined in.

      After their laughter had died down, Ezekiel looked at her. “You should get cleaned up.”

      She hesitated. “It won’t matter much. I’ll be in the streets fighting men until dawn.”

      He looked at her strangely. “Why would you do that?”

      “There’s nowhere safe to go. I don’t have any place to hide, and the taverns are the first place they’d look.”

      “You’re wrong,” he said.

      “I highly doubt it. It would make sense to find a place to bed down for the night.”

      “No,” he said, stepping forward. “You’re wrong that you don’t have a safe place to hide for the night.”

      She raised an eyebrow.

      “My home,” he said.

      Hesitation crossed her face.

      “What?”

      “Nothing,” she said flustered. “I just…can’t imagine you with your own place.” She was lying through her teeth, but she couldn’t tell him her anxiety lay somewhere else.

      He shrugged. “I sleep here most of the time. Can never be sure the mercenaries won’t duck out. Some do even when I’m here. But tonight I’m leaving it behind. It’s not my job, Cormar or no Cormar.”

      She nodded. “You trust the new watcher to guard the place?”

      “Cormar came by this afternoon. I explained the situation with you as well as the fact that I need to live my own life now. I don’t think he really expected you to stick around. But he put the fear of the gods in that mercenary over there. I think he’s got him fairly spooked.”

      “Oh? What did he say?”

      “That he’d skin him alive if he didn’t stay overnight and make sure nothing happened to his artifacts,” Ezekiel said blithely.

      They began to walk out the door.

      “Sounds like Cormar,” she said.

      Ezekiel turned around as he pulled the door shut. “See you in the morning!”

      The mercenary was already walking to the front as Sara saw out of the corner of her eye. “All right.”

      Ezekiel shut it tight and they walked into the night.

      As they hit the streets, Sara said, “I made sure no one followed me when I came and I know no one knew I’d taken on this new job.”

      “Aside from that street kid,” muttered Ezekiel.

      “Yeah,” said Sara as they weaved through the streets until they came to a small one-story home next to the tavern.

      Ezekiel quickly opened the door. “It’s small, but it’s home.”

      “Thank you,” Sara said, preceding him in awkwardly. Her sword was at the ready, but the room was tiny enough that she could perceive no threats with a quick sweep of the room.

      Ezekiel stood at the door for a moment staring at her before he snapped out of it. “I’ll go ask for some hot water from the kitchen.”

      Sara turned to him in surprise. “Thank you. I’m grateful.”

      “No problem,” he said, ducking to grab a bucket that lay just inside the door and pulling the door shut with a creak when he left.

      Sara’s mind flashed back to her own home, now in flames, when she saw him leave with that old bucket. It was the kind they had had just outside their door.

      “Wood slats, metal nails, and a wide brim,” Sara whispered to herself with a slight tremble of her mouth.

      She wouldn’t cry. She’d cried once for her mother, and she was through now. She straightened and turned to look around. If possible, this place was smaller than the room and loft she and her mother had shared. Shelving lined the walls at face height and she saw a couple of plates and broken cups sitting on the undusted wood. A pile of blankets on a mattress served as his bed and a small fireplace lay on the opposite side of the room. In its pit sat the remnants of coal and wood burned to ashes long ago.

      Shame began to curdle in her breast. Sara felt a pain so strong that she almost winced as the realization struck her. Ezekiel clearly led a threadbare life with nothing but the most basic necessities. And yet without hesitation he given away his coin purse to that mercenary for her.

      “I should have tortured the man instead,” Sara said with regret. In her mind, if she had, the money would still be in Ezekiel’s hands.

      Then the door creaked and she turned quickly to face the threat.

      Ezekiel’s head poked in, the bucket held in front of him. “It’s just me.”

      He stumbled in with the heavy bucket and a bar of soap in his other hand. “I hope this is okay.”

      “It’s fine,” she quickly said.

      He stepped back. “Well, I’ll just go to the tavern for a bite to eat. I’ll go for twenty minutes and bring you something when you’re through.”

      Before he could leave she called out his name. “Ezekiel.”

      He turned around. He heard the heady mixture of emotions in her voice. “Yes?”

      “I promise you—I will pay you back for every coin you’ve given me, every kind word, and every assistance.”

      He looked at her with a small smile. “No need.”

      She shook her head fiercely. “There is every need. You’ve sacrificed so much for me. Your time, your money, and even your safety. I am in your debt.”

      Ezekiel opened the door and prepared to leave. As he did, he said, “Sara Fairchild, you’ve saved my life twice over. The debt is already paid.”

      With that he slipped into the night and Sara stared at the door with wonder on her face. She couldn’t imagine what she had done to deserve such kindness in so short a period of time. Shaking her head to clear the thoughts, she unfastened the sword sheath from her back and put the weapon on the ground. She felt automatically for the dagger on her thigh, but it seemed that she’d lost it somewhere along the way. The band that held it place was gone. But her knife at her waist still remained. She unbuckled the combination belt and holster that held it and unsheathed the knife.

      Putting the smaller weapon right at her feet, Sara carefully slipped the shirt over her head. She winced at the cut that burned on her back. It had probably been there for half the day without her noticing. Then she slipped off her bloodied pants. Undergarments came next, and with the deliberate slowness of a woman dealing with the after effects of a stressful day she washed every instance of blood from her body and then scrubbed her skin raw. In particular she scrubbed to remove the memory of her mother’s dead flesh clawing her own.

      When she was done, she rooted around in Ezekiel’s cupboard until she found a patched but clean shirt and some pants. Putting them on, she set to work cleaning her weapons by turning her old shirt inside out and wiping it down with the used bath water. By the time she was finished and they were shining, Ezekiel had returned. Holding a candle, he held out a piece of bread with dark brown stew in it.

      “Fish and mutton stew,” he said.

      Gratefully she took it from his hands as she sat cross-legged on the floor. “You are a gift from the gods.”

      He sat cross-legged across from her. “So my mother told me.”

      They spent the rest of the night, which wasn’t more than three more hours, talking and scheming. Sara didn’t want to admit she couldn’t sleep because she feared more attackers coming. She knew Ezekiel was exhausted and humoring her. The one time she had insisted he had to go to work on the morning he’d brushed it off and said, “I’ll be fine.”

      When the hour struck five in the morning, Sara rose with a tired shrug of her shoulders and fastened her weapons to her waist and back.

      “It’s time for me to get to my new job,” she said teasingly.

      “And it’s time for me to go to mine,” he said.

      Standing at the door they shared a hug and Ezekiel whispered into her hair, “Good luck, Sara Fairchild.”

      She squeezed his waist and left without a word. Afraid that if she turned back she might do something quite uncharacteristic of herself—like cry.
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      Sara hurried to the meeting point for the Corcoran guard. She didn’t deviate from her path or go by her burned out home even though she wanted to. She knew that the easiest way for the Red Lion guard traitors in the city to capture her was for her to return to her normal hunting grounds. They had probably put watchers on her home just in case she returned. It was what she had been trained to do, after all.

      As the sun rose, Sara peered out of an alley while standing in the shadows. She was assessing the situation. Even though she had already decided to join the guard, there was no reason to walk into the situation blind. It could be a trap with the captain of the Corcoran guard in league with the Red Lions. She wouldn’t know unless she saw enemy troops amongst the rank-and-file of the Corcorans.

      Her breath caught in her throat as she eyed the huge group of men and women that composed the Corcoran guard as they lined up to leave through the city gates. Most were mounted on warhorses. Some looked like they would walk though. Most of those walkers were very tall with long legs. The kind of legs that looked like wood splints and told her that they weren’t human. The thin legs that she suspected were thin tree roots, told her that she was looking at the fabled tree folk of old.

      Then her body tensed at the sound of a massive trumpet coming closer. Minutes went by as she waited for the Corcoran guard to start to move out. She thought it had been a signal, but not one person made the effort to pack their things and hurry along. Then she realized why. The ground began to thump with the sound of something massive moving closer. She looked down and saw the tiny pebbles around her feet thumping in alongside the sound. Then her eyes truly widened in amazement—atop massive beasts of gray skin rode more guards. The beasts had sinuous trunks and were hairless from their noses almost to the tips of their tails. Taking them in, she knew they were animal and not kith, inhuman creatures with mage powers, but that didn’t mean they weren’t just as rare as the sentient tree folk that lumbered alongside them. Her father had called them elephants. Sara looked at them and named them machines of war. They lifted their long trunks and loudly trumpeted in the wind, as if announcing their dominion over the earth that trembled beneath their feet. The sound didn’t so much as startle her. But what it did do was block the sound of feet approaching behind her.

      Before she knew it the tip of a sword was at the back of her neck and the blade was forcing her to walk into the sunlight.

      “Easy does it now, lass,” said a man with a deep voice.

      She tried to halt their forward movement, but he only pressed the blade harder into the soft skin just below her hairline. She was practiced in numerous ways to kill a man. With the stern grip on the weapon behind her, she feared he knew the easiest way to kill a soldier from behind as well. All he had to do was push his blade forward sharply and it would sever her spinal cord from her brain. Giving her an instantaneous but merciful death. The trouble was that she didn’t want to die. She had so much to live for. So much to fight for. Dying at the hands of the Red Lions was not at the top of her list.

      “Who are you?” she asked insistently. “Did the Red Lion guard send you?”

      A sharp laugh came from behind her. “Now why would those red pissers do that?”

      Her shoulders relaxed a little. “Only the Corcoran mercenaries call the reddies that.”

      “Well, you did happen to find the whole of Corcoran guard. Would you expect a watcher for our troops to be anyone else?” said the gruff voice in slight amusement.

      Sara took that as a sign that he might not want to kill her. But when she tried to step cautiously to the side, he corrected her just as quickly.

      “Be a good girl,” he said. “No tricks now.”

      Back stiff, Sara walked into the open area.

      When she had walked ten steps and a group of Corcoran mercenaries twenty feet away turned to eye her curiously, the man behind her said, “Now spin around slowly, girl, hands out from your sides.”

      She did as he asked and heard him comment, “That’s a nice set of blades you got there.”

      She smiled. She liked a person who could appreciate a fine weapon. She’d known when she’d first eyed the scimitar that it would be worth the trouble of keeping it.

      “Thank you. You worried I might use them on you?”

      She heard his grunt before he said, “When a girl carries a steel-forged blade and a knife of a well-known trainer, I would fear that indeed.”

      She bit her lip to halt a retort, somewhat impressed that he recognized the marksmanship of both her blade and her knife.

      “Now,” he said cautiously, “why don’t you tell me why you’re spying on my crew? No tall tales now. I can sniff them out.”

      She couldn’t tell if he was lying or telling the truth. She’d met mages with weirder powers.

      Before she could speak another voice rang out, and it was one she recognized. Captain Simon said, “This is Sara Fairchild, and she’s here to join your crew.”

      Sara spun to see the captain walking up to them both. She knew that she had to make this act good. She wanted into the guard, but she didn’t want on the front lines. She needed to find Hillan, not make a target of herself. There was only one way to make a mercenary despise you on the first day: act like a brat. An entitled brat would never have been accepted as one of their own. She was sure of it.

      “Is she, now?” said the man with an assessing eye.

      At the same time Sara spluttered, “I am not here to join his unit. I will test for my position in the first division.”

      Squaring her shoulders, she continued, “I know the mercenary code. Everyone who enters faces a test. A test of skill to determine where they shall rank and what unit they shall serve in. I do not belong in this man’s unit. I belong with the first division.”

      Turning to the now silent gentleman in front of her, she said, “No offense.”

      He gave her an amused look. “I’m not sure you could handle being in my crew even if I allowed it.”

      Sara stiffened. “I have no doubt I could beat every man and woman that serves under you with my eyes closed.”

      “Could you, now?” he replied with an interested look in his eyes.

      “I could,” confirmed Sara, patting her knife handle confidently.

      Then his eyes dulled as if that simple gesture had disappointed him. “Blades don’t make a warrior girl. Seems you’ve yet to learn that.”

      Before she could respond, laughter exploded all around her from the mercenaries loitering nearby. Sara gave them an angry look.

      Then the captain interjected while waving a fist for silence. Everyone shut up.

      To Sara, he said in a measured tone, “If you won’t take my commands, then why are you here?”

      Unease filtered through Sara. For the first time she wondered if her plan to find Mercenary Hillan was in jeopardy. She was on a mission to find her father’s last exploits, but she also refused to sacrifice her pride in her family and the training she had studied since childhood. There was a reason her father had been commander of the entire military operation and not just a cog in the wheel, as Captain Simon was. Her father had been equal to the mages and sat on the military advisory panel that had decided tactics for the mercenaries, imperial soldiers, and mages as a whole.

      But she also was aware that to save her father’s place in history, she needed to do more than fight well. She needed to solve this mystery. So she didn’t back down. Instead she blustered her way through like a headstrong woman with too much pride. She acted like a real mercenary would, or least how a prideful young warrior should—confident in their prowess and assertive of their place.

      “Don’t misunderstand me,” Sara said. “I am here to join the Corcoran guard, but more than that, I want to be assigned to the first division. The first division are the fiercest and proudest of your men. They are on the frontlines and don’t hide behind the other divisions. I want to be in the first charge.”

      Simon smiled and then he said coldly, “That position is earned.”

      “I am no common mercenary, and I assure you I have earned it by…”

      “By doing what?” the captain interjected firmly. “By being born a Fairchild and a battle mage?”

      Sara felt her stomach turn. “There is nothing wrong with being a Fairchild.”

      “I agree,” replied the captain. “But there is everything wrong with being a young woman too confident in her skills to know she is at the bottom of the totem pole. No matter what family she was born to.”

      Sara felt a hot flush run up her spine. They had no idea what she had gone through to get here. Before her father’s death and now after her mother’s. The one thing she had never expected was a challenge to her fighting abilities.

      Well, expect the unexpected, she thought grimly. Isn’t that the motto of the mercenaries?

      The hot flush running up her spine, a mixture of anger and confusion, only grew when the gray-bearded man standing beside the captain said, “Your father had the same problem.”

      She turned to him. “Confidence?” The one word was spit out with rancor.

      “Pride,” he said. “And that was his downfall.”

      “You don’t know a thing about my father.”

      The gray-bearded man’s eyes turned cold. “On the contrary, I know everything. Seeing as I trained him from a wee lad.”

      Sara’s mouth dropped. Then she realized how wrong she had been. This had been the test, the test that all mercenaries who came before the Corcoran guard were subjected to, and she had failed.

      “Yes, girl,” said the man curtly. “I am Amadeus. I am Commander of the First Division.”

      “But,” Sara stammered, “why didn’t you say so?”

      “Because, child,” he said gruffly, “every man and woman who is a part of my unit began as one thing…a common mercenary. And you have a lot to learn before you can be that.”

      Amadeus turned on his heel and left.

      Sara stared at his retreating back before the captain’s clearing his throat had her turning toward him. She felt a mixture of pride and shame that her father’s instructor had seen her this way.

      “Sara Fairchild, you have been deemed unacceptable for a position in the first division. As such, I am offering you one last chance.”

      Victory bloomed in her mind.

      “A weapons prepper for the Third division.”

      Sara stiffened outwardly. But inwardly she cheered. She should feel anger, spite, and shame at the assignment. But it was just what she needed to slip around camp with armament supplies in hand as she searched for Hillan. Still, she felt as if she had let her father down by not getting the best position in the troops from the outset. She knew in her heart that she was here for one goal: to find one man and return to Sandrin in less than month. But it galled her to be considered unfit for the one thing she had trained her whole life for when she had been denied her pride of place as the recognized foremost fighter in Sandrin.

      The captain read her disappointment in her eyes. He thought it was because of the shame. She said nothing to deter him.

      “You are untried, unproven, and a liability until you’ve been through the forge,” said the captain of the Corcoran guard. “I offered you a job. This is it. Take it or leave it.”

      She couldn’t contest the captain’s words. The principle of it no longer mattered. The honor of her family no longer mattered. In fact, it was the thought of her dead mother and father that quickly sopped up the last of her pride. Pride hadn’t kept the Fairchild family alive, and she was no longer safe in Sandrin. She could only defeat her opponents for so long. She knew to truly win those fights she had to find out what they were seeking before they found it themselves.

      “I accept,” she said with a straight back and hard eyes.

      The captain nodded.

      Then he said, “You are a child. But you can be molded.”

      Sara’s jaw stiffened. She was fighting not to lash out.

      “Just hear me out,” said the captain with a biting tongue. “According to word around these parts, you are quite good with a blade. But being able to kill someone in an alley and kill them when ten men are running at you from the other side, your partner is dying at your feet, the battlefield is aflame, and there’s so much noise you can’t think is another thing entirely. I won’t have a green mercenary whose head isn’t on straight working my crew or my inner circle. For now that includes the first division, battle mage or no. You will earn your place or you can go back to whatever it was that you were doing now.”

      The captain gave a sharp whistle. An older, battle-scarred woman with short-cropped hair came trotting forward.

      “Karina, if she decides to stay, show her the ropes and integrate her into the third division.”

      As he turned and walked away, Karina snapped a sharp salute.

      She turned back to Sara and said sharply, “Well?”

      “I’m staying,” Sara said, fighting not to let weariness and dejection overcome her. For a journey to fight a war, her start was awfully depressing.

      Karina eyed her in speculation. “Fine. But get your butt in gear. I don’t take mopers or whiners in my division. And yes, I am Commander of the third division. We work hard, we’re not grunts and you will have your ass handed to you if I hear one whine come out of your mouth about your assignments. Am I clear, Mercenary Fairchild?”

      Sara nodded. “Crystal clear.”

      “Good,” Karina said with a sharp smile.

      “Now, I don’t take on green striplings lightly. You will do everything I say and do it promptly. You will train with your core from dawn to dusk. You will dig latrines and pitch tents. In short you will no longer be a Fairchild, an elite fighter among men, but a grunt who must earn her place.”

      Sara stared at her stonily.

      Then she shouted. “Can you do that?”

      She didn’t flinch. “I can.”

      “I didn’t hear you!” she roared.

      “I can!”

      Karina turned and gestured for a runner to come forth. “To you, I am Commander Karina. You’ll be joining the Corcoran third division as a weapons prepper, a probate-in-training, really, and from there we will see. Raze will take you to the archivist now.”

      Sara nodded in agreement.

      With that Sara Fairchild became the lowliest mercenary in the company of the Corcoran guard. Karina had to deal with a fight that broke out between five or six mercenaries before she had barely finished speaking.

      To Sara, Raze said with a snicker, “The old man’s over here. How’s it feel to be a common mercenary?”

      Sara gave him a side glance.

      “Yeah, we heard every word,” he said with another snicker.

      Her shoulders slumped as she looked around and saw several mercenaries eyeing her with glares on their faces. It was going to be a long training period, it seemed. She didn’t mind their ire. Her problem was that she couldn’t kill any of them, seeing as they were supposed to be on the same team.

      Raze left her standing in front of an old man that was so flustered he was pacing in a circle.

      Staring at the archivist, Sara waited.

      Finally the man finished scribbling a note that he handed off to a messenger boy, who dashed away as fast his legs could carry him. As Sara watched, his feet barely seemed to hit the ground.

      “By the gods, he’s fast.”

      “Yes, yes he is,” said the archivist, “Half-windrunner, that one.”

      Sara’s head snapped around. She desperately wanted to ask if he meant that literally. She’d never met a half-human, half-kith before. But even she knew that would be rude to ask, even if the boy wasn’t present. There weren’t many kith-human hybrids around for a reason. Unions between any species of kith and humans were forbidden. No one had told her why, but she suspected it had to do with a couple of mass murderers with kith ancestry in the past. At least that was what her father had hinted at when he had told her stories of olden times.

      “You the new recruit?”

      She nodded. “Mercenary Fairchild, sir.”

      He grunted. “You’ll need new pants, shirts, jerkins, and to be fitted for armor. But first I need to notify the Mercenary Guild you’re heading out with us.”

      He turned and whistled sharply.

      Another messenger boy quickly came forth. “Rams, you have that new male recruit’s notification letter for the guild?”

      Rams nodded eagerly.

      “Good,” said the archivist as he wrote in a blur on the mobile desk he had in his arms. Ripping the sheet from the stick that held it in place, he handed it to Rams. “Give the guild official this as well and hurry back!”

      Rams jumped on a horse and galloped off.

      “Is he going with us?” Sara asked curiously.

      The man gave her a glance. “Only if he gets back in time. Why are you still here?”

      “Because I have a question,” she said firmly.

      “No time, get going!”

      “The sooner you answer, the sooner I leave,” she retorted.

      He gave her an irritated look. “Well, what is it? Spit it out.”

      “How long before we reach the battlefield?”

