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Little Tiff, this one is for you.


Prologue


Jaren knew he was dreaming because he could see.

Fires flickered in the braziers, casting shadows across the stone walls. There was a strange coolness to the air that signified he was somewhere underground. The air was hazy with smoke, which smelled of clove and anise and cinnamon; it stung his nose. Try as it might, the incense could not cover the stench of death, like rotting meat with just a hint of fruit gone too ripe. Despite the heaviness of the spices in the air, the smell seemed to stick to his tongue and linger at the back of his throat. Jaren’s stomach turned. His lungs burned, yearning for fresh air.

Dark beings moved all around him, shrouded in black cloaks, hoods pulled low to hide their faces, as well as any distinguishing features or expressions. More and more shadowy figures flooded into the room. Soon they were pressed against him, and Jaren felt lost in a sea of black fabric and smoke.

Far away sounds of chanting began to echo off the walls. Jaren tried to move toward the source of the chanting, but his body felt heavy and sluggish. He tried to push through the dark figures, but in every direction, there were more and more of them. They jostled him roughly as he tried to move through them. Jaren did not consider himself claustrophobic, but panic began to set in and he twisted around, searching desperately for an exit. No matter which way he looked there seemed to be nothing but cloaked figures, stone walls, and shadows.

A scream split the air. Jaren turned toward the sound, gripping the hilt of his sword tightly. Beyond the shadow figures, on a raised dais stood an altar carved of black stone, which glistened in the flickering light of the braziers. There was a large bronze bell hanging above it. He knew this place. A sense of hopelessness began to spread through him. Desperate, he swung his sword at the dark figures around him. His blade passed through them harmlessly, as if they were made of the same smoke that hung in the air. From the direction of the altar, the screaming intensified. Jaren continued to slash through the dark figures. Each movement was a labored effort, like wading through the late-winter snows of Kolja-Sorja. His weapon felt heavier than Ulf’s mighty hammer, but still, he fought.

There was a deep, rumbling roar that shook the chamber. As the sound passed through the dungeon, it brought with it a gust of wind that nearly put the fires in the braziers out. The wind carried the smoke and the incense away, replacing them with the tang of sulfur and blood. The cloaked figures faded into the shadows.

The stones under Jaren’s feet heaved violently and the whole floor gave way beneath him. With nothing to grab a hold of he fell into a black abyss. Through the darkness, a pair of large, burning eyes watched him. Jaren could feel the heat rolling off them like waves of hatred made manifest. They belonged to something very large, very angry, and very ancient.


Chapter one
Hermit
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JAREN WOKE WITH A START. He couldn’t see, even with his eyes wide open. The first rays of early morning sunlight filtered in through his cabin window, warming his face. Outside, birds were singing. He blinked a few times and rubbed his eyes but to no avail.

Even now, several years later, some mornings he struggled to come to terms with the loss of his sight. His chest tightened. Jaren whispered a prayer to Skylae. It was the same prayer he said every morning for more days than he could count. He prayed to be forgiven, to have his sight restored. And every morning since the day he’d had his sight stripped away, he was met with silence; the darkness remaining.

He sighed, resigned himself to starting his day, and got out of bed. If the sun was up, he should be up. He carefully made the bed. The straw mattress had worn thin long ago and was in desperate need of restuffing. He’d been meaning to use pine boughs, as getting more straw meant going to town, but couldn’t seem to spare the time to go cut them. Bed made, he took five measured paces over to the counter.

He knew the cabin by heart. There was a stone fireplace along the back wall, wood stacked next to it. The ceiling was low, the large timber rafters exposed, drying bundles of fennel, thyme, mint, sage, and chives hanging from them. Illina had gifted him the herbs during Uhel Week. Had it already been three months since Uhel? To the left was his bed with several heavy wool blankets as well as a large bear skin throw. To the right was the counter. His bowl and his pitcher were usually positioned on the left, then moving right along the back wall was a grinding stone, followed by jars organized by ascending size, smallest to largest, containing yeast, sugar, salt, and flour, respectively.

He reached for a large wooden bowl and a pitcher and found them exactly where they should be. The bowl was always toward the left end of the counter, the pitcher immediately to the right of it so he could grab them both at the same time. He poured water into the bowl and set the pitcher back in its place. Jaren splashed the cold water on his face. As he washed, he could feel how long his beard had grown. It would be time to trim it soon.

Jaren took the bowl and walked four paces to the front door. He undid the lock, opened the door, and stepped out into the morning sun. Though he could not see it, his eyes blinked reflexively against the bright light. He carefully set the bowl down to the right of the door for the birds and turned back into the house.

Judging by the immediate sound of splashing, a few birds had descended from the trees to bathe in the water. Jaren’s cabin was nestled in a small clearing within Reven Wood. Reven was an old forest. New spring leaves on the ancient oaks rustled together gently and the aged pine boughs whispered in a cold breeze that managed to find its way through every crack and crevice, stealing the heat from his cabin. He shivered. I really should patch those drafts this spring.

His walking stick waited patiently to the right of the door. He gathered it up along with a large bucket and headed down the well-worn path to the river. About halfway down the path, he caught his foot on a root and tripped, nearly dropping the bucket. “Hells.” Jaren muttered after regaining his balance.

The river water was freezing as he plunged the bucket into it. His toes began to numb as moisture seeped in through the worn soles of his boots. Sighing, he turned and headed up the path. Water dribbled from the leaky bucket, and he quickened his pace, trying to get as much in one trip as possible.

As he approached the cabin, the aggressive honking of a goose let him know he was close to home. His bucket was nearly half empty. Jaren groaned. “Brand’s Bond, if I ever catch you, I swear I’m going to eat you,” he promised the bird. The goose hissed menacingly for good measure before wandering off to join the other two geese nibbling grass at the edge of the clearing.

Jaren had acquired the goose and her sisters from one of the villagers when he had first retreated to Reven Wood. She had been just a gosling at the time, but even as a young bird, she had been largely unmanageable. He had taken to calling her “Devil-Goose” and the name seemed to stick. Now that she was full grown and nesting, Jaren suspected she was the meanest thing in Reven Wood. The other geese stayed close to her for protection, but the foxes had made off with the chickens over the winter when the geese went to the river to forage. When Devil-Goose was feeling particularly vengeful, she would charge Jaren and nip at him for no reason.

Once Jaren emptied what remained of the water into his pitcher, he made his way over to the tiny A-frame nesting boxes. Devil-Goose’s usual strategy was to ambush him when he was checking her nest for eggs. She would creep up to him, silent as a cat, before charging in and biting his hands when he would reach into her nesting box. Today he managed to gather the eggs (there were only two) without more than a few nips.

His morning chores completed, it was time for breakfast. Jaren took the eggs into the house and returned to the door with a hard loaf of something that barely passed for bread and some very dried cheese. There was a large stump situated just outside and to the left of the door. Jaren sat down on the stump to eat his breakfast.

A small songbird flitted over to him, landing in the grass at his feet, chirping to get his attention. His pale green eyes were drawn in the direction of the sound, though he could not see her.

“Good morning, songbird,” Jaren said before he took another bite of bread. It was awful, but it was food.

The tiny bird whistled happily in response. He could hear her feathers rustling as she began to flit about before chirping again.

“Had that same dream again last night. Miserable thing, always ruins my sleep. How did you sleep?” he asked between mouthfuls.

He smiled as the little songbird sang her answer. Jaren had learned over the years to recognize the distinct calls of some of the birds that lived in his clearing. This particular bird seemed more vocal than the other birds. She had grown very brave with time and did not seem to be afraid of him. There was a pause in her singing, and then she chirped again. Jaren felt like he could pick out her tone rising at the end, inquiringly.

“No seeds today,” he told her, “just bread for breakfast.”

A short, urgent chirp was her reply.

He could imagine the tiny bird hopping back and forth, waiting to be fed.