      The man grimaced. “Depends on which one you mean. There’s a small skirmish on the edge supposedly three days’ ride from here.”

      Yes, thought Sara. That’s the one.

      Then the archivist continued, oblivious to her thought process, “But the larger battle is in deep Kade territory at least three weeks’ march away.”

      She blinked in astonishment, thinking, which one will I find Hillan at?

      “And the Red Lion guard?” she asked hopefully.

      “What do you want with those ingrates?” he said sharply.

      She flinched. “I heard we were joining forces.”

      “You didn’t hear wrong,” he said harshly. “But that’s far up in the Kade territory. Won’t see no Red Lions for a while, and that’s a good thing!”

      “Right,” she said guiltily as her stomach plummeted. That was nowhere near as soon as she had planned.

      “Didn’t I say you needed new clothes? Get to the tailor!”

      She jumped, ready to do his bidding. He might have been old, but he had a voice like the crack of a whip through the air. You stopped what you were doing and did what you were told when he let loose.

      Trouble was, she had no idea where to go.

      It doesn’t matter, Sara decided internally. As long as it’s away from here.

      She started walking, hoping to find a mercenary who could look her in the face without glaring to ask for directions.

      Before she’d taken six steps, the archivist’s voice cracked through the air. “Wait! Do you have a horse?”

      She looked at him and shook her head.

      He clicked his tongue. “Go to the farrier as well, then. But the tailor is first.”

      Deciding that she’d rather ask than wander around aimlessly, Sara said, “Where are they?”

      Instead of answering, he snapped his fingers and a young girl came running up. “Tams, take her to the tailor first, the farrier second.”

      Tams nodded eagerly.

      As they walked away, Sara asked her new guide, “Are all the messengers named with something that ended in ‘ams?’”

      Tams looked up at her with a wise expression and a gap-toothed smile. “Yep. The archivist took us in and we all got new names then. There’s Rams, Vams, and Wams, too.”

      “Great.” muttered Sara as she wondered how anyone was supposed to keep them straight. She decided she’d just call all of them ‘Cams,’ as in, Come here ‘ams!

      This Cams made short work of her getting outfitted in serviceable attire and assigned a spirited gelding with a white star on his chestnut forehead.

      “Thank you,” said Sara when it was over.

      As Cams was saying, “You’re welcome,” the sharp blare of a bugle blew out and then all of the mercenaries loitering around began to move.

      “We’re on the move!” shouted Cams while running off towards the archivist’s. Shielding her eyes against the sun’s glare, Sara saw a messenger horse pull up beside the caravan and the owner quickly hand the reins off to a larger man. The other Cams was back.

      As Sara mounted up, she wonder what adventures awaited her. But she knew for sure as she exited through the city gates with the others, that no matter what she would find out the secrets her father had uncovered, and heaven help anyone who stood in her way.
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      Before two hours had rolled by, she’d managed to get a comfortable routine in place. She had her horse in a smooth trot and was getting used to the gelding’s fast gait. Once she got a feel for riding after so long walking the alleys of Sandrin, she kicked the horse she’d decided to name Danger into high gear. Unfortunately, she realized she only had a feel for his speed but not his energetic state when she kicked him in the ribs and he jumped a foot into the air. Before he landed on all four hooves, they were off racing in a gallop. By the time Sara got him under control, she found herself in a different section of the troop altogether. She was now surrounded by archers with bows of all sizes on their backs. But one bow in particular caught her attention.

      It looks very familiar, she thought. Even though there were two riders between her and the bow that had caught her attention, she could have sworn she recognized the crossbow across the rider’s back.

      Dropping into her mage sight, she opened her eyes and took in a sharp gasp of surprise. This bow was definitely familiar. She knew because her battle magic recognized it as a weapon she’d seen in use before. An endless catalog ran in Sara’s mind of the swords, knifes, bows, staffs, and weapons she had used over the years. Like a normal human, she could see and recognize a weapon’s make and model with ease. But as a battle mage she could take that remembrance of a weapons catalog one step further and cross-reference any weapon she’d previously come across based on its magical aura. It was like having a walking encyclopedia of weapons in her head. She knew just by looking at it whatever she had previously learned—from the owner to the age of the instrument to the weapon’s abilities. On top of that, if the weapon stayed long enough in her presence it absorbed some of the magical signature of her own aura, forever marking it to her. She knew enough to know that she had seen this weapon before and perhaps had used it in some sense.

      It can’t be, Sara thought to herself as she urged the gelding to sidestep over.

      But her eagle-sharp vision hadn’t failed her once.

      Someone had stolen Cormar’s crossbow.

      She didn’t particularly care how or why because whoever they were, they were a dead person. Whether they realized it or not, even if their convoy was already miles outside the city and heading farther northeast by the minute, Cormar would find them. She couldn’t imagine anyone stealing from Cormar and living to tell about it. He seemed like the type that would go to the ends of the earth to reclaim what was his. Curiosity piqued, she stared harder as she drew closer.

      It could be another of those ancient crossbows Ezekiel was raving about, she thought.

      But even in her mind, she highly doubted it. What was the chance of coming across two of those things in less than a week?

      With a wry grin, she relished telling Ezekiel about it when she got back. He’s going to be furious!

      She might not be seeing him for another two months if the plan went well, but she knew she would rue the day they met again. Because he would kill her if she let the opportunity to find out who the thief was pass her by. She urged her horse closer and closer to the hooded archer. She found it strange that he kept the hood atop his head in the hot midday sun. But she had known stranger people.

      With one last urge of the gelding, she was riding side-by-side with the thieving archer. So close that she could have reached over and touched their thigh. She couldn’t tell if they were a man or a woman, but their hands were certainly small, so she guessed female.

      Sara leaned forward a little and looked into the hood. She didn’t try to hide her actions. She wasn’t shy about anything and expected most mercenaries weren’t. So when they turned their head to look at her while she did the same, she wasn’t shocked by their actions. It was what lay inside their hood that gave her the surprise of her life. So shocked was she, that she almost didn’t correct her posture, and leaned over so much that she nearly fell off the horse. Sara hurried to right her position by grasping the saddle of the pommel frantically and pulling herself back upright. The archer beside her helped by pushing on her left shoulder.

      Seat regained, she turned and stared with her mouth open.

      Ezekiel looked back at her with amusement on his face as he said, “Did you really think I was going to let you go off to war without me?”

      She spluttered a couple of nonsensical words. Finally ending up with, “What are you doing here?”

      “Looking after you, of course,” he said, “Who else is going to keep you from going berserk but me?”

      “I thought you said you had hideouts in the city,” she stammered.

      “I never said I was going to use them,” he pointed out.

      Sara sat on her horse with a butt that was growing sore and a mind a flurry with disbelief.

      “You can’t be here,” she hissed. “We’re going to war.”

      He gave her a wry look. “I know that. Didn’t I just say that?”

      “This isn’t a joke, Ezekiel! You could get hurt. Even killed.”

      He nodded. “I’m aware. This doesn’t seem any more dangerous than my treasure hunting adventures.”

      “It’s a lot more dangerous, you moron. Go back to Sandrin!”

      “I can’t,” he said, “Do you know what mercenaries do to deserters? A hanging would be kind by comparison.”

      A pall descended over her.

      He cursed. “I’m sorry, Sara. I wasn’t thinking of your father. I shouldn’t have said that. I just meant that I signed on the dotted line and I have to honor that commitment.”

      She stared straight ahead. Teeth clenched. Angry at him, angry at the world. She had one friend. One friend, and here he was riding beside her into the maw of death. Sara had no illusions about being on the frontlines. It would be tough—for her—but she could survive it.

      But Ezekiel, she thought softly. He’s helpless. A scholar if I’ve ever seen one. He can’t survive a war.

      “Sara?” said Ezekiel softly. “I said I was sorry. Come on, don’t freeze me out. I don’t…”

      He paused.

      She turned to him. “You don’t what?”

      He looked at her with a pained expression on his face. “I don’t have anyone else. No friends. No family. I came because for the first time in my life I felt a connection to someone. To you.”

      She sighed. “I’m not freezing you out. Just trying to process. To think.”

      “Well, I’ve always thought best by thinking aloud,” he said cheerfully. “I could imagine that you’d do better if you told me what’s on your mind.”

      She glared at his rapid change of temperament. The man could go from despondent to happy at the drop of a hat. She’d never had that ability. If she was angry, she stayed angry until she resolved whatever the problem was she was angry about. Usually by killing someone.

      “Well,” Sara drawled, “why don’t you tell me how you ended up here?”

      “I joined the Corcoran guard.”

      He said it as if he’d just gotten invited for tea at the local parlor.

      “That’s it? You joined the guard? I know that,” she said. “The questions is how? They would barely let me join.”

      “Really?” he said with a side glance. “What’d you do?”

      “Nothing!” she said in a shout loud enough to startle the rider and horse cantering by. She really didn’t want to relive the abject humiliation of acting the part of the entitled brat. The mare’s rider gave her a one-fingered salute and continued on his way.

      Sara bared her teeth at him and wished she could show him her knives. She was feeling restless, angry, and anxious all rolled into one.

      Funny, she thought wryly, half those emotions didn’t show up until Ezekiel came into my life.

      Calming her tone, she reiterated, “Nothing. I swear.”

      “Right.” The judgment in that one word had her bristling. Mainly because he was right.

      “All I said was that I belonged in the first division,” she spluttered. Still playing the part, but inwardly rolling her eyes. Both at the ludicrousness of the fact that she hadn’t really been able to audition for her spot as a true first division candidate and the fact that Ezekiel might believe her lies after all they’d been through.

      She waited as he looked at her out of the corner of his eye. For a moment her stomach flipped, worried that he hadn’t taken the bait.

      Then he said, “I thought you didn’t do anything?”

      She turned to him with a dark expression on her face. He held up a hand while forcing himself not to laugh. She could tell because even though he ducked his head to hide his face, chuckles were still escaping his mouth.

      Nevertheless, Ezekiel quickly sat back up and looked at her with a straight face. Or, well, as straight as he was capable. His mouth was pressed into a thin line that trembled every so often as he tried to hold back more laughter. Her mouth was set in a thin line of its own. One of irritation.

      Lips twitching, Ezekiel said between sharp gasps of air, “Okay, okay. That was wrong. But did you really think that the mercenaries wouldn’t think you a bit of an upstart for trying to get into the premier division of their unit on your first day?”

      Sara’s back stiffened and she looked straight ahead through her tall gelding’s black ears. Her gaze wasn’t focused on anything in particular. She just didn’t want to be looking at Ezekiel at the moment.

      Nevertheless, she explained, “I’ve trained my entire life. Since the age of five I’ve studied with masters of hand-to-hand combat, swordplay, and archery. I speak three languages, including the tongue of the old ones, so that I can take my place as an officer in the army. I’ve studied with mages and mystics to learn the ways of the old ones and become the mistress of my magic rather than its servant.”

      “You’ve trained your entire life?” was Ezekiel’s quiet question. His voice no longer held amusement, just contemplation. He was riding side-by-side with her and she knew he was staring straight ahead just as she was. Although she might have cheated and looked out of her peripheral vision once…maybe twice.

      “Yes!” she said adamantly.

      “For this?” Then she turned her head.

      “Yes!”

      “I didn’t ask if you’d trained your entire life for war, Sara. I want to know if you’ve trained for this.”

      “This is war,” she growled at him. “Do you think we’re going to the front lines for a tea party? Or to sign a peace treaty with the Kade mages. They’ve been fighting for eight months against the imperial mages, with no end in sight. Make no mistake, there will be blood and there will be death.”

      He turned to her. “Yes, there will be. But before we get to war, before we get to the frontlines, we must prove ourselves. We are strangers here, Sara. What you don’t get is that every mercenary in this guard knows one another. If they don’t know their fellow mercenary’s weaknesses, they know their strengths. They have worked together. Trained together. Bonded and they trust one another.”

      She opened her mouth to interject. “I know that…”

      “I’m not finished yet,” Ezekiel said with an angry look as he pushed his spectacles back up the bridge of his nose.

      “You are an outsider. We are outsiders. And what’s more, you’re an outsider who thinks she’s better than them. Because you’ve trained with masters, studied with mages, and possess a magic like only a few of them have even seen glimpses of. Yes, Sara. You think you’re special.”

      She glared at him as he continued. “You are special. You are gifted and unique. But you are also untried and untested.”

      “I suppose you aren’t?”

      “You’d be surprised what you don’t know about me,” he said.

      Some of her anger dissipated as curiosity took its place. “You’ve been to war, Ezekiel Crane?”

      He looked off into the distance. “I’ve been to many wars.”

      She narrowed her eyes.

      “I’ve studied the battles of Baen and Carnak. Lived the aerial dragon fights of Dannis and seen the great sea battle of Sandrin,” he said.

      She listened to him list battle after battle from Algardis history.

      Ezekiel finally turned back to war. “I’ve lived the wars through the memories of others, Sara. I am no more tested than you are in your trials to become the best fighter in Sandrin. But you want to know the difference between us?”

      She raised her chin. “What?”

      He said as he kicked his horse away, “I know when I am unprepared.”

      Sara watched Ezekiel ride off. She didn’t go after him. She felt an odd sense of satisfaction. She’d managed to convince the only person in this blasted company that had a hint of her true self that she was an idiot who looked down upon other fighters.

      She thought about getting angry. Angrier really. Angry at what she had to do. Even a small part of her was angry that he would doubt her abilities when she had proven herself time and again in the streets of Sandrin. She was a legend. But slowly she calmed. She merged with the rhythm of her horse’s hooves clopping on the stone thoroughfare beneath them and she thought about what Ezekiel had said. She thought about what the captain had said. They were only defending the reputation of the fighters around her, after all.

      As she looked around at the uncouth faces around her, Sara flashed back to a memory with her father. They had been training on a bright sunny day. Sara still remembered the day she had turned ten as if was yesterday. She and her father had stood atop the battlements of their village home. She, he, and her mother had escaped the stuffiness of Sandrin to their estate just up the coast. It was a land of rolling green hills, dotted with heavy forestry on the west and a seafront estate on the east. That day the breeze had been lovely, not a cloud marred the sky, and she and her father had stood facing each other as they prepared to train.

      Sara remembered standing fifteen feet away from her father. She wore a white tunic, billowing white pants, and a sash tied about her waist. In her hand was a medium-sized staff of hardwood, balanced carefully for an attack as she eased her left leg out from her body, ready to move. Her father mirrored her pose across from her, but he wore no shirt and no shoes. His hair was cropped short and spiked with the oil of the sand demons so that it stood stiff, like a parrot’s feathers. Sweat dripped down her face as he smiled at her in approval and his pale olive skin was dripping with it.

      He panted slightly. But Sara hadn’t been foolish enough to think their quick parries had winded him. On the contrary, her battle with her father was just the end of a long day of training. Behind him knelt six of his best warriors. Each fearsome fighters in their own right. All of them breathing hard, some of them with blood running down their shirts or naked abs.

      Her father had just single-handedly defeated all six in one fight. Now he faced her.

      “Come, little one,” said the man before her. “Face your father. Learn your destiny.”

      Sara dug her moccasin-covered feet into the mat beneath her. Itching to take them off, but she knew her mother was watching the fight from the doorway. Sara knew that her mother was the most beautiful woman in the entire empire just as she knew her father loved her mother more than anything else. Her parents were almost inseparable and had been ever since Sara could remember. He bore the scars of years in the gladiator’s arena on a six-foot-tall frame that was filled out with muscles and straight brown hair on his head. Or at least what was left of his hair after he let the barber crop it close to his scalp in a warrior’s style. Her mother, on the other hand, had browner skin, like Sara, and long, curly black hair that she kept soft and luxurious for her occasional work as a wind dancer. Mother and daughter both had small, lithe forms. Her mother had been a dancer, renowned for her performances in the empress’s court when she had met Sara’s father at a ceremony awarding his prowess in the arena. Her mother had said he’d been smitten from the moment he saw her. Her father just smiled and pulled her close every time.

      Even now, nothing else could draw his eyes away from her mother when he looked to her. Sometimes Sara felt the burn of jealousy, the desire for her father to love her more than he loved her mother. But she knew that was impossible. Nevertheless, she had his love still. But even that love wouldn’t protect her if her mother caught her without her moccasins on.

      Sara called them booties, because they looked like the ridiculous shoes babies were forced to wear. She didn’t want to wear them, but the last time she had come home from training with torn and bloody feet, her mother had pitched a fit. She had said if her father was going to train their daughter like one of his soldiers, she would not interfere. But no daughter of Anna Beth Fairchild would look anything less than beautiful—on or off the battlefield. That included soft and smooth feet unmarred by scars from a rough run across the training field.

      Her mouth had cracked into a smile as she thought about that memorable conversation between her mother and father. Her father towered over her petite mom. Even if he had not been six feet and five inches to her mother’s four feet even, he still outweighed her by at least seventy pounds. But that didn’t matter. Because the man the empress had once called her lion had shrunk back from his vivacious wife and quickly acceded to her demands. Once her mother’s will had been put into play, there was no turning back. If Sara didn’t wear the moccasins, she faced her father’s wrath.

      “Something amuses you?” her father had said chidingly from across the mat.

      “Just you,” countered his daughter.

      Back on her horse, Sara smiled at the memory of what had come next. She had gotten him good.

      “You and your lovesick eyes,” younger Sara had sniped as she ran to the right with the speed of a battle mage. With the strength and youth of a young gazelle, she had vaulted off the side of the battlements straight at her father.

      Sara had received her battle mage abilities from her father. She had gotten her cunning from her mother. Mixed together, they made her a formidable opponent, even as young as she was.

      As she had launched herself from the edge of the wall, the strength of her kickoff had managed to damage the stone wall so badly that it crumbled in her wake. Sara was already airborne by then, but her mother’s scream had rent the air. Her father’s concentration had broken as he turned to Anna Beth and Sara smiled. He had known just by looking at her that she wasn’t in danger. But her mother wasn’t a battle mage or a fighter. She couldn’t see what Sara and her father saw. It was underhanded but it worked. His look to his wife, to calm her without a touch, had given Sara the opening she had needed to move in on her father.

      She wasn’t stupid. He wasn’t commander of the imperial forces and the highest-ranking former gladiator still living for nothing. Her flip in the middle of the air had brought her straight down onto her father. She hit his shoulder with her staff in a crushing swipe that probably would have broken a non-mage’s bones.

      He leapt back to avoid a second blow to the neck, but she didn’t pursue. She didn’t have to. Sara landed in a crouch and brought up her staff in front of her with a triumphant smile. This training between them had been for the first blow, and she had successfully landed it. Slowly she had released her battle magic as she looked to her father, who stood off the side of the mat while breathing hard.

      Sara remembered that for a moment, a flicker of unease had gone through her mind.

      What if I had gone too far? She’d had thought.

      Then her father’s battle-scarred face had broken into a smile and he boomed with laughter.

      “You’ve learned from the best,” he said.

      “From you?” said Sara with all the eagerness of a ten-year-old sopping up her father’s praise.

      “No,” he’d said, shaking his head silently. “Only your mother would be that cunning.”

      Her mother’s snort had come clearly from the doorway as she stepped into the sun’s light.

      “Come here, Sara,” Anna Beth had called. “Let me see you.”

      She received her running daughter in a tight hug that enveloped Sara in a wave of lavender. Her mother’s signature scent.

      Anna Beth had first looked at Sara’s feet. The soles of her moccasins had been torn to shreds, but no blood marred the cloth, indicating that her skin was unbroken. Still her mother had sighed heavily.

      “You’ve ruined another pair,” she said.

      “Maybe you should stop making me wear them,” Sara had said defiantly.

      “Sara,” chided her father as he strode up. “Mind your mother.”

      Sara ducked her head as her mother stood with her hands on her shoulders.

      “I just want you to be safe, my darling,” her mother had said while tilting her face up with her left hand on Sara’s cheek.

      “I knew what I was doing,” pouted Sara as her father encircled them both in his arms.

      “What?” Her mother said with a laugh. “Scaring me to death?”

      Sara had had enough of the family bonding time by then.

      She had pushed away from her father in mock irritation. “Father, you stink.”

      “You don’t smell so good yourself, Kitling,” he had said teasingly.

      Sara had glared up at her father with her arms crossed and her staff awkwardly tucked in her elbow. “I do not stink.”

      “You’ve been training all day,” her mother had said.

      “I don’t stink.” It was said with all the stubbornness of a ten-year-old who knew that if she said it enough times it would be true.

      Her father grinned down at her. “Off with you, scamp. Go bathe. We’ve had enough training for the day.”

      Sara had sighed in exasperation. “I’m not tired.”

      “I am,” said the commander of the imperial forces.

      Sara had pouted and turned around. She didn’t want to beg for it. Her father would tell her in his own time, she had guessed.

      As she left through the doorway, he had said, “Sara?”

      She had half-turned with hope on her face. Hoping today would be the day. The day that she graduated from just training with her dad and his men, to training with the academy juniors. Real students her age. Real opponents.

      He finally said, “You’re ready. Tomorrow you’re going to the militia academy.”

      Sara couldn’t help it. She had screamed aloud as she jumped around. “I’ll be there with them all. The mercenary brats, the commanders’ kids, and the gladiators’ spawn.”

      “Yes,” her father had said with a laugh.

      Sara had beamed, her tongue peeking out through the hole left by a missing front tooth. “I’ll beat them all, Father. I am a Fairchild and we’re the very best!”

      Her pride overtook her face.

      Her father gave her a serious look as he held her mother lightly by her waist. “Pride will come before a downfall—always. We may be Fairchilds, daughter, but we are mortal.”

      “I know, Father,” Sara had said while nodding. She was eager to be off and tell her friends. Barely listening to him at all now.

      “Sara,” he had said, commanding her attention.

      She’d straightened and looked at him.

      He had stared down at her. “You might be surprised at what some of those mercenary brats can do.”

      With that last word, Sara’s remembrance of the memory faded and she snapped back into the present. Surrounding by the same mercenary brats that she had derided for so long. But this time they were her equals and might someday save her life.
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      It took two days. Two days of Ezekiel not speaking to her. Two days of setting up camp with strangers who glared at her and tried to pick fights. Two days of getting the last of the food from the slop cart because no one would tell her where the mobile kitchen would be located at the end of that evening’s ride. And a day since she fell off her horse because someone had cut the straps on the saddle without her noticing. It had been six hours since she’d woken up, huddled not in a tent but on the freezing cold ground, where she’d been forced to sleep next to her horse so that she could make sure no one messed with her tack or Danger again. Two days before she gave up. Gave up her stubbornness. Gave up her pride. She was damned tired of being alone.

      She went to look for the only person who might even be half a friend in the entire convoy. She went after Ezekiel Crane. Well, she and Danger went after Ezekiel. The convoy was currently parked on a giant bluff overlooking a crystal clear lake and meadowland. Many of mercenaries were taking the day to enjoy their first bath since leaving Sandrin. Sara was hiking along the bluff with her horse in tow looking for the curator who didn’t want to be found. She couldn’t trust the horse wranglers to look after Danger like the other mercenaries could. Mainly because everyone seemed to hate her after that one outburst the first morning she joined.

      So she led Danger by the reins with her scimitar strapped to the left side of the saddle, her sword on her back, and her knife at her waist. She had ridden Danger up the slope but it was more of a problem getting down. The slope was slippery, littered with rocks, and had a steep incline. Making it hard for a horse to get down without breaking its legs. She knew the wind mages and earth mages of the guard would work together to make a smooth incline when they were ready to leave. The way it was now was just a defensive tactic that would slow down any enemy’s forces.

      They were a further three days out from the nearest deployment site and Sara had to wonder who or what Captain Barthis Simon feared that he would stick his entire mercenary regiment atop a hill with defensive rings all around them.

      Sara shrugged irritably at the thought. It’s his problem, not mine. We’re sitting ducks up here. All it would take would be for one enemy soldier to get the brilliant idea of starving us out and we’d die on that hilltop.

      That was part of the reason she was heading down. That and the solace of Ezekiel’s company.

      “Crap!” yelled Sara as her foot nearly slid out from under her. She refocused on getting down the hill without breaking her neck.

      What made life difficult for their enemies made life even more difficult for a single rider just trying to get from atop the slope to grassland.

      As they eased down, Danger whinnied anxiously.

      If he could talk, Sara had a feeling he’d be saying, “I’m a warhorse, not a mountain goat, you idiot.”

      They came close to a few tumbles, the earth sliding out from underneath Danger’s hooves and the gelding almost pulling her down the slope with him. But they regained their footing and made it to the base. When they did he gave the loudest snort she’d ever heard.

      “Good boy,” she cooed to him softly. “You were a good, agile boy.”

      She reached a hand up toward his nose. Danger tossed his head away from her, refusing to let her pet him.

      “Fine,” said Sara. “You’re welcome to be mad at me too. But make no mistake, you’re coming.”

      With that, she turned around and pulled on the reins. Danger didn’t bother trying to throw his weight off and unbalance her, they’d had that fight before. He’d lost his pride and his access to his favorite carrots for the rest of the day. That had ended that stubborn streak right then.

      As they walked forward, weaving around laughing men and women who wouldn’t even look at her, Sara stiffened her back. This was worse than Sandrin had ever been. There her family name had commanded respect. When that respect was lost, then indifference reigned. No one avoided her for being her in the capital, only for being the daughter of the most decorated and most reviled commander in imperial history. The exclusion from friends and acquaintances alike had eaten at her, but she realized that none of it was personal. More spite and comments than outright hatred. But here…here it was different. She was finally a fighter. One of the comrades. Or at least she was supposed to be.

      But, in an unlikely turn of events, her comrades despised her. Her shoulders didn’t droop, but her confidence was surely shaken. It was hard not to be after two and a half days of cold shoulders and outright hostility. She knew part of it was her fault. She kept herself aloof from everyone. With good reason, she was on a mission. Not here to socialize. Still it hurt. Sara kept moving forward. Never stopping. She walked and walked the area surrounding the hilltop. For close to an hour she searched for Ezekiel, looking for him amongst the metal smiths, then the camp followers and even at the temporary training yard set-up. And then, with her ears burning, her eyes dangerously wet, and her back aching from the stiff arch, she kept walking. She walked until she left the voices behind and had cleared the perimeter of the guards set for watch.

      She walked until she saw no one to her left or above, although the lake and its denizens was visible off to her right. If they didn’t want her here, then she would find somewhere else. Somewhere quiet. She wasn’t leaving. Oh no, not that. Just going to the farthest edge of perimeter where she could be away but still be seen.

      Walking alongside the lake until she had gone at least half a mile from the nearest splashing group of mercenaries in the shallow water, she tied Danger’s reins to a log and sat on the white stone beach with a sigh. Nothing about her week was going right. She’d lost her mother, her only friend, and still had no clue where Mercenary Hillan was or what it was exactly that the Red Lions wanted from her father’s file. Resting her head on her folded arms, she brushed her hands through her long black curls and felt tiredness overwhelm her. She’d been going for four days and a half days with practically no rest. Starting from the time she’d entered into Cormar’s service until now, when she couldn’t sleep from the bitter cold and fear of other mercenaries raiding her possessions out of spite, it was a harsh way to live. And totally unexpected.

      She hadn’t been living a pampered lifestyle in Sandrin these past few months. After they’d lost their villa, she and her mother had lived in a one-room hovel in the dark part of the city. But that was part of the problem. She had gotten used to it because it was all they had. But these last six months had been a complete change in her life. Before her father had died and before their mansion had been repossessed by the imperial courts in light of her father’s actions and all of his land stripped from them, she and her mother had lived lives of comfortable opulence. The villa just outside the city had seven bedrooms, servants’ quarters, and a small garrison for his father’s men. They had fluffy beds, good clothes, and enough food to eat.

      Since they were on their own, with her mother unable to work and Sara banned from gaining an honest day’s pay as a fighter, they had slowly lost everything, even their health. It was kind of hard to maintain a dedicated fighter’s dexterity and ability if you were starving for anything but thin soup and some bread. Sara’s weight had dropped drastically from the prime of a topnotch fighter to an underweight woman without the muscle of a sword mistress. The only reason her weakened state didn’t affect her sword play was because she’d practiced all her life and could use her battle magic to boost her strength.

      She threw her head back with a sigh. “Now I’m heading off to a war that I’ve spent my whole life preparing for and I feel like I’m lost at sea.”

      “Don’t we all,” said a voice from behind her. A stranger.

      Sara whirled in a crouch.

      Out of the shadow of the dense forest came a man. He wore a simple tunic and pants and was unarmed.

      That didn’t stop Sara from quickly drawing her sword from its sheath and grabbing the knife at her waist. Her face tightened and her emotions dulled as she faced him with both weapons raised.

      “Who are you?” she shouted. There was no way in hell a mercenary would walk about unarmed. Even on this leisurely day. They all had their weapons within reach. Even the ones lollygagging in the water had left weighted batons in the sand nearby.

      He raised his hands slowly. “Not someone who wants to harm you.”

      Sara narrowed her eyes as she said, “I think you need to be worried about me harming you.”

      He gave a slow smile and kept coming forward. “Do tell.”

      “Stop where you are,” said Sara with alarm in her voice. He was close enough that she could now tell he wasn’t a man. He was a mage.

      He stopped and waited. Looking at her calmly.

      “What do you want?” she said with unease. There was a good twenty feet between them and she could see without dipping into her enhanced physical sight that he wore no insignia on his breast or patch on his shoulder. Leaving no way for her to tell if he belonged to any of the mercenary guilds or military companies.

      He could be a Kade mage for all she knew, but Sara doubted that. The Kade mages were warlocks, all eight of them. Each one had the power to devastate armies. She knew one of them even had the power to create earthquakes. He didn’t feel that powerful. Even as she sent out feelers and dipping into her mage sight, she sensed nothing unusual about his gifts.

      Nothing remarkable showed up when she looked at him through a mage’s eyes, either. She couldn’t even see what type of mage he was because his aura was dark and cloudy. It was unlike anything she had ever seen. Clearly the sign of a weak-willed mage if he couldn’t use his gifts to project one color that shone above all. He didn’t have enough power.

      “So are we going to just stand here and stare at each other all day?” he asked in a bored tone.

      “Would you rather I pierced you in the heart and left you for dead?”

      He laughed. “No, I would not.”

      She tilted her head. “What’s a mage doing out here all alone? With no insignia and no guards?”

      “What’s a pretty sword mistress doing loitering by the lake all alone?” he countered.

      She didn’t answer for a second. Realizing he had left out the fact that she was mage. She wasn’t shielding, but she didn’t have to. The magic of battle mages was often undetectable to regular mages, even if they were looking. She knew it was because her gifts were different from a normal mage’s. As a battle mage, her magic was intrinsically tied to her body in order to increase functions like her eyesight or strength. It wasn’t something that affected the world around it so much, and therefore was almost a hidden gift.

      A hidden gift that was rather useful on the battlefield or in a fight.

      She kept her stance loose, ready to twist away or attack at any minute. But for a minute she would humor him. It wasn’t like anyone else was speaking to her anyway.

      “I want to be here,” she said with a raise of her chin. “It’s peaceful and was quiet.”

      He took an exaggerated look around. “It is that. Lonely, as well.” His voice hinted at mockery.

      She raked her eyes up and down his form. “You’re one to talk. Wandering through the forest without anyone else. Sneaking up on people who don’t want to be found.”

      Sara gestured at the crowd of women and men in the distance. Their shouts of laughter could be heard up and down the lakeshore. “If I want people, I have them.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “What if you want friends?”

      She smiled sharply. “Then I wouldn’t approach strangers.”

      He put his hands in his pockets and smiled. As he did, it was as if the clouds of the sky dissipated a little more to reveal parts of his face in shadow. For the first time, she saw a hint of alabaster skin and dirty blond hair curving around a sharp cheekbone.

      “Everyone’s a stranger…until you get to know them. Besides, considering who you are, I’d take what I could get, Fairchild.”

      “How do you know my name?” she snarled.

      He stayed half-hidden in the shadows. She couldn’t see his eyes. Couldn’t test his intent.

      “I know a lot of things,” he said smoothly. “But more importantly, I know a lost woman when I see one. A woman with the strength of ten men and the broken heart of one.”

      She blinked at the unease rioting through her.

      How does he know that? And me so well?

      “You don’t know that,” she said as she started to walk closer. “I’m going to take you back to camp and they’re going to have some questions for you.”

      He laughed. “Kitling, I’d be more worried about where I will take you.”

      Sara froze in her tracks. That nickname was one she hadn’t heard in over a year. It was the name her father called her whenever she got in trouble. It was their secret and no one else used it. Certainly not a man she had never met.

      Disbelief crossed in her eyes as she wondered how he could know it. She had only one explanation.

      “Are you a geist?” she said, using the old language word for “ghost.”

      “I’m no ghost,” said the man in front of her as the shadow surrounding him suddenly moved and she realized that it was a natural shadow that cloaked him. When the darkness fell back from his form, she was met with the strangest eyes she’d ever seen.

      Sara knew she didn’t know him. Those eyes, that face, and that voice would have forever been imprinted on her mind if she had. Vivid, purple eyes framed by long lashes.

      “What are you, then?” she whispered as she stared.

      He smiled sadly. “A mirage.”

      Then a voice called out from behind her. “Sara!”

      Sara didn’t flinch and didn’t turn around. She recognized its owner. As Ezekiel came running toward her, she kept her wary gaze on the man in front of her. She didn’t know who he was or what he wanted, but he might be insane.

      “Why don’t you tell me your name?” commanded Sara.

      But he didn’t answer. Instead, before her eyes his body faded away in a wave of light like a whirlpool in the middle of the ocean that opened and disappeared in the blink of an eye.

      Sara stared, flummoxed. Unsure if she should move and scout the area or stand her ground in case he had just dropped a sight and sound shield around him. But she knew what a sight and sound shield looked like, knew what the gathering of magic for that particular spell felt like, and what he had just done had been neither.

      He had just…vanished.

      Finally, Ezekiel’s panting breaths stopped beside her.

      “What are you looking at?” said Ezekiel with his hands on his knees, breathing heavily.

      He leaned over so far that the arrows in his quiver slipped out over his head and tumbled down to the ground. Ezekiel grumbled and gathered them back up.

      As he did, Sara answered his question. “A mirage.”

      Ezekiel stood while holding half a dozen arrows lopsidedly in his hand. Quite a few of which were poking Sara sharply in the side. She didn’t move away because she was honestly wondering if the painful poke would make her snap awake from a dream or a nightmare.

      She felt Ezekiel turn to look at her. Then he did something so annoying that she almost slapped him. Ezekiel whistled with a sharp pitch directly into her ear.

      She pushed him away with a yell. “What the hell, Ezekiel?”

      Off-balance, he stumbled back and nearly fell. He ended up dropping half the arrows in his arms again.

      Sara turned to look behind her but the stranger had well and truly vanished. She felt no other presence aside from herself and Ezekiel. With an irritable sigh, she sheathed her sword and walked a few steps over to apologize.

      “Sorry,” she muttered. “You really jolted my concentration.”

      “That was kind of the point,” he said irritably. “You’ve been standing on this beach staring at nothing for the past fifteen minutes. When I came up to you, you muttered nonsense. I thought you were in a trance.”

      “What are you doing here?”

      “Oh, thank you for checking on me, Ezekiel,” he muttered. “You’re welcome, Sara, even though you’ve been throwing a hissy fit for the last day and a half.”

      “Are you through?” she said with her arms crossed.

      “Are you done being crazy?” he shot back.

      “I’m not crazy,” she said. “I saw something.”

      “Saw what? A shade?” he said.

      “No, a person.”

      Ezekiel’s gaze transformed into something close to panicked. “We’re near the battlefront, you know. If you saw a Kade soldier, we need to warn the others.”

      Before he could turn and head off, she held up a warning hand. “No. That’s not what I meant. I came out here for the quiet. But after I got here, someone else came. A person I think was a vision…a vision called a mirage.”

      Ezekiel shifted uncomfortably. “A mirage? Like the kind of vision that hallucinating people see in the desert?”

      She turned and looked over at him. “I don’t know how to explain it. It—he—was a man. Tall and wearing non-descript white clothing.”

      “Well, what did he say?”

      “Not much,” muttered Sara.

      Ezekiel bit his lip. “It might have been another mercenary wandering by.”

      Sara shook her head. “He was no Corcoran. I can tell you that right now.”

      “Then who was he?”

      “I don’t know,” Sara said, “but he had purple eyes.”

      Something flooded Ezekiel’s eyes that moment. Something dark.

      “What did you say?” he choked out.

      “He had purple eyes,” she said defiantly. “Does that mean something to you?”

      “It might,” he whispered. “We need to get back to your campsite. I have to show you something.”

      Sara shifted uncomfortably.

      “What?” Ezekiel asked.

      “I don’t have a campsite,” she said.

      “I do,” Ezekiel said firmly, “and if you’ll have me by your side, so do you.”

      She raised her head. “What? We’re not even going to talk about the fight?”

      He flashed a grin. “Lucky for you, I have something much more fascinating to discuss. Otherwise I would lay into you on your behavior these last few days.”

      He started walking back. Having no choice, she grabbed Danger’s reins and followed him.

      “My behavior?” she said, affronted.

      “Oh yeah, I’ve heard some stories,” he said. “You’re the talk of all the mercenaries.”

      She scoffed. “They put rats in my tents, slashed the holders on my saddle, tried to pick fights with me, refused to aid me in getting dinner, and…”

      Ezekiel cut her off as he untied his own horse from a nearby tree limb. “Trust me, that argument is going nowhere with me or anyone else. There’s too much ‘me’ involved.”

      Sara clenched her jaw.

      She watched as he tried to jump up on his horse and failed.

      “Do you need some help?” she said pointedly.

      “Maybe,” Ezekiel admitted.

      Sara came up behind him and held out her hands to give him a boost.

      “Thanks,” Ezekiel said as he vaulted into the saddle.

      She held his horse’s reins for a second, holding him in place. “Why can’t you tell me what you know here?”

      “Because,” Ezekiel said as he snapped the reins and his horse broke into a trot as she mounted up, “I need my books!”

      Sara watched him gallop off with her jaw dropped. She urged Danger to follow quickly and Danger leapt into the race with joy.

      Gaining speed as they ran side-by-side, Sara yelled at Ezekiel, “I can’t believe you brought your books to war.”

      The grin on his face as he said, “We need them,” left her shaking her head in disgust.
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      Her heart raced as they rode to the hill quickly. When they got to the first and clearest path up to the top, Sara expected Ezekiel to slow and turn his mare for the slow and arduous process of climbing the hill. But Ezekiel didn’t stop. He urged his mare to continue around the far side of the hill at a fast trot as they weaved around soldiers walking about. When they continued south, Sara followed, wondering where he could possibly be going.

      When they had gone clear around the front and were approaching the lake again, she yelled, “What do you think you’re doing?”

      “There’s a path up ahead,” Ezekiel yelled back, his butt bouncing up and down in the saddle like a sack of potatoes. She winced just watching him. It was her first time back in the saddle in months. So she was shaky. But he looked like he hadn’t ridden anything but a mule since birth.

      She waited for this mysterious path to appear as Danger followed along the mare’s right side. Then Ezekiel turned his mare north again, straight into a bunch of trees. But not between them. Sara watched with something akin to anger flaring in her gut. She knew what she was seeing immediately. As Ezekiel rode straight through the copse of trees like it wasn’t there, it was clear as day. She had been tricked. As she went through and they emerged riding on the other side, she turned to her left and right to see two mages standing on either side of the pathway.

      Mercenary mages hired by the guild, both of them. They sat with bored eyes and lazy expressions as they kept their illusion standing.

      Ezekiel took note of her expression as she turned to look at him with stubborn tilt to her mouth. “You didn’t know, did you?”

      “No,” she said. “No, I didn’t.”

      Sara looked up to see a winding incline leading straight up to the top of the hill. No rocks, no branches, and nothing hazardous lined its surface. With a sinking stomach, she realized that the entire company had probably been laughing behind her back as she nearly broke her and her horse’s neck trying to get up and down the front.

      “Those idiots,” said Ezekiel. “You could have broken your neck.”

      Sara snorted and urged Danger forward. “You know…I don’t think they care.”

      Ezekiel followed behind her silently as they crested the hill, and then he took her to a small cluster of tents with a standing area of wood poles where two other horses were tied up.

      He quickly jumped, or rather fell, down from his mare’s back and tied her up. Sara did the same and walked calmly behind as he ran and tripped his way to his cream-colored tent.

      As they entered the tent, she saw one cot against the left side of the tent, a wooden trunk with a lock directly at the head of the tent, and Ezekiel’s red bag in a lump on the floor.

      Coming in slowly, she ducked and sat on the cot while Ezekiel hurried over to the trunk and got busy unlocking it.

      As she did so, she said, “How exactly did you swing that?”

      “Swing what?” he asked while fiddling with the double-breasted beast he used to keep his secrets hidden away.

      “A fifteen-pound locker on a march to war,” she said dryly.

      He looked at her from his perch on the ground with a guilty expression. “I know one of the cooks. In exchange for her storing my trunk on the food supplies wagon, I gave her some plants.”

      “Plants?”

      “Some rare ones, actually!” he said smugly.