Jaren pulled a small chunk of bread from the loaf. It was a dry, hard loaf, the best he could manage on his own. He’d only had a rudimentary understanding of baking before losing his sight. Trying to keep track of and measure ingredients on his own had been an experience of repeated failures. Illina was a patient teacher though, and after many, many attempts he managed to make something resembling bread. Now, as long as he kept things in place, he made do.

He ripped the bread into smaller pieces before holding them out, waiting. Eventually, he was rewarded by the light touch of feet as she alighted on the side of his palm. He held perfectly still as she ate, warbling happily between bites. More birds descended from the trees, chirping hopefully, expecting to be fed as well, though none were so bold as to eat from his hand. Jaren stuffed the rest of the cheese into his mouth, tossed the remaining bits of bread onto the grass, and got up.

Jaren barely felt the weight of her as she landed on his shoulder. He went back into the cabin and took two strides forward and two to the left. At the foot of his bed was a hefty wooden trunk. Resting on top was an old battered sheath containing a bastard sword and his hunting knife. With movements practiced hundreds of times over, he girded his weapons. He found he had to tighten his belt one notch more to hold the weight of his sword. Either the leather was stretched with age or the winter had taken more out of him than he wanted to admit. As he was arranging his accoutrements, the songbird continued to sing sweetly, sidestepping to keep her balance. Once he had his blades situated, he made his way into the clearing.

He started with the familiar drills of the Phoenic style. Simple, effective, and easy to drill, the aggressive movements were the first formalized training with a blade he’d had. He’d practiced the familiar sweeps and thrusts thousands of times. They were as natural as breathing and always served as a good warm-up. From there he moved to the Umeric style, which he had been instructed in by Sir Hardric himself. Within the Umeric style, Jaren favored a combination of Palad and Vendarian drills. Palad being suited more to his preference for a hand-and-a-half sword as opposed to a knightly greatsword, and Vendarian being suited more for the slaying of beasts than men.

Jaren moved about the clearing with the grace of a wolf, his lean muscles working hard as his blade whistled through the air with each slash and counter. His jaw clenched, expression grim, he fought his imaginary demons as if his life depended on it. Though he was well conditioned, the intensity of his practice caused beads of sweat to appear on his forehead. Half step back, feinting, then… Jaren lunged forward on powerful legs to deliver a killing blow before turning to face the invisible enemy behind him. Quick turn, block, sweep to uppercut, and a half step back again. He paused as he tried to blend a defensive retreat from the Phoenic style with an aggressive attack from the Umeric Vendarian drills. He shook his head, lowering his sword. “Not quite there yet.” He walked back to the middle of the clearing and set his stance to start again.

“Hello! Jaren?” a woman’s voice called. Devil-Goose dashed around to the front of the cabin, honking loudly.

Jaren groaned, lowering his sword.

“There you are. Good morning.” The woman’s voice carried pleasantly over the hissing of the ever-tyrannical Devil-Goose. He recognized her voice, Illina. He brought the image of her face to his mind as clear as if he had seen her yesterday. She was about the same height as Jaren. Her long dark hair, which was beginning to show the very first wisps of gray, was pulled back into a loose braid. She would likely have a heavy pack slung over her shoulder.

“You’re early. You’re not supposed to be here for another few days.”

“Just so. I thought I would surprise you.” Her voice was cheerful, her footsteps light as they approached. “I brought you some flour, some cheese and sausages, potatoes, salt, and a jar of pickled mushrooms.”

Jaren sighed. “You didn’t have to do that.”

“Someone has to take care of you. You’re certainly not doing a good job of doing it for yourself.” He felt her brush past him as she headed for the cabin. “I closed the shop and came early. I’m going to stay and help you for a day or two.”

“I don’t need your help,” Jaren insisted, following the sound of her footsteps into the cabin. First, she moved to the table, and he immediately heard thud of her pack. Then to the corner.

“Moons above. Did you know the mice have gotten into your barley?”

Jaren pinched the bridge of his nose and shut his eyes tight. No, I did not know that, thank you. The scratching of the tightly packed straw against his dirt floor told him that she had begun to sweep.