      “Laudanum? Lavender?” Sara asked, naming off two that she knew would be useful for their properties and were not easily acquired on the long road. The first was used to ward off pain. The second was great for the scent it gave off in even the mustiest environments.

      “Thyme, coriander, and parsley,” he said as he finally opened the trunk with a loud creak.

      Sara stared at him in amazement. “Herbs?”

      “Yep,” he said as he dug in and pulled a book from the side. “She’s quite proud of her cooking skills.”

      He put that book back.

      Then he pulled out a small diary-sized book with a vellum cover and a tassel marking his last page. He quickly flipped through its pages until he found what he was looking for at the very end. Then he read a few lines from what she could tell, flipped a few pages more, and then closed the book with a snap of its pages.

      “I know what we need!” announced Ezekiel triumphantly.

      “That wasn’t it,” she said.

      “Nope.”

      He pulled out another, and Sara watched while the trunk lid closed on a space that, as far as she could tell, was filled entirely with books, and Ezekiel flipped around to face the entrance to the tent with his feet crossed.

      She sat forward with eager attention as he dusted off the book he held in his hands and opened it. She expected parchment pages filled with writing and perhaps some illustrations to meet her eyes. Instead the open book revealed a secret compartment, and inside that secret compartment lay a vial.

      As Ezekiel reached inside to pick up the small vial of dusky colored red glass, he unstopped the vial.

      What floated out caused Sara to sit back alert as she said, “Ezekiel Crane, what have you done?”

      Ezekiel looked up at her and said, “Found the answer to our mysterious visitors.”

      “And broken more laws than I care to count,” she snapped.

      Ezekiel held out a hand to the winged creature that fluttered in the air, dust drifting down slowly from its wings. The dragonfly alit on his outstretched palm with its four gossamer wings outstretched.

      The damned thing had nothing to do with dragons. She had no idea why it was named the way it was, except for the fact that the devastation it could wreak was on the level of an enraged dragon even though it was as small as her finger. Dragons from Sahalia, of course, were measurably bigger. She seen males that were larger than twenty-feet long.

      “Those are forbidden,” Sara said urgently.

      Ezekiel looked up at her fiercely. “Only because no one else understands them.”

      “No one else?” said Sara. “Are you postulating that you understand how to do deal with that dragonfly?”

      Ezekiel said calmly, “I do. Oh and it’s female.”

      He took a finger and traced it down the spine of the dragonfly.

      “I don’t care if it’s a she, put it back where you found it. Now!”

      He’s crazy, she thought as she almost stood. The only thing that kept her seated was the need to know. The need to know how he had caught and tamed such a creature…and how it would help them find out more about the purple-eyed man who had disappeared in front of her.

      “You do realize that if she gets angry, her dust will filter out, poison, and kill this entire company?”

      “I know,” said Ezekiel, “but she can also unlock the truth of what you saw. Including whether or not we’re actually dealing with the legend of the purple-eyed mage in a living being. Unless you have a thousand-year-old Sahalian scroll lying about somewhere?”

      “It’s not worth the risk.”

      “It’s worth every risk if you weren’t hallucinating the whole thing,” he said tautly.

      “I wasn’t,” said Sara, “but quite frankly, that’s just a legend. A myth. Nothing more.”

      “Just like the golden eyes of the Weathervanes who first emerged just seventy-five years ago are a myth?”

      Sara leaned back.

      “Those eyes are a family trait passed down between generations. But you can’t compare the golden eyes to this,” she insisted. “Nowhere is it told that the advent of purple eyes are a family ability.”

      “No,” said Ezekiel. “It’s a gift bestowed by the dragons and its magic, which is why we need magic to ensure what you saw was true.”

      He held up the fluttering creature in his hand urgently. “Now eat it.”

      Sara stared at him unhappily.

      Legend said that if you ate a dragonfly, you became something more. A seer of sorts. Of course, she knew it was more than legend because her father had used that tactic. Twice. Once with a subordinate who became his greatest asset in defeating the Kades, and another time on himself. Of course, that hadn’t saved him from execution and a label as a deserter.

      But she knew that Ezekiel wasn’t necessarily wrong. She just wondered how he knew how to tame the dragonfly and whether it was worth it to risk her life for it. Because not only was acquiring a dragonfly dangerous, but using it was even worse for the person involved. If she ate it and it worked, she would become a seer. If she ate it and it didn’t work, poison would wrack her body for days and she would be in her own form of hell locked inside her mind until it released her from her symptoms.

      Either way, they would find the answer they sought. Whether or not the purple-eyed man was the second coming of a mage that had been long dead was on that list.

      “It’s the only way,” pleaded Ezekiel.

      “It’s foolish,” snapped Sara.

      “And yet you’re not leaving?”

      “And yet,” she echoed reluctantly. Then she plucked the dragonfly from his hands and hastily tossed it into her mouth. Ignoring the minute flutter of wings, she chewed and swallowed with haste.

      The dragonfly hadn’t struggled at all. She wondered why.

      Then Ezekiel spoke. “Is it working?”

      The only thing that was working was the disgusting taste of crunchy dragonfly in her mouth and the urge to throttle Ezekiel for talking her into this mess.

      Then something did happen. A warm feeling began to spread from her stomach to her upper body. Like a pleasant heat it took over her chest, her arms, and then her head.

      Sara stared at Ezekiel and her senses enhanced. But not the senses she was used to improving, like her eyesight or hearing. No, this was her mage senses. Her mage sight turned on without her prompting and she watched the tent light up as several objects with residual magic imbedded in them started to glow. The vial in Ezekiel’s hand glowed like a small lantern and the trunk off to the side shone like a small sun.

      Then the air around them began to shine. Sara watched in wonder as the ley lines of the world became visible. The ley lines were the remnants of magic used. They streaked and streamed with lines of gold, waves of amber, and spots of cerulean. She could go on and on. It was everywhere and in everything.

      She blinked trying to get the lines and spots to go away.

      “What is it?” asked Ezekiel excitedly.

      She spoke up. “I can see the magic around us.”

      “That’s good!” he said. “That’s supposed to be the second step.”

      He pulled out his notebook while peering up at her with his quill poised. “I suppose that means you’ve already been through the first with your mage sight?”

      She spluttered. “You suppose?”

      “Well…” Ezekiel said.

      “I thought you knew how this works!”

      “I do,” he said with a shrug. “I’ve just never experienced it myself.”

      “Lovely,” snarled Sara.

      “You need to concentrate!”

      “How can I? I’m going blind with the spots.”

      “Close your eyes,” he urged. She did as he asked. “Good, now open up the final barrier to your recall ability.”

      Sara opened her eyes. “My what?”

      “Your memories. You should be able to recall each and every event that has happened to you in perfect recollection. Down to the last detail. And, more importantly, you’ll be able to use this enhanced mage sight to truly discern what is real and what happened in each memory.”

      She pursed her lips. Sara closed her eyes.

      Waiting for it to come. And then it came. But she recalled something much dearer to her and much further back than her morning meeting with a stranger on the lake.

      Sara fell back into her memories. As she drifted off she remembered the day a man in uniform had appeared at mother’s home.

      A servant had answered the door and he asked if the lady of the manor was at home.

      At the time she and her mother had moved back to Sandrin, to live in their second home, as they usually did when her father was off to war. He preferred to spend his days in the villa north of Sandrin when he was off-duty, training and with his family. Her mother cherished those times, Sara had known, but she had also loved the festivities of living in the city.

      So they had stayed in the posh Nobles’ Quarter in a small two-story home.

      Her mother had come to the door and Sara had stayed hidden in the nook off to the side. She was thirteen then, gangly, with a body that hadn’t grown to match her legs. She also didn’t want to be seen at the moment as she was covered in mud from a fun fight that her mother wouldn’t approved of.

      “Is there something you need?” her mother had asked curiously as she eyed the tightly wrapped scroll in the messenger’s hands.

      “No,” said man. “A delivery from Commander Vincent Fairchild is why I’m here, ma’am.”

      He held out a long object wrapped in fabric and tied on each end with rope.

      Sara couldn’t contain a gasp of surprise and joy.

      “He remembered,” she squealed as she leapt from her hiding place, her eyes focused on the object in her mother’s hand.

      The messenger nearly jumped a foot in the air, but her mother only turned to her with a rueful smile. A smile that quickly turned to a frown when she saw that her daughter was covered in mud from head to toe.

      Her mother put a hand to her breast as she looked her only daughter up and down. “By the gods, Sara, did you roll in a pigsty?”

      “Of course not, Mother,” said Sara happily. “Just a mud hole.”

      Her mother glared at her. But Sara could see by the twinkle in her eye that she was close to laughing her head off.

      Clapping her hands together, Sara had said, “He remembered, Mother. Father remembered his promise.”

      “Of course he did,” her mother had said. “He always keeps his word, and today is your birthday.”

      Sara had nodded and stepped forward to take the gift.

      “Oh no!” said her mother with a warning finger. “You, young lady, are going to the servants’ quarter and taking a bath in their bathing room. You will not get this present until your skin is scrubbed, your ears have been cleaned, your hair has been brushed and combed, and you don’t look like a street ragamuffin.”

      Sara deflated more with each item listed. “But that will take forever. Just let me see it, Mother, please!”

      “No,” her mother said. “Now go wash. It will be here in an hour when you are finished.”

      Sara turned her puppy dog eyes on. Her mother didn’t budge.

      With one last rueful look, she had turned and sprinted off to do as she was told.

      As she left she heard her mother say, “Thank you,” to the messenger and instruct the footmen to leave the package in her parlor. Where Sara couldn’t get to it unless her mother invited her in.
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      Sara remembered as she drifted through the hazy state of recalling her memory that for the next hour she had gone through the most rigorous cleaning she had ever done, and that included the time she had participated in the annual bull run of Lineaus, unbeknownst to her parents, and had come back covered in celebratory red tomato juice. Her mother had been apoplectic then.

      When she emerged from the bath in clean clothes with her hair still wet, she had run to her mother’s parlor.

      The footman at the door had dropped a pair of slippers at her feet with a quick whisper, “Better put these on, miss.”

      Sara had smiled at him brilliantly and slid her feet into the linen footwear. Then she opened the double doors in search of her mother.

      Fortunately, she was sitting, as predicted, on the parlor chaise. The package was still wrapped and she held it on her lap, waiting for Sara.

      Sara let out a slow breath as she forced herself to walk over slowly to her mother’s seated form.

      Smiling, Mistress Fairchild had patted the seat beside her.

      As she obediently sat down, young Sara had looked at the package with eager eyes until her mother had lifted it and put it in her hands. “Happy Birthday, my darling daughter.”

      Back in the tent, Sara smiled sedately. Still lost in the memory but aware of her surroundings and Ezekiel sitting in front of her.

      Ezekiel knew not to say anything. He sat quietly at her feet.

      Taking a deep breath, while wondering why exactly this memory had surfaced after so long, and especially when she’d eaten the blasted magical bug to find a much different memory, Sara dived back into the history of her past.

      When she closed her eyes on the physical space of the present, she reopened to find herself back where she left off. In her memory, her hands were practically trembling as she hurried to untie the rope at each end of the long, slender gift.

      As she tore through her father’s wax seal, she could barely breathe from excitement.

      She knew what was coming in the memory, but she couldn’t help the thrill that went through her mind as she started to pull back the cloth to reveal an object incased in crinkling butcher paper in the center.

      Young Sara had given her mother an expectant look. Her mother had dipped her head, urging her to go on.

      With no further push needed, she tore the paper from its denizen.

      Then young Sara of the past gasped in delight while older Sara of the present, watching the festive birthday like a ghost resident in the room, gasped in shock.

      Because the sword that her father had given her on her thirteenth birthday was just as beautiful as she remembered, with its steel-forged blade, bone handle wrapped in taut leather, and inscribed runes on the handle’s base. But there was more this time. This time the handle of the sword shone with a magical light that Sara knew came from residual objects.

      Young Sara hadn’t known this. Delighted she had leapt up swinging the sword until her mother scolded her harshly for running with the blade.

      As the memory faded, the recall having done its duty, Sara emerged from its depths gasping for air. It was like she couldn’t breathe as she desperately leaned forward against Ezekiel while grasping his shoulders.

      “The s-sword,” she coughed out.

      “What?” Ezekiel questioned, puzzled as he leaned forward to hold her up. “Breathe, Sara! It’s all right!”

      She was coughing and choking. She couldn’t speak anymore.

      It felt like something was lodged in her throat.

      Desperate, Ezekiel pushed her to lay back on the cot. He leaned over her to see. “There’s a mass in your throat.”

      She couldn’t speak as she desperately clawed at his shoulders. Sara knew that if Ezekiel didn’t do something soon, she would pass out and die from lack of air. She couldn’t survive like this.

      Desperate, she reached for the knife at her waist. Hands shaking, she pressed it into his hands.

      Ezekiel looked from the knife to her throat, frantic. “No, Sara. No. You’ll bleed out.”

      She firmly looked him in the eyes. He didn’t have a choice. She knew there was no other way. Besides, she had a trick she could use to stop the blood flow and ease the knife through her trachea. As long as she didn’t lose consciousness first.

      Firmly, she guided his hand holding the knife to her throat, to the place on her skin just where the bulge surged up under her flesh. Then she put her hand on his shoulder and squeezed.

      “There’s no other way? Can’t I get some forceps and get to it that way?” he asked.

      She shook her head.

      “You’re turning blue.” His voice was frantic as her vision began to get fuzzy, but his hand was steady.

      As she started to lose consciousness, she felt a sharp stab as he cut the layer of skin just above the bulging mass in her throat. The pain helped her stay alert. As he cut deeper, she did a battle mage’s work. Lending her strength to the blade so that it went like a hot knife passes through butter to get to the bone and stopping the blood from flowing through her wound.

      She could only stop the blood temporarily, but that was enough for now. She wasn’t in mid-battle, fighting opponent after opponent, but rather surgery that would save her life.

      She watched him bite his lip harshly as he drew back the knife slowly and squeezed the mass out of her throat with his other hand.

      Sara felt the object plop out and she struggled to sit up.

      “Don’t!” shouted Ezekiel as he hurried to his pack. He didn’t know she was controlling the blood loss.

      But it didn’t matter; she didn’t move but only because she could see the object that had come out of her now. Before he disappeared Ezekiel had put the little thing on top of her chest. It was the slimy, half-digested carcass of a dead dragonfly. As she watched, it began to change and transform but she didn’t have time to watch it further.

      Ezekiel came over, forced her head back against the cot firmly, and sewed up the small cut in her throat quickly. When he put a burning liquid on the wound to seal it over, she passed out.

      The next time Sara woke, Ezekiel was sitting cross-legged with his head bent over hers.

      She blinked as she woke groggily. “What are you doing?”

      “Your eyes have been open for a while,” he said disturbed. “But you wouldn’t say anything.”

      She licked her dry lips and said, “Well, I’m awake now.”

      She felt for the hole in her throat. Forgetting for a moment that he had sealed it shut. When her fingers brushed off across the surface of her skin and found nothing, not even a scar, she looked over at him. “What was in that ointment?”

      “A lot of healing magic,” he said tiredly.

      Sara turned her eyes to look at the mass on her shirt.

      “So glad you left that there,” she said dryly. The slimy liquid on the dragonfly had dried to form a crusty shell. But what was weirder was that the whole thing looked like a perfectly round ball. It had certainly gotten larger after a brief stay in her body.

      “I couldn’t move it,” Ezekiel admitted.

      She raised an eyebrow and looked back and forth.

      “It’s the size of my hand,” she scoffed. Not in a particularly good mood after that rat-sized thing had nearly killed her.

      Ezekiel didn’t bother speaking, he just put his hand on the ball sitting on her chest and tugged. It didn’t move. He yanked. Still nothing.

      “See?” he said.

      Sara reached up with her left hand in trepidation. She really, really didn’t want a ball full of dragonfly guts stuck to her chest. Her hand brushed it lightly, then she grabbed it firmly.

      With a yank she pulled it with all the strength left in her body. It turned out she should have lightly tapped it first. Her arm flew back so fast that she managed to hit Ezekiel squarely in the nose.

      He fell back with a yowl and then sat up quickly holding his offended body part. Looking over at her with his glasses askew and blood dripping out between his fingers, he glared.

      She winced and fished in her pocket. Holding up a relatively clean handkerchief, she handed it over as she sat up and whispered, “Sorry.”

      When she was upright, she was pleased to note no lingering effects from the near-death experience. Aside from a wickedly sore throat. Carefully, Sara held up the dragonfly puke ball in her hand up to eye level. She couldn’t really see the dragonfly anymore, just shadows in the ball. The outside was a thick, opaque shell that seemed much denser than whatever had been in her stomach at the time. Turning it over, she prodded the yellow shell and watched as something interesting happened. Every time her finger touched the shell, the point where her flesh met the crust would light up. If she removed her finger, the light went away. After it was pretty clear this was happening only when her fingertip met the shell, she reached out her hand to hold the ball in front of Ezekiel.

      “Touch it with your fingertip,” she demanded.

      He looked up with a swollen nose. “Are you kidding me?”

      “It’s not dangerous, just interesting.”

      “Tell that to my nose,” he said.

      “My throat begs to differ about your nose’s plight,” she said hoarsely.

      He reached out a tentatively fingertip and then pressed it against the ball’s shell.

      Nothing happened.

      “Try a different spot,” she demanded.

      He did. Same result.

      Ezekiel sat back. “Well, it looks like it only wants to be interesting for you.”

      “You’re the dragonfly expert,” she countered. “Speaking of, how could you not know that thing was going to come back up my throat like a demonic hairball?”

      He flushed guiltily. “There’s a part of the text about the dragonfly that I haven’t been able to translate.”

      “The same text you said would help us find out about purple eyes? Because so far I’ve eaten a bug, had hallucinations that rival those of opiates, and nearly died. And that’s about it.”

      Ezekiel sat forward eagerly. The blood dripping down on his legs looking a little ghastly while he did so.

      “What did you see?”

      “Nothing that had anything to do with the strange man.”

      Ezekiel sat back with a frown. “That’s strange. The trance of the dragonfly is always supposed to find what you seek most. It was guaranteed to let you know the identity of the stranger.”

      “How?” she said tensely.

      “By stripping away the magical shields that clouded his form and eluded your mind,” he said.

      Sara sat back as a shiver of apprehension ran down her spine.

      “What? What is it?”

      “Before I passed out I was looking for something,” Sara whispered as she turned around, “Something I had seen in my dream.”

      Quickly she stuffed the dragonfly ball in her pocket as she looked at the object that was sitting by her side as it had always had. The sword that her father had given her when she turned thirteen lay on the cot, waiting to be used.

      Sara gulped and grabbed it.

      “I don’t understand,” Ezekiel said confused. “You saw your sword in your dream? What was the dream about? What were you seeking?”

      Sara looked at him. “My dream took me back to my memory of my thirteenth birthday. My father was away on campaign, but he remembered his promise to buy me my first true weapon on that day. We were supposed to go to a sword smith together, but I learned later that he used the measurements for my gowns to have the man fashion a weapon ahead of time in his absence. It was delivered to me that day.”

      “And it still works,” Ezekiel scoffed.

      She gave him an irate look.

      “I just meant that surely you grew since then,” he said while scratching his head absentmindedly.

      She snorted. “Yes, and it grew with me. The sword smith was also a metal mage and he spelled it to lengthen with each increase in my height.”

      “Oh.” He sounded disappointed.

      “I know you thought this would find the purple-eyed man’s identity,” she started to say.

      “It’s not just that,” he interjected with slumped shoulders. “It was supposed to actually work. How did it find what you seek by showing you your sword?”

      She smiled. “But if you had let me finish, I would have told you that it showed me more than just my sword.”

      “More like what?”

      “There’s the glow of magic on the handle,” she admitted. “One I’ve never noticed before.”

      “And now?”

      “I don’t see a thing aside from the slight residual magic that helps it grow,” she said as she hefted the sword up by its sheath.

      “Hmm,” said Ezekiel. “May I?”

      He held out his hands for the sword. Reluctantly, she handed it over.

      Ezekiel turned it back and forth as he looked at it.

      “You said it was in the handle?” she nodded.

      “I don’t see anything.”

      “Neither do I,” she said hoarsely.

      Then she got an idea. Her father had loved to leave cryptic messages in different places for her to find when younger. Maybe this message had been waiting for her for four years.

      “Give it here, Ezekiel.”

      He handed it over, hilt-first, with no comment.

      Instead of taking the sword, Sara took advantage of the way it was held out and put her hand on the handle. Gripping it, she twisted to the right. It didn’t budge. She did it to left. Still no movement.

      Then she shifted her fingers to the very tip of the pommel. She had barely turned her fingers when the pommel began to glow and turn with her hand. She held her breath as she unscrewed the cap from the sword hilt and peered inside.

      “It’s hollow,” she told Ezekiel. “And there’s something inside.”
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      Reaching in carefully, Sara picked up a rolled-up piece of paper.

      “Careful,” said Ezekiel. “It could be fragile.”

      “It’s at least five years old. I have no doubt it is.”

      “Actually,” Ezekiel said, descending into curator mode, his fingers drifting closer to hers, “the dry and contained environment should have protected it. I was referring to the material itself. It looks like it’s made of…rice paper.”

      “The texture of the paper does feel oddly stiff and bumpy,” she said.

      He nodded. “Rice paper has a rather fascinating curing process. It was first discovered across the seas by servants of the dragons trying to make a special type of insulation but it was too thin for…”

      Sara interrupted. “Could we stay on track, please?”

      He cleared his throat. “Oh, right, of course. Do continue.”

      She looked backed down at the object in her hands.

      “Why would my dad send me a note etched on rice paper?” she asked. It was certainly a valid question. It was an odd way of sending a message. Especially, since the material itself was so fragile.

      Just then the paper began to float off of her hand of its own accord. It rose to the height of her face, right in the middle of the two of them. It looked so fragile that she was afraid to grab it for fear of the paper crumbling underneath her desperate fingers. Still her hand twitched upward, as if to clutch it.

      Ezekiel reached up and grabbed her hand to stop her.

      “Because rice paper is the best conductor of time-resistant magic I’ve yet to see,” he said breathlessly while still restraining her hand.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean this was clearly activated by—and only by—your touch,” he said excitedly.

      The paper unrolled without a crinkle before their eyes.

      On its browned page was script written in black ink in swooping lines and dashes.

      “Do you know what it says?” asked Sara.

      Liebste Tochter,

      Wenn Du dies liest bin ich bereits nicht mehr unter den Lebenden. Der Tod, ist sowie das Leben, ist ein natürlicher Zustand.

      Ich weiß aber, dass wenn Du dies siehst, mein Tod schon lange vor seinem natürlichen Termin eingetreten sein wird.

      Es gibt vieles was ich Dir sagen möchte. Aber ich kann nicht zu viel sagen, falls es in die falschen Hände gerät. Sei im Bewusstsein, dass ich Dich und Deine Mutter liebe.

      Finde einen Mann namens Hillan. Suche bei den Flüssen nach Karen.

      Sie werden die Antworten haben und Dir helfen den Weg zum inneren Frieden zu finden.

      Ich konnte es nicht vollbringen. Aber Du besitzt die Stärke meiner Familie, sowie den Mut der Familie Deiner Mutter. Beeile Dich liebste Tochter. Denn die Feinde welche hinter mir her sind, suchen auch bereits nach Dir.

      

      “It’s in the old language of Algardis,” he said, “before we switched to the modern dialect.”

      “I figured,” she said with a frown while looking at the cursive script. “My father said that no true officer of the military was complete without an education in the old war techniques. Unfortunately, most of the memoirs of ancient commanders were written in Deutsch, something that even I have trouble reading when it’s written out like this in blasted cursive swirls and swoops that look more like a child ate too much candy when they sat down to scribble a note.”

      He chuckled at the description.

      “You mean the child was hyperactive and really unable to focus.”

      “Isn’t that what I said?”

      He shook his head wryly. “Let me concentrate, then, so I can decipher this swirly mess.”

      “Be my guest,” she muttered as she watched tensely.

      Five minutes passed before she noticed that something strange was going on with the flat paper.

      “Ezekiel,” she said with a poke. He was busy translating each word as he went. He then scribbled the words in notebook one-by-one.

      “Almost there,” he mumbled.

      “Ezekiel,” she hissed.

      “What?” he snapped as he looked up.

      And then the magic appearing in the paper’s script caught his eye, as well. He dropped the quill as they watched each word light up one-by-one with a golden glow. As each one did, they transformed into the more modern script.

      Sara read it aloud as the five-year-old letter from her father unfolded before her eyes,

      “My dearest daughter,

      If you’re reading this, I have passed on. Death, as Life, is a natural state.

      But I know that if you see this, my death has come long before its true time.

      There is much I wish to say to you. But not much I can say in case this falls into the wrong hands. Know that I love you and your mother.

      Find the man called Hillan. Search the rivers for Karen.

      They will have the answers and will help you find the way to peace.

      I couldn’t do this. But you have the strength of my line and the courage of your mother’s.

      Fly swiftly, daughter. For the enemies that seek me, seek you, as well.”

      When she concluded, she leaned back, stunned.

      “Your father knew about Mercenary Hillan before he died?”

      “I think he more than knew about him,” Sara said. “He personally knew him.”

      “Is that possible?” Ezekiel whispered in a murmur.

      “At this point,” Sara said with a tired yawn, “I wouldn’t doubt anything. I don’t know why I’m so exhausted.”

      “The dragonfly,” he murmured as he hunched once more over his notebook. Scribbling down her father’s missive on his pages, she presumed. She had already memorized them. She would never leave something to chance like that again. Files, as she had learned, had a way of disappearing.

      “Eating a dragonfly made me sleepy?” she said.

      “That and the vision.”

      Sara narrowed her eyes. “Ezekiel?”

      He looked up. “Yes?”

      “What other side symptoms should I expect from this adventurous delicacy?”

      “Well…” he began just before alarm swept across their faces. They didn’t have time to move before the paper burst into flames before their very eyes.

      Their shrieks did nothing to stop it as they watch their only clue consumed by fire and drift down to their laps as ash.

      “Did you know that would happen?” she asked.

      “Not the slightest clue.”

      They looked at each other, and that was how the captain of the Corcoran guard found them. Ezekiel kneeling on the floor at Sara’s feet, Sara seated on the cot, and both covered in a healthy amount of black dust.

      He poked his head into the tent flap without warning.

      Sara didn’t startle. She grabbed for her knife at her waist before she realized it wasn’t there and instead gripped air.

      Captain Simon said, “Recruits, we’re moving out.”

      “What? Now?” Ezekiel said.

      Simon gave him a wry glance. “Next week, recruit.”

      “Oh, great,” said a relaxing Ezekiel. Sara wasn’t so trusting.

      “No, you fool, now,” the captain roared. “I do not visit tents of scamps like you for the hell of it. Get your butt in gear and on your horse.”

      His head disappeared out of the tent in the next second. Ezekiel startled so much that he scampered to stand, only succeeded in hitting his head on the sloping walls of the tent and easing back down as he looked up at the offending fabric with disgust.

      “Well, at least you didn’t fall,” she said.

      “There was nowhere to fall,” grouched her tent mate.

      She snorted.

      Sara said, “My knife?”

      Ezekiel looked around at his feet until he noticed the bloodstained weapon on the floor.

      Grabbing it hastily, he managed to cut himself on the blade’s edge.

      How can one person be so clumsy? Sara wondered with amusement.

      By his cries, you would have thought he’d been stabbed in the gut instead of pricked on the finger. Sara hastily grabbed his hand and hushed him. When he still didn’t cease his bawling, she pushed her magic in him to deaden the flesh surrounding the wound.

      Another trick she knew. This one was one her father used to keep his opponents unaware of their wounds. If they were bleeding out and didn’t notice it because it didn’t hurt, they died that much quicker.

      Ezekiel let out a sigh. “Much better, and thank you.”

      “Is there a reason you bawl like a baby?”

      “I do not,” an offended Ezekiel yelped as he snatched his hand back.

      She rolled her eyes and he said cautiously, “But should you be using your gifts like this?”

      She raised an eyebrow.

      “You know,” said Ezekiel. “First you stopped the blood flowing from your wound. And now you’re staunching my pain.”

      “The first was life-threatening. The second was life-threatening.”

      “How so?”

      “If I didn’t stop my blood from releasing through that wound, I would have bled out in the messiest way possible. It’s not easy surgery to handle a throat laceration.”

      “The second?”

      She smiled to take the bite out of her words, but she was deadly serious when she said, “If you hadn’t stopped your howling, I would have stuffed something down your throat. We don’t need a bunch of mercenaries sticking inquisitive heads into our tent. Besides…you kind of deserve it after making me eat a dragonfly that nearly choked me to death. Why couldn’t you eat it?”

      She waited for an answer.

      “Well, um, you see…allergies are a very serious…” he abruptly stopped talking.

      Then he closed his mouth, cleared his throat and said, “I don’t really have a great reason. Can’t we let bygones be bygones?”

      “I didn’t think you would,” Sara said dryly.

      Sighing, Sara grabbed the knife from where he had dropped it and picked up her sheathed sword.

      “I’m going to clean these off and pack,” she said as she exited the tent.

      “You should do the same and get your friend to take your trunk before it’s too late.”

      She heard a cursing Ezekiel move into action as she looked around outside in the noon day. The hill was abuzz with men running to and fro with their weapons clutched at their sides, like a hornet’s nest that had been kicked.

      She went over to Danger and cooed at him. “I never would move from my position so late into the evening, but I’m not the captain, am I?”

      “No, you’re not,” answered a human voice.

      Sara turned from Danger to find Captain Barthis Simon standing a few feet away with his arms crossed.

      She narrowed her eyes, heartily tired of people sneaking up on her.

      He dipped his head with a calculated smile and looked her directly in the eyes.

      “Did you want to ask me something, Captain?”

      He tilted his head. “I’ve been wondering why you’ve done everything in your power to push the mercenaries in my camp away.”

      She opened her mouth to say something, but he beat her to it.

      Holding up a hand, he said, “Don’t give me that whiny spiel about them picking on you. Throwing stuff into your tent and cutting the straps to your saddle. Because I’ve checked. No one touched your things. And the second morning before you mounted up, one of the urchins noted something curious.”

      Sara stiffened.

      “He saw a woman, petite and with a large sword on her back, fiddling with those same straps on a mounting block,” the captain said. “Now, it was still an hour before dawn, so he couldn’t be sure who it was. But I’m fairly cognizant of the people in my company and I don’t have many short women serving for me.”

      She looked at him with calm eyes. Waiting for him to say it.

      “I think you cut your own saddle and wrecked your things. Then I think you blamed your comrades,” he said, “but what I can’t figure out is why. Why you’d go to such lengths to be seen as a snot-nosed brat and get my people to despise you.”

      He paused.

      She waited.

      “Do you have anything to say?”

      “Nothing good.”

      A cold look crossed his eyes and he stepped forward to stand directly in front of her face. “Whether you want to be here or not, whether you want to survive this battle or follow your ancestors into death or not, you will stop sowing discord in my camp. You will integrate yourself as a full member of this team and you will do so promptly. Because if you don’t, I will have your back whipped for insubordination until the ground beneath your spread feet turns red with blood. Am I understood?”

      “Yes, Captain.”

      He stared into her eyes as his nostrils flared wide in anger. He spun on his heel and left without a further word. She was left staring at his back as he crossed the ground in angry strides. When she turned back to take care of Danger, she saw something more ominous in the captain’s wake. Ezekiel stood there with his arms full of saddlebags for his horse as a man hastily carted off the trunk behind him for who knows where.

      “Ezekiel,” said Sara, her face stricken. “I didn’t mean for you to hear that.”

      “I know,” Ezekiel said thoughtfully. He bit his lip.

      She came forward. “It’s not like it sounds.”

      “You mean you didn’t lie about those people doing all of those horrible things to you?”

      She stopped. She couldn’t tell him that she hadn’t. She wouldn’t lie. But she wouldn’t tell the truth, either.

      That was all right, though. Because she didn’t have to.

      Ezekiel gave her a sad smile. “I know why you did it.”

      She stared at him. “Why?”

      “To protect the others. You don’t want anyone close to you, do you? You’re afraid of going berserk. Afraid of the curse of the battle mages.”

      She stiffened. A way out had presented itself. A way out that was most of the truth. Just not all of it.

      “Yes,” she said finally.

      Ezekiel dropped his saddlebags and held out his hands as he walked forward. Unfortunately, he hadn’t dropped the bags to either side of his body but rather straight in front of his feet. He fell head over heels to land with his face planted on her boots with a muttered, “Ow.”

      She stifled a laugh and helped him up.

      He gratefully took it, dusted off his pants, and said without missing a beat, “Don’t you see, there are others to help you. I’m here, and the battle mages present surely will have some insight.”

      She grimaced. “Maybe.”

      “Even Captain Barthis Simon himself,” Ezekiel said with a waggle of his eyebrows.

      Then she couldn’t help but bursting out laughing. “Yeah, I don’t think he wants to see me anytime soon.”

      Ezekiel shrugged. “He will soon enough.”

      “And why is that?” said an amused Sara.

      “Because we’re going to make you the best loved mercenary in this entire company,” he said with fist pump that knocked his glasses in the dirt.

      “I’d like to see you try.”

      Then the war elephants began trumpeting and they had no more time to talk. Scrambling, Ezekiel went to tear down his tent and Sara hefted his saddlebags under one arm while carrying her weapons with the other. Putting the blades on a nearby large rock, she set about securing Ezekiel’s bags to the mare he had named Desire.

      She watched him fight a losing battle with one side of the tent that he should have rolled up before proceeding to the other.

      She chuckled into Desire’s side at the sight.

      “I’ve got it!” came the triumphant declaration from her curator-turned-mercenary moments later.

      Then Sara froze. She had thought of Ezekiel’s as hers. She hadn’t thought of any person that way since her group of friends, co-conspirators, really, at the training camp of her youth had abandoned her and her family in their hour of need.

      Slowly she rose and looked over at Ezekiel Crane. Really looked at him. He was the exact opposite of the four fighters she had considered hers before. He couldn’t fight worth shit, couldn’t defend himself, was more book-smart than street-smart, and got into tiffs with just about anything stationary.

      But then she smiled. Because the warm pit in her stomach didn’t lie. He was hers.

      Then and there, Sara Fairchild swore that come hell or high water, Ezekiel Crane would leave the battlefield alive.

      She didn’t swear anything about herself. Because she couldn’t. But him. Him she could make sure of.

      Turning from Desire, Sara went to clean her swords and get ready.

      It was time to move out and move on. She needed to make some friends, and fast. Ezekiel’s life depended on it.
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      As their convoy moved on in the evening, night was already falling.

      Ezekiel’s Desire trotted beside her own Danger as they moved forward at a comfortable pace.

      Then the troops moving forward halted.

      The sound of rustling armor and clinking chains moving about, as the mercenaries strained forward in their saddles to look around their fellow man, told Sara that no one else knew why they’d stopped either.

      “What’s going on?” Ezekiel whispered.

      Sara held up a fist to silence him.

      She was trying to hear.

      But she couldn’t pick out anything specific over the loud whispers of the hundreds of men and women around them.

      Then it came to her. The sound of whispers on the wind. The sound of magic being used on a large scale.

      Before she could call out a warning, a shimmer of lights blasted overhead in the sky. Like streaking comets they went over the entire company, and Sara watched in horror as a blast of power followed their path in a wave.

      Her eyes were blinded and her ears deafened. It didn’t attack her anywhere else, but that was enough, because she was effectively helpless, as were her colleagues.

      Then she heard the whooshing of small objects through the night.

      Those aren’t magic, she thought as eyes started to clear. Large black spots still impaired her vision, though, so when Danger fell beneath her and rolled to the side it was a complete surprise.

      Sara didn’t have time to jump from his back. When Danger fell to the left, she fell with him, and he rolled onto his left side with a pain-filled scream. Sara let loose some screams of her own. She could finally see and she banged against the saddle ineffectively. Her scimitar was trapped and so was her leg.

      Ezekiel came up behind her. “Sara, we’re under attack!”

      “No kidding,” she shouted as she desperately looked around at the hail of arrows that was thudding into the people and the horses surrounding them. As she watched, a man in front of her was pierced directly through the eye. He fell to the ground. Dead instantly.

      When his head lolled to the side, the arrow’s fletching became clear to her keen eyes.

      “Ezekiel, we need to get out of here now,” said Sara desperately.

      Damn it all to hell, they can’t be here. Not now, she thought.

      “My legs are trapped,” she said as she tried to lift herself up, but couldn’t under the weight of her now-dead horse.

      Ezekiel braced his hands under Danger’s left shoulder and Sara pushed with her battle strength into the middle of the saddle. With a sickening sound, they lifted Danger’s body off of her leg and she scrambled back.

      Ezekiel lifted a hand to ward off the putrid smell coming from the horse to his nose. “What is that smell?”

      “Putrefaction,” Sara said while crouching low.

      Ezekiel stared. “But how? He’s hasn’t been dead but for a few minutes. For that matter, why is the horse dead anyway? There’s an arrow sticking out of his right leg. That’s enough to maim him, not kill him.”

      Sara grimaced as she looked around and scoped out the battle scene. Damn curators and their need to know. It doesn’t matter how or why he died. It matters that we get the hell out of here.

      Sara grabbed Ezekiel’s arm and tugged to get him to follow her.

      Ezekiel planted his feet and gripped her arm tightly. “Sara, one of us knows something and needs to share it with the other now.”

      “We’re not doing this right now,” she said firmly.

      “Oh yes we are.”

      She turned back at him with fire in her eyes. “Look, Ezekiel. Look around you. What do you notice?”

      He did as she bid and she watched as he saw Danger’s stomach bulge up on its left side as if it would burst with the contents spewing forth only to deflate suddenly with a black, gooey mass eating its way through the flesh. Then Ezekiel spotted the man with an arrow through his eye from before. The arrow was gruesome enough. It was what came after that was sickening. The entire socket and half of his face had turned black with a wasting disease of putrid, midnight slime.

      “What is that?” Ezekiel said in horror as mercenary after mercenary fell around them with the same disease. Even if their wound from being pierced by the arrow wasn’t deadly, the blackness spread throughout their body at a rapid pace anyway.

      “Poison,” said Sara grimly. “The same kind the Kade mages like to use on enemies of war.”

      He gasped. “They’re here.”

      “Them or their regiment, yes. Which is why we need to go, regroup, and find out how to attack,” she said urgently. “We’re sitting ducks right here.”

      He nodded. “We need shields and mages of our own to counteract the falling arrows.”

      She looked up at the sky where the black arrows still fell like iron rain all around them. “Or least to get out of range of these blasted missiles.”

      “Let’s go,” Ezekiel said, looking around cautiously. “But where?”

      She nodded. “Back that way is uphill. We’ll have a better chance of scouting the enemy and any others of our company that got away.”

      He gulped audibly.

      She turned and whispered fiercely, “Stay low, stay on my back and do what I do and say.”

      He nodded and grabbed an arrow to notch into his crossbow.

      She raised an eyebrow.

      “You never know,” he said defensively. “There might be Kade troops already on the ground fighting our men.”

      She said nothing, but she highly doubted it. The Kade mages were continuing their offensive from a safe distance. Why risk your men if you could kill all of your enemies in one fell swoop from far away?

      She set out in a crouch low to the ground as she tried to weave around dead bodies, screaming men and overturned supply carts. When they’d gotten maybe forty feet away, she stopped in the shadow of a large wagon with sacks piled high to the top. It was good shelter from which to reassess the situation. Peering around, she took stock of what she saw around her. In the distance she knew there was a dense grove of trees maybe thirty feet away that would provide shelter.

      Unfortunately between here and there was nothing but open ground. No wagons to hide behind. No mercenaries to take arrows in their sides instead of her. Nothing but grass and dirt. It would have to be a flat-out run, she decided.

      Sara stared at the paths of the arrows overhead and knew it would be bad.

      “I think we can make it,” she said.

      As the arrows streaked past the other side of her shelter, the sacks above split open and potatoes tumbled from the top to hit her in the sides and on the head. She flinched but didn’t move as she turned her head to check on Ezekiel. He was too silent for such a usually chatty fellow.

      Her stomach sank as she realized she didn’t hear his panting breaths for a reason. He wasn’t there.

      Groaning, Sara looked back at the carnage of the one-sided battlefield that was now aflame.

      “Some guardian I am,” she growled as she turned back and dove back into the fray. She had no choice. She couldn’t leave him behind.

      Quick and sure of foot, Sara raced around dying men, looking for the one who mattered to her. She was usually unemotional, but never callous. Not like that. But she justified passing person after person by the sight of the arrows in each of their chests. Even if they weren’t already dead, they soon would be. And there was nothing she could do about it. Practicality like that would always win out with her.

      Just as she took another step forward for a run, she heard the streak of an arrow coming straight for her chest. Sara threw herself backward and landed on the ground breathing heavily to see a still-quivering arrow in the dead flesh of a Cams orphan who had been running past.

      She watched in horror as blood gushed from his pierced neck as he arced his back in pain in a useless attempt to get away. His body fell twitching to the ground and Sara crawled over to him on her hands and knees. Flinching each time an arrow streaked overhead.