“I don’t need you to come here and do chores for me.” He ground his teeth.

“Judging by the number of cobwebs that were on your broom, you’re sorely mistaken. Just pretend like I’m not here if that helps you,” she offered.

How many times had he told Illina not to make the trip out here? How many times had he told her he just wanted to be left alone? His mood soured; Jaren stalked out the door to continue with his daily routine. Sword practice ruined, he found his way over to his garden. He began to pull weeds. Distracted by irritation, he grabbed plants indiscriminately. The deer had eaten most of his winter vegetables by now anyway, so the risk of him pulling kale or turnips was slim.

“Mersey have mercy, Jaren, that garden is a mess. How you manage to grow anything is beyond me.”

Jaren sat back on his heels. “I didn’t ask you to come here and critique my work. I do just fine, thank you.”

“Jaren, this place is falling apart. I have no idea how you’ve managed out here the last few years on your own. I think it’s time you gave some consideration to moving back into town.”

He’d known her long enough to recognize that tone. She was likely standing with her hands on her hips, staring down her nose judgmentally at him.

Jaren stood up, dusting himself off. “I’m not having this conversation with you again.” He headed for the cabin and began to feel his way around the outside of his house, meticulously checking for gaps or holes or wood rot, of which there were plenty. His roof had a leak in it, that much he knew, but he couldn’t repair it himself. He briefly considered asking Illina to bring someone with her next month but quickly dismissed the thought.

She followed Jaren as he made his way around the cabin. “Jaren, why? You don’t have to keep punishing yourself like this. You’ve mourned long enough.”

“I’ll say when it’s enough,” Jaren growled. Could she not just leave him well alone?

Illina clicked her tongue. “It’s foolish and dangerous,” she chided.

He ignored her and continued around the cabin. As he rounded to the northwest corner, he put his hands out to check for his wind chime. It was made from wooden branches he had carved smooth over long, lonely winter nights and an old steel cowbell. He could hear the wooden rods clanking together against the steel in the breeze and found everything to be in place. If he strayed too far from the house, he could follow the sound of his chime back to the clearing.

“Jaren, do you really think that’s what they would have wanted?” Illina pressed.

Jaren stopped. His shoulders and his head sagged forward suddenly. He put one hand against the cabin to steady himself. How dare she bring them up. “Just go.” His voice was barely a whisper.

“I’m sorry, Jaren, I didn’t mean to upset you. We don’t have to talk. How about I make some lunch?” She stepped up beside him and put a hand on his shoulder.

He cleared his throat. “I said go.”

Illina let out a slow exhale. “Don’t be like that, please let me help you.”

“Just go away, leave me alone!” he shouted. “I didn’t want you here in the first place! Go back to Mulk and leave me be!”

“Fine! Have it your way.” She backed away from him. “Stay here, by yourself, be miserable and lonely all you want.” Illina spun on her heel and headed toward the trail.

Jaren felt a pang of guilt stab him in his gut, cold and piercing like a dagger. He wanted to call after her but stopped himself. No, he would not call her back. I deserve this, he thought, it’s best this way. Her steps faded away as she crossed the clearing. Slowly, Jaren turned back to his work.


Chapter two
Ficiun
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SPLITTING LOGS WAS BY FAR one of the most frustrating obstacles he had learned to overcome. He had learned to go slow, to be patient, and most importantly, he had learned exactly how far to step back to swing the axe to get it to go where he wanted.

Jaren set a log onto a large stump, took a measured step back, and swung overhand down toward the log. Crack. The log split as the axe met its mark. He rarely missed anymore. He picked up the halves of the log and threw them aside.

“Who does she think she is?” he told the songbird as he set another log on the stump. “She just shows up here, unexpectedly and then nags me about moving back to town.”

Crack. The halves of the log fell to the ground.

“She knows I’m not going to move back.” He set another log. “She still asks me every month.”

Crack.

“Every. Single. Month!” he yelled as he brought the axe down again.

Crack.

Jaren worked until he could feel the coolness of the shadows stretching across his clearing. He was exhausted and sweaty, having been so focused on his task he hadn’t noticed the forest go quiet.