      The young orphan turned pain-filled eyes to her, and Sara felt her own emotions well up in response. There was nothing she could do for him. He was dying.

      But she realized soon enough that the arrow had managed to pierce his neck in the only place that wasn’t immediately fatal. She knew that the poison would eat him alive and dissolve his flesh within minutes, but she couldn’t watch that happen. She shuddered. She couldn’t let him die this way.

      Sara turned her eyes back from his pierced throat to his shaking form. His eyes met hers, pleading. He fingered the knife at her waist. She knew he’d been taken from a life on the streets of Sandrin and given a home here with the mercenaries, like most of the Cams had been. But if there was one thing her friends at the fighter school had taught her, it was that an orphan always remembered their life before they had ‘made good.’ And they always made a pact with their friends who lived as they did—in the sewers, in the alleys, in the shadows of opulent homes, under bridges, and in stick hovels—that if one asked the ultimate price, the other would give it. Sara had never been an orphan until recently. But she knew what it was like to have less and want more. To suffer and not have the pain end. To hope someone would be there at her last moment and, if needed, kill her to end the nightmare. In this case, her nightmare was of going berserk and killing those she cared for.

      In this boy’s case, his nightmare was of a slow and painful death on the battlefield.

      Lips trembling, she raised her gloved hand and placed it over his mouth and nose. Pressing down firmly, Sara waited while his breaths shuddered to a stop. He didn’t struggle. As he died peacefully, she took her hand away and closed the lids of his eyes.

      Wishing him a safe journey far from these lands, she turned on her hands and knees to scout for another path.

      That was when she saw it.

      An overturned weapons cart. She knew what it was because the thin metal disks on the sides were supposed to be spelled for an illusion to protect it. They weren’t now.

      The mage holding the spell probably died, she thought.

      Which was why the cart was visible to everyone as moonlight’s rays bounced off the thin metal disks and illuminated it in an oddly beautiful display amidst the blood and gore.

      Teeth gritted, Sara knew she needed what was in that cart. If not to protect herself from the blasted arrows, then to fight against what was to come. If she could locate a small circular disk known as a finder in the supplies as well, even better. She could use it to find Ezekiel.

      She darted forward, this time putting on a burst of battle magic speed that made her fleet of foot and able to dodge arrows without diving to the ground. With a couple of acrobatic flips, one in which she had simultaneously back flipped over one arrow and opened her legs to escape another by letting it fly between her shins. She landed against the back of the weapons cart, yanked the padlock off the door to open it, and jumped inside.

      When she did, even in the darkness, she knew she hadn’t gotten to the weapons cart as she’d hoped. It was the same cart that she had seen from a distance. But its disguise hadn’t been to hide one of the numerous carts filled with swords, knives, and shields. No, this held something different. She held her breath tensely as her eyes scoped out the too-bare walls around her.

      She noted that even though the door had been closed and sealed with a padlock, the air inside was clean and circulating with the even breaths of another person at the far end.

      “Who is there?” a woman called out as chains rattled in the back.

      Sara was silent. Not wanting to give her presence away. She was stuck between a rock and a hard place. She desperately did not want to go outside without something to shield her body, but she also didn’t want to get into a knife fight with someone else inside of a cart that at best was four feet high and four feet wide. She had no idea of its length, but she guessed double that.

      “Who is there?” said the woman again. “Please help me.”

      Sara eased back and halted before stepping outside. The sound of a renewed hail of arrows stopped her from exiting. The rain of arrows before she entered had seemed like a lot. But this sounded like a torrent was coming down in a renewed assault. If she backed out of the cart, she was as good as dead, no matter how many flips and dodges to the side she was able to do.

      Growling, Sara stayed put.

      She took out her knife. The woman sounded helpless. But you never knew.

      Sara said, “I’ll ask the questions here. Who are you?”

      The woman’s voice echoed in the night. “I’m Nissa.”

      “Nissa,” said Sara carefully. “Why are you chained here? Be careful of your answer. I’m just as likely to slit your throat as help you if I don’t trust what you’re saying.”

      That was the absolute truth. She didn’t have time to rescue a woman only to learn she was an enemy out to kill her.

      Nissa answered. “My name is Nissa Sardonien. I am a mage. I am a prisoner of the Empress of Algardis.”

      That was smart. In one stroke she’s told me she’s useful either way. If I was an ally of the Kade mages, I would free her. If I was an ally of Algardis, I’d be sure to keep her shackled but safe for the imperial court’s reward.

      Sara took a step forward. Her outstretched hand held a globe of battle fire. It lit the interior of the cart in a stable glow. Stable in the sense that it wouldn’t combust in her hand. Not unless she did something stupid, like fall to the floor. The light was enough for her to see Nissa. She wore a white robe with a parted slit down the front and long, gossamer fabric that covered even her feet. Her hands were hidden by the draping sleeves.

      “Show me your hands,” commanded Sara. “Slowly.”

      Nissa raised her hands as far as she could, until they were just above her seated waist and her palms were out. The chains prevented her from moving them any higher. Then Sara saw what covered her arms. Like thin sheets of metal they sheathed each arm from the wrist to the elbow. They weren’t innocuous jewelry, though. Those were mage bands encircled that prevented Nissa from working magic.

      “What kind of mage are you?”

      “I’m not sure you’d believe me if I told you,” Nissa said, lifting her chin so that her long and straight hair fell back to reveal a defiant look on her face.

      “Try me.”

      “Very well, I’m a sun mage.”

      “You’re right, I don’t believe you,” said Sara. There were a lot of mythical things showing up in her life right now, but having a living sun mage show up was taking things a little too far.

      Nissa’s lips thinned, but she said nothing.

      “Even if I did think you were telling the truth,” said Sara, “the only living sun mage was killed by her Kade mage compatriots months ago.”

      “I am she,” Nissa said defiantly.

      “You are the nameless one? The scourge of the battlefield that set fire to thousands of men with a sweep of her hand? That woman that caused the red rays of the sun to pierce the tents of imperial mercenaries as if they were weapons? Weapons that burned the flesh off men as if they stood in the middle of a raging fire pit?”

      Nissa let no regret show on her face. “I am.”

      Sara crouched down as she watched Nissa’s eyes and the cart rumbled as the sound of a trumpeting war elephant rushed past. Once it had stilled again, Sara said, “So then tell me, Nissa of the Sun Mages, why are you still alive? You stand amidst thousands of your enemies. Each of which would gladly roast your head above a pit for the friends you’ve killed.”

      Nissa smiled. “Why don’t you ask your captain?”

      Sara flashed a bitter grin. “I asked you, and I’d be careful to not dodge my questions again. I’m not having a very good day.”

      “So I see,” Nissa purred as she leaned back against the wall, the thump of her chains against the wood the only sound.

      Then Nissa sighed. “I was taken to Sandrin to be given an opportunity to help the empress of Algardis find…something. I refused at first. But after some persuasion I agreed to do what was asked of me.”

      Nissa shifted and Sara’s mage light shone on something curious. Narrowing her eyes, Sara noted in a flash scars that been hidden before. Deep, parallel grooves on Nissa’s chest just below her breasts.

      “They tortured you,” Sara said.

      Nissa nodded. “The standard imperial fare for prisoners of war. It was what came after that that convinced me to turn on my compatriots.”

      “And what was that?”

      “The future,” said Nissa.

      Sara raised an eyebrow. “Excuse me?”

      Nissa opened her mouth and then a shriek of a different kind broke their concentration. It wasn’t the sound of a human or animal screaming, but the sound of an object that Sara had only read about in her textbooks. But she recognized it instinctively from the drills she had endured at her father’s hands. It was the sound of a ball of battle fire coming down.

      Sara realized that she had better douse her own ball of mage fire quickly. She did, and they descended back into darkness. From that moment to the next, everything changed. The battle fire outside hit the ground with a boom, so close by that the blast flung the cart they were trapped in through the air. It flipped end over end as Sara slammed into the sides until it finally came to a rest on its side.

      With a groan, Sara tried to stand. Her ankle almost failed her. She soldiered through the pain and stood anyway. Nissa moaned to her right. Sara conjured an orb in her aching hand. Nissa was still in chains when she looked, but she was also hanging at such an awkward angle that Sara feared her arms were broken.

      The battlefield outside was silent. But only for a moment. Sara knew that once they started shelling the enemy with battle fire they wouldn’t stop until all their foes lay dead on the ground.

      Making a decision, she turned.

      Then she heard Nissa call out with desperation in her voice. “You can’t leave me!”

      “Watch me.”

      “Do you really think the fact that I’m here is a coincidence?” Nissa said.

      “The Kades want me dead. That is the only reason this attack has begun. Otherwise this arsenal would be far too much overkill for one, small regiment,” Nissa stressed.

      Sara halted. “Begun?”

      Nissa said, “This is only a small hint of what is to come. If my Kade compatriots bring their full force to bear, this land will stand blighted for decades to come.”

      Sara turned to her. She knew what Nissa said was true. It was even more daunting to think that this was just a taste of what was to come. Even though this magical onslaught was minor for the Kade mages, to employ it on such a concentrated spot still took skill and power. The fact that they were only targeting a mere five hundred troops was overkill. They could easily have fought hand-to-hand combat against the Corcoran guard and won if they wanted to defeat them. Instead they had pulled out all the stops and sent a magical onslaught.

      Sara turned with one question on her lips. “Why?”

      Nissa straightened her head into what had to be a painful angle as her body hung limply to the side. “Because I know how to defeat them. And your captain was ordered to escort me here for that sole reason.”

      Sara hesitated.

      Nissa pleaded as another blast rocked the ground not far off. “I’m bound by the sorcerer’s shackles. I can’t use my gift. Do not leave me here. You and your entire kind will regret it if you do.”

      Sara snarled, then cursed and moved forward. Toward Nissa.

      She had time to wonder what the woman meant by her kind, but not enough time to ask as the sound of battle fire balls streaking through the air grew greater.

      “Where are the keys?”

      “On my jailer,” Nissa said breathlessly. “At the front of the cart.”

      Sara cursed. “That won’t do. He’s probably dead or on fire a few dozen feet away from us by now. Could be in either direction, too.”

      “Well, battle mage, I suppose you need to use that ball of fire and get to work, then,” said Nissa drolly.

      Sara gave her a sharp look as she came to stand in front of her. She saw no other choice.

      “Yes, I know what you are. I said my magic was bound, but that doesn’t mean I can’t still sense another mage when I see one. Even if I wasn’t blind to the ball of battle fire in your hands. Nice work, by the way.”

      Sara didn’t respond to the praise. Although she was right. Very few battle mages could hold a combustible ball of fire in their hands for any length of time. Battle fire tended to go wonky if you did that.

      “To be clear,” Sara announced, “I will only remove the chains that bind you to this cart. The bands that lay close to your skin and bind your magic will stay. For eternity, if I had anything to say about it.”

      “Understood.”

      Sara nodded.

      “Scream if you want,” Sara muttered as the sun mage looked directly into her eyes with a twist of her lips.

      “I plan to.”

      With that Sara set to work as suggested. She pushed up the heat of the flame in her hand to a level so intense that she immediately started sweating and held it right on top of the chains shackling Nissa’s wrist to the wall.

      Nissa was a sun mage, gifted in using its fiery rays to her own demise. She differed from an ordinary fire mage in fascinating ways, but right now the only difference that mattered was that she wasn’t immune to the burn of fire.

      The sun mage threw back her head and screamed as her wrists burned and her flesh bubbled under the teeth of the ball of battle fire on top of her wrist.

      The links chaining her began to weaken as they grew red hot with the intensity of the fire.

      “Almost there,” said Sara through gritted teeth as sweat poured down her face.

      Nissa screamed again as Sara hurriedly grabbed the chain’s cold metal links farther down and yanked with all the strength of a battle mage. Nissa’s wrist shackle came free as the chain snapped and Sara jerked her hand holding the orb away.

      The woman’s head came forward and her hair hid her face as sobs tore through the air.

      Then she looked up with her teeth set in a gritted line and fierce expression on her face. “One more.”

      Sara nodded and went to her other side.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          22

        

      

    
    
      She freed Nissa with one final yank of the chain and quickly caught the tall woman before she could tumble to the floor. Lowering Nissa to stand on her own two feet, Sara watched carefully as the woman gathered herself together and stood on shaky legs.

      “Can you run?” Sara demanded.

      “Yes,” said a breathless Nissa leaning over her aching arms.

      She said that just a tad too quickly, Sara thought.

      Sara said sharply, “I didn’t ask if you could walk. Once we get out of this cart, we’ll need to run for the nearest shelter—a forest at least a few yards away. We’ll be dodging poisoned arrows and balls of battle fire the whole time. I also need to find my friend, so this isn’t going to be the straightest shot.”

      Nissa looked up at her with a hint of fire in her eyes at Sara’s abrasive tone.

      Sara said, “So I’ll ask again. Can you run?”

      “I’ll pass you by, battle mage.”

      “As long as you don’t get in my way,” Sara said.

      She walked to the front while pushing Nissa ahead of her. She still didn’t trust her.

      “How do you plan on finding your friend?” Nissa said as they faced the closed door.

      “I don’t know,” said Sara. “I had hoped to locate a finder here inside what I thought was a weapons cart. Instead I found you.”

      “Too bad,” said Nissa. She didn’t sound that dejected.

      Sara rolled her eyes and doused the ball of flame in her hands. She wouldn’t need it outside. The company mage lights that had glowed all along their route at night would still be hovering over their dead owner’s bodies until the power instilled in them faded. Which could be years away.

      “One more thing, sun mage,” Sara said in a dark tone.

      She felt Nissa shift in front of her.

      “You might want to stay close. Without your magic, you’re helpless, and there are probably nine people in all of Algardis that don’t want you dead. Seven of them being your friends amongst the other Kade mages, all of whom are miles away from here.”

      Nissa laughed coldly. “And who might the other two be?”

      Sara said simply, “The Empress of Algardis…and myself.”

      With that she stepped around her, kicked open the door to the outside, took stock of their surroundings, and dived out of the overturned wagon. She sensed Nissa following close behind. Unlike the time she had lost Ezekiel, it felt like it would be virtually impossible to do the same with Nissa. Sara felt her every move as Nissa tracked her movements perfectly, stepping where she stepped, diving where she dived, and even dodging when she did. It was almost as if it was coordinated.

      Despite her misgivings, Sara was impressed. She always had an appreciation for graceful footwork in a swordsman. She had no less of an appreciation for a woman able to dodge arrows and flying balls of fires with efficiency.

      She knew the exact reason why she could feel Nissa’s every move, even if she couldn’t see her physically. It was because Nissa’s shackled powers resonated with Sara’s own. And that there was the primary reason she was starting to believe the woman’s story about being a sun mage. Battle mages could sense another’s gifts and intent, just like she had Cormar in what felt like a distant time but in reality was only a week ago. The more powerful the mage, the greater her ability to sync with them and assess their intent before it formed. As Nissa followed closely behind, Sara sensed her presence behind her. It was like an ever present threat looming in her shadow. One she couldn’t get rid of because she had told the woman to stay with her. It was both disturbing and comforting at the same time. Disturbing because her battle mage powers instinctively saw Nissa as a threat sneaking up on Sara. She had the itch to turn around and draw her knife across the woman’s throat every time she leapt behind her. Sara had never been good with partners.

      But she had been good with dependents. And like it or not, the sun mage was dependent on her to get her out of here alive. It felt good for a moment until Sara realized she was basically protecting a mass murderer. As they crouched in the shadow of a lumbering dead elephant, Sara took a breather.

      “What now?” Nissa whispered.

      “Keep an eye on everything going on behind me,” Sara said. “See if you can spot any balls of battle fire coming our way. If they do, we’re going to have to move fast.”

      Nissa nodded and put her back to her. Sara didn’t know if it was because Nissa was a sun mage or it was because her potential power was greater than her own, but she felt Nissa turn in her mind. She could tell the woman was staring outward without looking herself or listening to what her ears were telling her when she heard the shuffle of her feet. It was unsettling, to say the least.

      Letting a slow breath out, Sara cleared thoughts of Nissa out of her mind and turned a practiced and calculating eye on the surrounding landscape. All around them it looked like a battle of great proportions had been fought here. Fought and lost. But she knew that only one side had come away with not a single person dead. Only one side had deployed its mage gifts and not one single living creature and yet still won the day.

      Only one side has the Kade mages, Sara thought to herself bitterly.

      The Kade mages were eight—now seven as far as the rest of the world was concerned as the sun mage was supposed to be dead—of the most gifted mages Algardis had ever seen. They had joined together over a year ago and declared war on the Empress of Algardis. No one knew why. But from that time until now, Algardis had been in civil war. Several principalities, independent of the empress’s rule but taxed enough for her coffers to have her leave them alone, had declared themselves for the Kade mages. Most of those principalities were located in the northeast corner of Algardis. Almost six hundred miles inland from the coastal city of Sandrin, and before this, wholly unnoticed by the empress herself.

      After those principalities had declared themselves for the mages, the empress had taken the fight to them. So now the turbulent civil war, only eight months long so far, was fought in the flat pasturelands of the empire’s breadbasket. The empress had at first called up a minimal guard under Sara’s father’s leadership. They been roundly trounced and her father had sternly informed the empress that this was no laughing matter. She had taken his advice seriously. Now five military companies stood on the warfront, under the command of one lord general, a council of mages and the leader of the mercenary factions—Captain Simon, whenever he relieved Captain Kansid of the Red Lion Guard, that is. All told, she had heard that over five thousand of the empress’s men and women fought and died on the battlefield. Not to mention the dozen mages of all stripes she had released from her service at the imperial court and pressed into uniform on the warfront.

      But the sad thing was, the empire was still losing. Even now, as Sara looked around, the fields were awash in blood, putrefying body parts, and mage fire. It was the blood of imperial troops. Never of Kade soldiers. Sara wasn’t even sure they had soldiers. Aside from whatever small militia the Kade mages had pressed into service from the principality’s own guards. What then did the Kade mages have that made them so invulnerable?

      “Mobility,” Sara said. “Mobility and magic.”

      “What?” snapped Nissa from her other side.

      “I said,” Sara said with her eyes darkening, “I’ll be right back. Stay where you are.”

      Before Nissa could ask where she was going, Sara darted out among the dead and the dying. Going from body to body, she searched for the object that would aid in her mobility. She already had the tool to use her magic in the form of her sword.

      “Ah-ha!” she said, dodging a fireball that came too close for comfort.

      She came upon a man. Lying pristine. Untouched by arrows or fire.

      Kneeling beside him, Sara thought he was dead. He didn’t look like he was dying of putrefaction, but his still form didn’t look alive either.

      She grabbed what she came for.

      As she did, he took a harsh, gasping breath and his eyes opened.

      His hand grasped hers urgently. Not to stop her, but to warn her.

      “They’re here,” he said in a wheezing breath.

      Sara was disturbed to see white boils inside his mouth. What had happened to him? She’d never seen a disease like it before.

      “Who’s here?” she said cautiously.

      He looked at her with death in his eyes as his retinas began to melt. She arced back in horror.

      Before his last breath escaped his body, he whispered, “The Kades.”

      Sara stared at the dead body in silence and then she stood up and forced the shield straps down on her lower arm.

      She didn’t bother shrinking away from the arrows coming toward her. Instead Sara tested the straps on her shield arm. Making damned sure they were too tight for the shield to come off. Then she smiled. She was ready.

      Looking up, she saw three deadly arrows heading straight for her.

      If she had ever doubted the arrows were unnatural, she didn’t now.

      Any fool could dip an arrowhead in poison to spread sickness to the opposing forces. It would be a bit much to assume a fool could also manage to use a deadly disease that acted so fast that the poisoned foe was dead in minutes. But that was why relatively smart apothecaries-turned-poisoners were employed by the imperial army.

      But this? This was different. These arrows didn’t hit the ground. They never targeted the soil and they swerved around wagons to hit targets to the side. They were guided. Guided to hit targets with blood—human or animal, it made no difference.

      As she watched the three come down on her, she raised her shield arm calmly.

      With one internal command the shield bloomed from a small round object to a mighty transparent disc of orange fire that incinerated the arrow on impact. This is what Sara had been looking for. She had used to own one, and thanks to the benevolence of the mercenary who had died, she did again. An expanding shield fueled by magic.

      With a spring in her step, Sara headed back to Nissa. She needed to collect her and they needed to get to the woods. Once there, Sara had plans that involved tying the troublesome prisoner to a tree and finding her own way to the Kade mages. She was ready to lop off their heads. Running with the strength of her battle magic and dodging missiles with the dexterity of something unhuman, she came to an abrupt stop when she heard a sharp whistle.

      A whistle she recognized. It would be hard to forget after nearly bursting her eardrum.

      Sara searched as she turned looking for its source. She managed to blast two arrows coming directly at her with her mage fire before she could locate the direction.

      “Sara, over here!” came the cry of her one friend on this side of the world. Halfway between Sandrin and the annexed principalities, Sara stood on the ground as her eyes pierced the gloom. She knew where he was, but it was tough to pinpoint one body among so many. Then she spotted Ezekiel. Half-buried under a mound of bodies. She felt her heart flip. Not exactly terror, but close. What if the idiot had gotten himself hurt?

      She took off at a run.

      When she finally reached him, he popped up so fast that she nearly stabbed him in the chest before she swung her sword wide.

      “What were you doing under there Ezekiel?” she asked, exasperated. She noticed that he seemed to have lost his glasses somewhere, but otherwise no cuts or scrapes marked his body. Ezekiel Crane was a lucky bastard.

      He tutted. “You have noticed that the arrows are targeting living beings only, right? The horses, the elephants, people.”

      Sara heard the whistling warning of the thin missiles coming through the air. She whirled around and extended her arm to ward off an incoming blow. The arrows, ten of them, bounced harmlessly off of her extended shield like flimsy sticks.

      “I have noticed that, yes,” she said dryly.

      “Oh, well, good then,” Ezekiel said, peering over her shoulder. “Nice magical shield. Where’d you get it?”

      “Off a mercenary,” Sara said as she scanned the skies warily for more threats.

      “He was dead when you took it off him, right?”

      “Practically.”

      “You didn’t bother helping him?”

      “You have noticed that anyone dead or dying around here is doing so by poison, yes?”

      “Yes,” he said.

      “Good, then you know there wasn’t a dratted thing I could do to help out, then.”

      “Perhaps.”

      “I’m not a healer,” she said, exasperated.

      “No, you’re a battle mage.”

      Sara extended her shield until it formed an almost perfect sphere around them. The edges met the mound of bodies behind them.

      “Exactly. Now, if I can get you to safety, I can do my job.”

      Affronted, he said, “No one asked you to come after me.”

      “I was just supposed to leave you here?”

      “If that’s what you would have preferred.”

      “Don’t get snooty on me, Ezekiel. We’re in a battle, for god’s sake. You’re my friend. You needed my help. I came. End of story.”

      He softened. “You just called me your friend.”

      She lifted an eyebrow. “I wouldn’t eat a damned dragonfly for anyone less.”

      A smiled cracked his expression, then his weak eyes widened as he shouted, “Watch out!”

      Sara turned just as an enormous ball of battle fire exploded on the exterior of her shield. She fell to her knee on the force of the impact, but she didn’t falter. Her shield felt weaker, though, as she stood.

      “I’m not so sure we can stand much more of this,” she said.

      “I’m surprised we survived that one,” Ezekiel said frankly.

      She was too busy scoping the battlefield to pay attention as he stammered. “Not that I don’t have faith in your abilities. It’s just…I’ve never seen anything survive battle fire like that.”

      “First time for everything.”

      Ezekiel gripped her shoulder tightly from behind. “I don’t think you understand, Sara. Battle fire is supposed to be indestructible.”

      “I know. I’m a battle mage, remember? My father taught me.”

      “Did he teach you that only a war mage could command the shield that you’re holding in your hand as well?”

      Sara turned to him with a frown. “What are you muttering about, Ezekiel?”

      He glared at her through a squint. “Something important.”

      “More important than us sprinting for our lives before that second ball of enormous flames comes down on us?” she said while pointing up. She watched him turn to look at a ball the size of an elephant coming for them. The previous one had only spanned the width of the wagon. She didn’t think her shield would survive a direct hit of that magnitude.

      Apparently neither did Ezekiel, as his face paled and he said, “No, no, I don’t think so.”

      “Good,” she said grimly. “Let’s go. I’ve got someone to introduce you to. Stay close to me and don’t wander off.”

      “You met someone else? Who?”

      “You’ll see,” she grunted.

      She turned quickly and sheathed her sword. Then she grabbed his clammy hand.

      For a moment Sara wondered how he could be cold on the battlefield, then she realized it was blood and she said nothing.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Not losing you again.”

      “Oh, right.”

      They took off, running for their lives.
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      As Sara weaved between bodies, she was careful to keep her speed to a manageable level. Lucky for her, even with her mage abilities, Ezekiel made up what he lacked in mage boosts with his ability to leap over fallen comrades and turn corners like there was no tomorrow.

      Panting they came back to where she had left Nissa. Her stomach dropped when Sara saw that she wasn’t there.

      She had just lost the most infamous prisoner the Algardis Empire had ever come across.

      And then a loud hiss interrupted her thoughts.

      Nissa’s head popped around the corner and then jerked back when an arrow nearly took out her eye.

      “Where have you been?” shouted the woman from the other side of the pile. “Who is that?”

      “I was searching for a shield,” shouted back Sara.

      Ezekiel hurried to intercede. “I’m the friend. A friend. Her friend.”

      Sara snorted as he stumbled over his words. She had to wonder why he decided to get nervous now. Then Nissa poked her head around again and Sara didn’t have to wonder. The glare of numerous balls of battle fire striking the ground illuminated her and revealed a lot that had gone unnoticed in the cramped prisoner’s wagon. The woman’s hair was a black so metallic that it was like staring at the night sky without moon and stars. Her skin was unblemished except for those torture scars on her chest, and Sara would bet money that wouldn’t deter Ezekiel. She also had a dainty look about her, even though it was obvious she was at least six feet tall. In other words, Nissa was startlingly beautiful, even covered in a now-grimy white gown and dodging poisonous arrows.

      “Come on,” Sara urged as she pulled Ezekiel by the hand and they rushed around to where Nissa crouched.

      For a moment they were silent while Sara’s two compatriots assessed each other with wary eyes as arrows streaked overhead. She wondered what each thought of the other.

      In her mind she introduced them as, Treasure hunting curator, meet cold-blooded mage killer.

      Instead, Sara said aloud, “Ezekiel, meet Nissa. Nissa, meet Ezekiel.”

      Ezekiel nodded stiffly. “Curator.”

      Sara looked at him, thinking, Is he on something? Or just reading my mind? She didn’t ask him anything.

      But apparently Nissa didn’t mind as she listed her profession flippantly. “Sun mage.”

      Ezekiel stiffened. He looked to Sara, who raised an eyebrow. He looked back at Nissa, who gave a small smile.

      Turning to Sara, he leaned over and said, “Is she insane?”

      Sara turned to him. “I don’t think so.”

      “Are you?” asked Nissa rudely.

      He turned to her and tried to push his non-existent spectacles up the bridge of his nose. Realizing the futility of his gesture too late, Ezekiel hastily dropped his hand.

      “You have to be pretty insane to think you can claim the title of sun mage and not have it challenged,” he said. “Everyone outside of the principalities wants all eight members of the Kade mages dead. Including you.”

      “I’m well aware of those ungrateful pigs’ opinions of me and my compatriots,” Nissa said stiffly.

      “Aren’t you supposed to be dead anyway?” Ezekiel asked, baffled.

      Sara said at the same time, “Ungrateful wretches? You—you and your cohorts have torn our empire apart.”

      Nissa gave her droll look. “I wouldn’t go that far.”

      “Hundreds are dead,” said Sara stiffly.

      “And thousands more will be. I have seen the future, and this conflict is far from over,” said Nissa softly.

      A blast of battle fire landed in the not too far distance. They were safe under Sara’s shield, especially since it came nowhere close to being a direct hit. Instead, the light of the combustion lit all three of them in an amber glow.

      “I will die before seeing one more father not come home to his child,” said Sara.

      Nissa looked around outside the shield above them and said, “Then you have already failed. Because you live while your comrades fall at your feet.”

      Sara’s hands twitched towards the woman’s neck. Ezekiel hastily put a warning hand on her shoulder.

      He quickly asked, “Can you prove it?”

      Nissa looked at him with a bored air.

      “That you’re who you say you are, I mean?”

      She raised her hands. “Take these mage-binding bracelets off and let’s see.”

      Ezekiel looked a little too interested in taking Nissa up on her offer. Sara poked him harshly to snap him out of the glazed look that had drifted into his eyes.

      Ezekiel rubbed his side without looking over as he said, “You know, Sara, there hasn’t been a sun mage in so many years.”

      “No,” Sara said.

      “But they have really cool gifts. Like healing with the power of the rays of the sun, for one.”

      Sara turned to him in disgust.

      “It’s for the science of it all.” he yelped. “To study such a rare mage.”

      Sara rolled her eyes. “No.”

      “But—”

      “Do you know how many people she’s purported to have killed, Ezekiel?”

      “Well…”

      “Exactly,” said Sara flatly. “I’m not letting her loose. You’re not letting her loose. I’m don’t care if she’s a lying chimpanzee in disguise. We can’t risk it. Do not under any circumstances touch those manacles.”

      Ezekiel slumped in a pout.

      “My, she has you wrapped around her little finger,” said the sun mage mockingly.

      Both Sara and Ezekiel turned their glares on her.

      Nissa rolled her eyes unafraid. “Speaking of which, aren’t you supposed to be taking me somewhere? Like to your captain?”

      “Why do you want to see Simon?” said Sara, immediately suspicious.

      “Let me spell it out for you,” said Nissa. “Wherever he is, it’s safe.”

      “If he’s not already dead,” said Ezekiel.

      “If he were dead, all of the defense mechanisms keeping this entire field from erupting into one big blast would be gone. We would be fried,” said Nissa.

      Sara snapped. “What do you mean?”

      “Do you honestly not know?” said Nissa.

      Their tense, blank faces told her everything she needed to know.

      “Well, well, well,” she said as she leaned back with a satisfied purr.

      Sara noticed that her garment spread open further on her chest as she did.

      Good, she thought with a snarl as she brought her knife to Nissa’s porcelain skin. The better to cut her throat with.

      “Careful, battle mage,” said Nissa. “You wouldn’t want to kill the only person out of the three of us here who knows more than you do.”

      “Speak up, then,” said Sara in a tense growl.

      She was aware of Ezekiel’s hands twisting and turning in his lap, but for once he said nothing.

      Nissa said, “There’s a reason we attacked you here. This entire piece of land sits above a natural pocket of gas a few hundred meters below the surface.”

      “‘We?’” squeaked Ezekiel.

      “Figure of speech,” Nissa said with a shrug. “I align myself with the Kade mages even when I had nothing to do with the planning.”

      “Go on,” prodded Sara.

      “With enough blasts of battle fire,” Nissa said, “and the past ten rounds were certainly enough, this field should have blown you, your company, and the surrounding land for miles to smithereens. But from what I can see, mages’ battle fire can’t pierce a few meters below the surface.”

      “And you know this because we haven’t been blown to bits yet,” said Ezekiel.

      “Precisely,” said Nissa with a gentle smile.

      Sara tilted her head. “You think Captain Simon has someone with him blocking the mages’ efforts?”

      “That would be my guess. Or he is. I suspect your young captain was appointed the position of lead mercenary on the warfront not just for his good looks,” said the sun mage.

      “And if he’s the one preventing this field from swallowing his men whole,” murmured Sara as she let her blade drift down to her lap, “then he needs to be in the safest place around here.”

      “Exactly,” said Nissa.

      Sara ignored her and turned to Ezekiel. “You know this layout pretty well?”

      Ezekiel nodded.

      “If you were the captain and wanted a safe place to hunker down, maybe even form a counterattack, where would you go?”

      Ezekiel turned and pointed. “To the Azure Forest. The trees themselves halt any magic from penetrating its darkness and well…there are things that most people have never dreamed of seeing inside.”

      “And you have?” said Nissa.

      “Actually, yes,” said Ezekiel in a measured tone.

      Nissa gave a snort but didn’t challenge his statement further.

      Sara stood from her crouch and watched as they did.

      “Then let’s get to this forest,” she said.

      At the determination in her voice, neither one of them said anything different.

      Sara started trotting away and they came up on either side. The two tall figures ran to the left and right of the small woman with a sword.

      When they got to the forest edge, Sara pointed at a long piece of knotted brown rope attached to a long abandoned wagon on its edge.

      “Grab that rope,” Sara told Ezekiel.

      “What are you going to do with it?” he asked suspiciously.

      She turned to Nissa with a smile. “Bind this insufferable wench, of course.”

      Nissa gave her a sassy smile and raised her hands while clasping her fingers together. “I thought you’d never get around to it.”

      Sara gave her a glare. Ezekiel gave her a smile that she didn’t want to decipher and Nissa kept her hands held out willingly.

      They walked into the forest untouched by the battle raging behind them.

      “Why are you so interested in this war, anyway?” Nissa asked as they walked into the forest.

      “My father died because of this war.”

      Nissa didn’t sound particularly sorry when she said, “By Kade hands?”

      Sara stopped, clenched a fist, and released it.

      Nissa came up close behind her but stopped far enough away that the rope between them gave some distance. She seemed to realize she might have gone too far.

      “No,” said Sara darkly. “By his own forces.”

      The sun mage behind her said nothing.

      Sara turned and looked at her. “I’d wondered why my father came here.”

      Her hand tightened on the rope perceptibly as she tried to rein in her emotions and failed.

      She saw out of the corner of her eye, Ezekiel watched the exchange with open curiosity.

      Sara continued, “I’ve wondered why he risked his life once more to serve in a far-flung province on a campaign no one cared about. Because, make no mistake, my father might have died for what he uncovered, but when we first started this…skirmish, no one in the capital thought it would blow up into a war.”

      Ire flashed in Nissa’s eyes. “You underestimated us.”

      Sara threw back her head with a laugh. “So we did. Not anymore, though.”

      Nissa gave her a brittle smile. “You’re out here escorting a sun mage with a curator for help. Your captain is nowhere to be found. And most of your company of five hundred is dead. I’d say your empress is doing a bang-up job of underestimating the Kades.”

      Sara stiffened as she spoke. “A mere technicality.”

      Nissa shook her head slowly. “No, it’s the reason you will lose this war.”

      “More of your prophecies?”

      Nissa gave her a sharp smile. “Merely a promise of what is to come.”

      Sara sighed, tired of the tête-à-tête. “Do you know why my father risked his life?”

      “For honor?” said Nissa mockingly.

      “Because of evil filth like you,” snapped Sara.

      When Nissa didn’t react, Sara stepped forward to make her react. Then Ezekiel was between the two women on edge. He looked firmly into Sara’s eyes with his vulnerable back no more than a few feet away from Nissa’s conniving but bound hands. Sara didn’t care if she said her magic was shackled, she didn’t trust her.

      She pushed Ezekiel out of the way. He grabbed her shoulder so that as he turned she did as well.

      Then Ezekiel said, “What are you doing, Sara?”

      “What does it look like?”

      Worry flashed over Ezekiel’s face at her tone. “This isn’t like you. You aren’t abrasive and angry. Not since I’ve known you. Calm, unemotional, and fiercely unafraid, yes. But not this. Yet since the moment this attack started, you’ve been nothing but.”

      She didn’t want to listen to him. She wanted to go back to fighting Nissa.

      Ezekiel snapped his fingers in front of her face, like one would a toddler that disobeyed. She almost bit his fingers off.

      It was that urge to tear into his knuckles that sent fear like ice-cold water down her spine. She stepped back with horror written on her face, mistakenly pulling Nissa with her.

      “No,” said Sara.

      Ezekiel didn’t let her panic. “It’s all right. You’re all right.”

      “I’m not all right. You don’t know that. Stay back.”

      “No,” he said calmly, stepping forward and taking her clenched hands in his. The flesh-on-flesh contact was like a balm to her nerves. “I don’t know. But I do know you’re speaking, you’re listening, and you’re comprehending. All things you wouldn’t be able to do if you had already changed. You just have to calm down.”

      Sara swallowed deeply.

      Nissa spoke up with a perceptive look in Sara’s direction. “Changed? As in gone berserk?”

      “Shut up, Nissa!” shouted Ezekiel.

      “I don’t think…”

      Sara was starting to see spots of red in her vision.

      What’s happening to me? She thought anxiously.

      “That’s right, you don’t think,” Ezekiel snarled as he whirled around. “Because I won’t be the first person she kills in her rage. Enemies first. Friends second.”

      That shut Nissa up.

      “Sara,” coaxed Ezekiel. “Stay with me. The battlefield was pushing you over. You were using your magic then, right?”

      She didn’t say a word. Just stared in the distance, the rope binding Nissa’s hands clenched tightly in her own.

      “Sara, answer me,” pleaded Ezekiel.

      She turned to him with tired eyes. “Yes, I used it.”

      “Okay, are you still using it?”

      She took stock of her power. She saw a reserve of power just inside her reach to boost her magic for the shield in case of an emergency as well as the standard boost of her eyesight and hearing.

      She nodded.

      “Fine, shut it off,” Ezekiel ordered. “Now.”

      Sara looked at him. “We need those gifts. We’ll be wandering around the forest blind if we don’t.”

      “I’d rather be alive than dead,” he said grimly. “Let them go. Please. For me.”

      Reluctantly she did as he asked. Her body let go of the tension causing her to stiffen as the magic flowed out of her reach with each breathe.

      Finally, the ire and tension related to the use of her magic drained away. But something else replaced it. Normal human doubt. Her vision had faded to normal perception. She felt half-blind.

      It irritated her. But with a start, Sara realized she didn’t feel like killing Nissa so much now. Before, when the woman had said something that nearly set her off, Sara wouldn’t have hesitated to draw her blade across her neck. Now the wariness and caution were still there, but the eagerness for blood had dimmed.

      She blinked and stared from Ezekiel to Nissa. “That was not how I imagined drifting into the blood rage.”

      “How did you imagine it?” asked Nissa softly.

      “Like a quick and fast descent into hell—from one moment to the next I would snap,” answered Sara honestly. “Instead it felt like I was slowly going mad with each increasing breath.”

      Ezekiel nodded in sympathy. “Well, we learned something today.”

      Sara raised an eyebrow.

      He grinned. “Don’t make you mad. Although I kind of knew that already.”

      She punched him in the shoulder lightly and rolled her eyes. “Why don’t we find Barthis Simon before we get into any more trouble?”

      Ezekiel nodded and they set off with Nissa trailing behind like a recalcitrant dog.

      As they crested a small hill, Sara said softly for Ezekiel’s ears only, “Thank you.”

      He whispered back, “You’re welcome.”
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      They walked for what felt like hours. Stumbling over roots, slippery moss, and bumps on the forest floor. Never running into another soul or animal. For that matter, the entire forest was eerily silent. The hoot of an owl didn’t meet their tired ears, the wary gaze of a crouched fox didn’t meet their eyes, and they didn’t see a hint of any of the denizens that usually occupied such a verdant land.

      It made Sara outright uneasy.

      “Where are the forest creatures?” she muttered as she stumbled ahead. Ezekiel walked directly to her right where she could keep an eye on him and he could keep a wary gaze pinned on her. She wasn’t a forest expert by any means, but had spent a good part of her youth hunting on her father’s land. She had expected something to show up by now. Or at least the sound of something skittering through the bushes or flying through the trees. And yet nothing came but the whisper of the wind through the leaves.

      Sara did hear Nissa stumbled directly behind her. The woman was doing as best as she was able, but it was pitch-dark and Sara could tell she’d never set foot in a forest without a retainer by her side before. They were going slowly, trying not to slip and fall, but it was blasted hard when she couldn’t even call upon a mage light to guide their way for fear of slowly tipping further into madness.

      Sara had never felt so vulnerable before in her life. If this was what it was like being a battle mage in war—living in fear of your own body and on edge to use your powers at all times—she doubted she would be able to stand another week of it. The stress alone would kill her.

      Father, how did you survive it? How did you thrive? Sara wondered in a silent prayer.

      She knew it would go unheard. She didn’t necessarily believe in the old gods like her father had, but she did hope his spirit was watching over her. She needed some guidance because she was doing a pretty bad job of solving his death on her own.

      Then a bright, white light was visible in the distance. Just ahead and behind a few more trees.

      “Sara?” said Ezekiel, seeing it at the same time she did. “What do you want to do?”

      She crouched low and pulled Ezekiel down with her. “Find out what it is.”

      “I doubt you want to do that,” Nissa said in a low hiss between their shoulders.

      “And why is that?” Sara said, looking over at her.

      The sun mage pressed her mouth into a thin line.

      Sara smiled. “I think I’ll go find out, because if it makes you unhappy it might be the solution to our problems.”

      Nissa gave her a scornful look. “Go then, battle mage. Go to your death. I don’t need you anymore.”

      Sara stared at her hard. Trying to read the calculation in Nissa’s eyes for what it meant. She didn’t know the woman, didn’t know her motives, and didn’t know how to react or tell if she was lying.

      Sara turned to Ezekiel and said, “What do you think?”

      Softy, he said without turning back, “I think I should go explore.”

      Nissa let out a soft sound of disgust.

      “Not happening,” said Sara.

      Ezekiel turned to her urgently. “Think about it, Sara. If you’re killed, we all die. If I go and report back we might have a vital clue and wouldn’t risk much in the process.”

      Sara stared at him in disbelief. “Wouldn’t risk much? You do happen mean something to me, you know.”

      Ezekiel chuckled. “Finally. I was dying to get you to admit your one true love. Now that I have it, I can die happy.”

      Sara was vastly tempted to swat him into the next world, but she couldn’t. Her left hand was occupied by her sword and her right held the rope binding Nissa.

      More seriously, Ezekiel said, “It’s only ten paces that way. I’ll be there and back before you know it. Besides, we don’t have much of a choice. What were you planning to do? Leave me alone with Nissa?”

      Sara thought about it. He was right. They were out of options. Hastily putting Nissa’s rope in his hand, she reached up over his shoulder and grabbed one of the three remaining arrows in the quiver. Then she grabbed his hand holding the weapon and put it into position.

      “Load it,” she ordered firmly.

      He did so with shaky hands.

      She smiled. “Now you’re ready.”

      “Let’s really hope I don’t have to use it.”

      She nodded solemnly and gripped the rope back. He stood and darted off into the woods.

      As she watched her friend disappear into the night, Sara had to wonder what her life had come to that she was sending an untrained mercenary on a scouting mission.

      “Wonder of wonders,” Sara muttered to herself in disgust.

      Five minutes passed. Then ten. No sound of Ezekiel was forthcoming.

      Sara tensed. Then she said, “Come on.”

      The sun mage planted her feet and wouldn’t budge.

      Sara whirled on her, sword in hand. “Let’s go, Nissa.”

      But she turned to see that Nissa wasn’t the only one behind her. Dark shadows of people emerged from the forest. Sara dropped the rope and moved into a fighting crouch.

      She couldn’t do anything before they were surrounded. Then Nissa laughed. “Sorry, sweetheart.”

      “The light?”

      “I haven’t the faintest clue what it means,” the sun mage said as she held out her bound hands to one of those surrounding them. He quickly cut the ropes from her. To Sara’s relief, he didn’t touch the shackles binding Nissa’s lower arms and containing her magic.

      “I just needed a diversion to get you away from here,” Nissa said with humor. “I was certain you’d take the bait and investigate yourself with a little judicious prodding. I never suspected you’d send that bumbling fool in your place.”

      “That bumbling fool is my friend, and if you’ve done anything to harm him I will have your head on a pike,” snarled Sara.

      Nissa wiggled her finger as she moved back into the safety of the fold and the men poured in front of her. Sara counted three, six, and another four made ten. Ten dark guards for the great sun mage.

      “I wouldn’t make threats if I were you, battle mage.”

      “Why?” Sara said mockingly. “You going to take me prisoner?”

      “Never,” said Nissa. She looked at one man clothed all in black who differed from the rest. He had a red armband on his bicep.

      “Kill her,” Nissa said simply.

      He twitched his fingers and the tense group around her erupted in a flurry of attacks.

      Sara dodged backward as assassin after assassin came to claim her head. They were all highly trained, but they had never run up against a battle mage fighting for their life like she was either.

      She quickly scoped out her options. There were plenty of trees that she could use to her advantage. So she did. Sara swung her long sword in the air. Using her strength and deadly accuracy to take off the side of one unfortunate man’s face as she raced to the tree. Jumping, she used her momentum to run up the trunk vertically and crouch partially hidden in the boughs. She wasn’t trying to hide, however. Just get more distance between her and the nine opponents trying to reach her.

      When one came up the trunk after her, she put a knife into the center of his face. The second made it up onto the thick limb and she turned to face him. Swords flashing in the night, they met with a swift exchange of kicks and ducking. Fortunately for her, Sara had practiced her tree sword-fighting as a child. He didn’t stand a chance as she ducked low and saw an opening. She disemboweled him.

      She back flipped off the branch into the center of the clearing and immediately caught another opponent’s double-headed axe coming down on her blade. With a grunt, Sara was forced to crouch down while the massive bald man loomed over her and forced her to yield with all his might. But he wasn’t strong enough. Sara ducked to the side just as another blade came whistling down to take off her head.

      What it ended up doing was sawing the staff of the giant’s axe in half. The momentum he’d already attained caused him to fall forward directly on his weapon’s head, which had flown back after being separated from its base.

      Sara turned and said, “Thank you,” as she slipped her sword’s blade between her opponent’s ribs. Then she took stock of the situation.

      A smile breezed across her face as she said, “Five down. Who’s next?”

      Nissa’s infuriated screech met her ears. “You idiots, kill her!”

      Her voice abruptly cut off as her eyes watched in horror as a weapon came straight for her. Not a sword or a knife an arrow. It streaked through the center of the clearing and only the last minute selflessness of a brave assassin saved the sun mage from her demise. A cloaked assassin leapt in front of his mistress. Taking the full force of the arrow in his chest.

      It didn’t stop it from blasting through him and heading for Nissa ten feet away, but it did slow the arrow down. The arrow, covered in blood, flew until it planted itself in the sun mage’s shoulder and into the tree directly behind her. She was pinned. Sara watched the woman jerk to get away, but it was clear from her pain-filled yells that it was impossible.

      “Help me!” Nissa shrieked to her remaining men.

      “I don’t think so,” Sara said to the four surrounding her.

      They had half-turned anyway, and that was all she needed.

      Leaping into action, Sara dived for the feet of two. She cleanly sliced through the tendons of one, making him incapable of fighting anymore as he fell to the ground with shocked cries. Sara stood to face the remaining two with a feral grin on her face.

      “Well, boys,” she said, “ready to meet your death?”

      The two looked at each other and back at her. For a minute she thought they would flee, but they didn’t.

      They rushed her in unison.

      Sara barely had time to react before Ezekiel came out of nowhere with a scream. He held a piece of log, which he beat one of the men on the head with. She quickly cut the throat of the one he’d dazed. Sara had time enough to wonder what had happened to the crossbow. Yes, she had easily recognized the might of that arrow as one shot from the ancient crossbow in Ezekiel’s hands. She wasn’t stupid; no normal bow could do the work of flying through two opponents and still lodge into the hard wood of a tree with deadly accuracy. It would have been a lot safer for Ezekiel if he’d just shot the man from a distance. But she watched as Ezekiel took a swing at one opponent with a branch he’d grabbed from somewhere. The assassin dodged the curator’s awkward blow with a contemptuous look. Unfortunately for the assassin, that made him momentarily vulnerable to Sara and she finished him off by taking off the last opponent’s head.

      Breathing heavily, she said, “What took you so long?”

      “I got lost,” he said sheepishly.

      “Lost where?” said Sara.

      He pointed back that way. “I found our missing captain, though…you know, before I managed to mistakenly leave the search party behind.”

      Sara shook the sweat out of her eyes with a wry grin. “So they’re coming?”

      He nodded while leaning over on his knees and panting heavily. “Man, killing people is exhausting.”

      She lifted an eyebrow, but didn’t bother mentioning he hadn’t actually killed anyone.

      “Good work with those men and with our traitorous sun mage over there,” said Sara. “I couldn’t have done it without you.”

      He flushed with praise and she turned to march over to a pinned Nissa with a smile.

      The woman was stuck to the tree with an arrow through her shoulder, but she didn’t flinch or beg for mercy. In fact, she lifted her chin proudly and met her captor head-on.

      “Hurts, doesn’t it?” Sara said mockingly.

      Nissa looked at her with fury in her eyes.

      Sara grabbed the arrow’s shaft with a smile. Nissa flinched, but bit back anything she might have said.

      Sara eyed her, waiting for the scream as she snapped the shaft of the arrow so that a sharp edge emerged from the sun mage’s shoulder.

      Nissa whimpered. Sara thought about prolonging this. The woman had tried to kill her, after all. But she didn’t.

      She grabbed both of Nissa’s shoulders in a fierce grip and jerked the woman off the tree. Nissa fell to her knees as Sara let her go the moment she was free of the arrow. But she hadn’t screamed. Instead her shoulders shuddered in pain as she knelt on the ground.

      Sara looked down on her in disgust. When the woman looked up, blood met Sara’s eyes.

      Nissa Sardonien had bitten through her bottom lip.
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      Sara felt some slight envy at Nissa’s ability to project a stony expression in the face of pain, but no pity. Nissa had tried to deceive them and would have murdered Ezekiel in cold blood. She didn’t deserve her sympathy.

      Sara took a step back and said, “Stand up.”

      Nissa didn’t move.

      “I won’t ask you again,” Sara said coldly while lifting her blade to just under Nissa’s chin. She was heartily tired of playing babysitter, especially to a conniving, backstabbing woman like the sun mage.

      Nissa stood up while holding her shoulder in pain.

      Ezekiel came up and winced. “We should get that looked at.”

      “She can die of sepsis for all I care,” Sara said.

      “I thought you said she was a prisoner of war?”

      “Your empress needs me,” Nissa hissed at the same time.

      “But that’s just it,” said Sara, turning around with a pragmatic look. “I don’t need you. You’ve done nothing but slow me down or outright try to get in my way. I’d be better off letting your wound fester. You want to know why?”

      Nissa said nothing.

      “Because it would slow your conniving mind down while the infection spreads to your head, leaving a fever and delusions in its wake,” Sara said. “By the time we locate a good healer, you’ll be too far gone to save but still ambulatory enough to tell Simon what he needs to hear. A win-win situation for us, I’d say.”

      Ezekiel looked at his friend with something akin to horror on his face.

      Nissa’s faced was etched with flat-out hatred.

      Sara gave Ezekiel a defensive look. “She tried to kill me with nearly half a dozen assassins. She’s not worth being upset over.”

      He opened his mouth to speak when Sara heard the rustle of leaves as strangers snuck up on them.

      She turned with a wary eye to look around. “Someone’s coming.”

      Then a voice said, “They’re over here! I’ve found them.”

      Suddenly they were surrounded by a group of men and women who were wearing the elite uniforms of the scout team for the first division of the Corcoran guard. Sara relaxed in relief for the first time that day. She had had heard that the first division had been deployed out on a scouting mission a few hours earlier. She guessed the rumors were true. These mercenaries had had one very lucky break. Not a single one of them had a scratch on them.

      Out of the midst of his mercenaries strode Commander Amadeus, leader of the first division.

      “I see you survived,” said Sara dryly.

      “I see you haven’t lost your irreverence, Mercenary Fairchild,” replied Amadeus while hooking his thumbs in his belt while he looked over the three broken, bloody, and tired people surrounded by dead bodies.

      Sara shrugged, ready to keel over from exhaustion. “It’s a gift.”

      He gave her an irate look. “I can tell.”

      Sara was half-amused, half-irritated. She didn’t give a rat’s bottom what they thought of her now. They had hidden in the tree line while scores of their comrades died. She had no respect for cowards.

      Nodding at Sara, Amadeus commanded his men. “Take the sun mage.”

      Sara shifted uneasily and Amadeus noted it. He held up a closed fist, signaling his men to stop silently.

      Looking at her, the first division commander said, “Is there a problem, Fairchild?”

      Sara looked at him. “I’m not concerned about her well-being. Truly I couldn’t give a damn if you threw her in the nearest river and drowned her. But I found her, I freed her, and I deserve to deliver her to the captain.”

      Amadeus let out a slow smile. “Your captive, your reward, eh?”

      Sara stiffened, but she didn’t deny it. “Yes.”

      He let out a chuckle. “Now you’re thinking like a mercenary.”

      She waited for him to make his move. He could say anything he liked; it was his actions that he would count. The leader of the first division stroked his beard and then he stepped aside with a wave of his hand.

      “Men, let’s escort Mercenary Fairchild and her captive to the captain of our illustrious company, shall we?”

      The forest roared with the sound of mercenary approval.

      Ezekiel stepped closer and whispered in Sara’s ear, “This is a good thing. A very good thing. They’re not mocking you. They’re praising you.”

      Sara cracked a smile, because for once she had understood the importance of the commander’s acquiescence before Ezekiel had.

      With a firm hand on Nissa Sardonien’s shoulder, she forced the mage to walk ahead of her and they strode off into the woods surrounded by mercenary compatriots that, for once, would fight to the death before Sara had a chance to. It was nice to be surrounded by a group of elite fighters that didn’t expect her to win every skirmish tonight.

      They marched through the silent forest in rows of four. Four guards at the head. In the second row came Sara, with Nissa in the middle. Amadeus flanked her left and another guard flanked Nissa’s right. Sara knew Ezekiel was right behind her, as he would occasionally stumble and step on her feet. There were three guards in his row to protect him from harm and keep him from killing himself. Behind them flowed the other guards with some deploying farther out as an early warning system.

      They marched for what felt like fifteen minutes when Sara began to grow uneasy.

      The light hadn’t been that far out, and she knew Ezekiel had found the captain when he headed that way.

      “Where are you taking us?” she asked the commander of the first division.

      “To our leader,” he said.

      “Is Captain Simon where the light is?” Sara stressed.

      “He was when I saw him last,” Amadeus said.

      She didn’t get much more from him than that. Then they emerged from the tree line to see a very strange structure up ahead. She halted in her tracks, making Nissa stop with her.

      “What is that?” Sara said.

      “That,” said Commander Amadeus, “is a transportation portal designed to take us from this dreadful forest to where the real action is.”

      At that moment, a guard in the distance turned around and Sara recognized Barthis Simon.

      He walked up with relief on his face as he said, “Good, you got her.”

      Sara didn’t think the emotion on his face was because of her. And there was only one other female in her group.

      Clasping Amadeus eagerly on the shoulder, Simon said, “I knew it was the right decision to send your men after the prisoner.”

      “Actually, sir, we never made it out of the forest,” said the commander stiffly. “We came across these three straggling through the trees like lost lambs.”

      Sara bristled at the description and Ezekiel edged his way around to stand at her shoulder.

      “Are you ready to start the counterattack?” Ezekiel asked the captain of the Corcoran mercenaries eagerly.

      The man gave Ezekiel a disinterested look. “Counterattack?”

      He exchanged an amused look with Amadeus.

      Sara couldn’t hold her temper any longer; they were treating this like a game.

      “Men are dying out there. Your men,” Sara said. “We need to strike back against the Kade mages.”

      “And we will,” said Simon. “But not now. The plan doesn’t involve preemptory strikes.”

      “Preemptory strikes?” Sara fazed. “What are you talking about? You need to save your men while you still can.”

      Commander Amadeus snarled, “We don’t take orders from grunts like you. We have the situation in hand.”

      “Have it in hand?” Sara snarled back. “Is that what you call a battlefield red with the blood of your men and only them?”

      “My men are right here,” said Amadeus coldly.

      Sara tried to object again.

      Simon held up a hand for silence. “It’s all right, Amadeus. Perhaps I should explain a little.”

      “I have done what I came here to do,” said Simon, turning to Sara. “The sun mage will be the key to killing all of the Kade mages one-by-one. I won’t risk that by setting off a useless counter-strike that would leave us defenseless and likely let her escape.”

      Sara swallowed harshly. “You’ve done all you came here to do?”

      She was nearly shaking in anger.

      “How dare you?” spluttered Ezekiel beside her. “You’ll let your troops fall to save your own hide?”

      “At the orders of the empress, I would sacrifice my own child for the greater good,” said their captain.

      Then it all came together in Sara’s mind as flashes of what he had said ventured through her thoughts. Orders of the empress… Done what I came to do… The sun mage is key.

      She stared at the captain in revulsion. “You knew this would happen all along.”

      He turned to her with calm eyes. “We made precautions in case the Kade mages decided to take out our forces in the first skirmish and recapture the prisoner before we could arrive at the battlefield at a normal pace.”

      Ezekiel snorted. “Yeah, like that went so well. You left her behind. Sara brought your precious prisoner to you.”

      The captain turned to her with a measured look. “Did you, now?”

      Sara said nothing. Revulsion still in her eyes. She was half-tempted to take Nissa and Ezekiel and flee. Flee to where, she didn’t know. But serving under a man who abandoned his leadership to take charge of one prisoner, no matter who the orders came from, didn’t sit well with her.

      “Yes, she did,” admitted Commander Amadeus.

      “Well,” said the captain, “we can’t let that go unnoticed.”

      Sara said, “Don’t trouble yourself over it, really.”

      “No, I honor the traditions of the mercenary guild.”

      Yeah, except I don’t think leaving your men behind was one of those honored traditions, she thought viciously.

      The captain continued, oblivious to her thoughts, “You’ve now been promoted to Mercenary of the first division of the Corcoran guard.”

      He said it as if she should take pride in that.

      Ezekiel beat her to the punch. “I hate to break it to you, but thanks to your impressive leadership, all your other divisions are dead.”

      Captain Simon snarled, “One more word out of you, Mercenary, and I’ll have you left here.”

      Ezekiel piped down.

      “No, you won’t,” said Sara staunchly. “Every mercenary of the first and second divisions has an archer assigned to them. Ezekiel is mine.”

      Simon gave her a fairly amused look. “As you like.”

      He turned to Ezekiel. “Ensign Crane, you are now designated to the first division as well. And for the record…the Corcoran guard is much more than the first, third, and fourth divisions.”

      Simon had just listed the division of troops that they had rode from the capital city of Sandrin—over five hundred men and women strong. Sara had wondered why the divisions were labeled so haphazardly. Now she guessed she’d have her answer.

      “The might of the Corcoran guard has ten divisions. Each with over two hundred mercenaries in their ranks,” said Simon as he backed away suddenly and addressed the men who gathered in the clearing. As they emerged from the shadows to stand around the broad ring free-standing in the clearing and the fiery smoke of a field burning a few miles away drifted above, Sara counted over thirty individuals until she lost track.

      “Only sixty-two number among the first division,” Simon barked with his hands behind him and his feet spread. He began to walk around the center of the tight circle formed by the individuals of the first division. A loud cheer met his pronouncement.

      “But still we lost the four hundred and fifty brave souls of the third and fourth divisions tonight. They didn’t sacrifice themselves for naught,” Simon continued.

      They didn’t sacrifice themselves for anything, thought Sara. They were led like lambs to the slaughter by a leader who didn’t care.

      “We will move forward, we will strike in heart of the darkness, and we will end the Kades for good!” shouted Barthis. “For our land, for our empress, for Algardis!”

      His sentenced ended on the roar of dozens of men.

      Before her Sara saw a leader with the charisma of dozens but the heart of a snake. Calculating, cold, and deadly. Simon dropped his raised fist and walked over to their sun mage.

      “Nissa Sardonien, sun mage and member of the Kade mages, are you ready to complete your destiny?”

      Nissa raised her head proudly. She didn’t flinch. She didn’t turn away.

      “Am I ready to die so that your imperial courts can continue to drain these lands of resources and magic until Algardis is nothing but a husk, to the shame of our founding emperor and the true intention of the bond between mage and land?” she asked. “No, I am not. But seeing as I have no choice, proceed.”

      With every word, anger grew on the captain’s face. When she invoked the sacred title of the first emperor, he hauled back a hand and slapped her so hard that she fell into Sara’s side. Sara helped her to stand while staring at the captain coldly.

      Sara didn’t resist when the captain grabbed the rope restraining Nissa’s hand and tugged her into the center of the circle with him. Although she wanted to. By the gods, the man was a vile individual.

      With a sharp push, he held up Nissa’s hands while wrenching her arrow-shot shoulder in the process. She was unable to hold back a cry. He didn’t care.

      “This woman is our key! She will be the downfall of her maniacal compatriots,” he said.

      The men and women cheered.

      Finished, Barthis turned to another mage standing to the side with a satisfied grin. “Open the portal way.”

      The man stepped toward the large circle and set to work.

      Tearing her eyes away from the sight of Nissa on the ground nursing her shoulder, Sara said to Ezekiel, “What is that?”

      “It’s a portal way—a gate of passage that can transport us anywhere in the empire.”

      Sara stared at him. “Anywhere like to the edge of a battlefield at least four weeks’ hard riding from here?”

      He nodded with a gulp.

      “Are you ready?” she said.

      “Do I have a choice?” he said, straightening his shoulders.

      Sara shook her head and they both turned to watch as the portal way glowed with a brilliant light. The same light they’d seen before.

      As Sara watched, she knew. It was time to face the true battlefield—the battlefield of Aranos in the heart of Kade territory.

      ~*~*~*

      Liked the book? Be sure to keep up with the series by picking up the newest release here: Blades Of Illusion: Crown Service #2!
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