No birds chirped, no squirrels scampered through the trees, no insects called to each other. Even Devil-Goose refrained from her honking and hissing. He could sense magic in the air; it made the hair on the back of his neck stand up. It wasn’t the same tingle of arcane power that he felt when Feyn had used magic. This felt more subtle, almost sinister.

Soft whispers arose from the trees. Something was moving through the underbrush. The songbird flew to his shoulder, chirping excitedly. Jaren waved her away. He was trying to focus, her chirping an unwelcome distraction. The songbird circled the clearing before landing on his shoulder again. She was quiet this time.

Slowly, a creature emerged from the woods.

Jaren turned toward the direction of the footsteps. “Who’s there? Illina?”

Whatever it was halted partway across the clearing. “I am here,” came the reply. “You are there. We are here.” It was not Illina’s voice.

“What’s your name?”

The creature’s expression twisted into a smile. Jaren could hear the cunning in his voice. “I have a great many names. Some you may have heard, and some not. Ere, I have been called Grandfather Tree, or Father Reven, or Shade of the Wood. I am he who whispers and wanders the dark places between the trees. My true name I shall never tell. You may call me Ficiun.”

Jaren paused. He’d stumbled across Ficiun once before, deep in the heart of Reven as a younger man with sight. It had been years ago, but the image of this fey sprang into his mind immediately. Ficiun’s lower legs were those of a goat, while his torso was that of a man. The creature’s humanoid arms were too long for his frame, and his head was a mixture of eerie caprine and beautiful elven features. A pair of long, spiraled ram’s horns curled around his attentive ears. At the time, all of Ficiun’s skin had the texture of pine bark; moss and new shoots of ivy or other greenery were growing from him as if the creature itself were sprouting new spring growth. Jaren had kept his distance, heeding the stories regarding this particular fey and his secretive and irascible nature.

“Ficiun of Shalokar’s domain.”

Ficiun bowed low, dipping his horns toward the ground. “Sooth. It is as you say.”

Jaren shifted his weight nervously. It was dangerous business to deal with the Fey, and this one had sought him out. Ficiun would want something, and he wouldn’t leave until he was satisfied. Jaren would have to tread carefully. “It’s been some time since our paths have crossed. Have I done something to offend you?”

Ficiun continued his approach toward Jaren. Devil-Goose came around from the side of the house to see who had entered the clearing, honking loudly. Ficiun shot a warning glance at the goose, and she immediately turned tail and fled. Jaren’s skin prickled feeling the creature’s strange eyes sweep over him as Ficiun turned back towards him.

“I have taken no offense to your presence in my woods. Rather, I have come to beg a boon of you, mortal.”

Jaren listened as the creature began to circle him. He turned, following the sound of the footsteps, refusing to let the thing flank him. He wasn’t expecting violence, but there was no sense in being careless. “What possible boon could a powerful fey need from a simple hermit?”

He could hear a sharp barb of irritation in the fey’s voice. “Do you think me foolish, that I would not seek to learn as much about one who settles my forest as possible? I have heard tell of your great deeds. There have been many communicants among the good folk of Mulk, both knowingly and unknowingly. You are no mere cottier, Jaren.”

Jaren shivered at the memory of Ficiun’s cruel grin. When the fey smiled he’d displayed sharp bicuspids on either side of his flat incisors. It was rather unsettling. Jaren remained quiet, slowly turning to follow the footsteps. He needed to be patient. The less he said, the better.

“Do you have any kenning of how long you lived in this cabin?” the fey asked him.

Jaren shook his head. The fey’s hooves whispered through the grass. Jaren clenched his hand slightly, feeling the reassuring weight of the axe. Soft feathers tickled his cheek as the songbird shifted on his shoulder. A cloud moved over the sun, casting another cool shadow across the clearing.

“The days number one thousand upon one thousand.” Ficiun told him. “In that time, unresolved deeds have resurfaced. The one you thought long buried has returned to power. You know of whom I speak.”

“You can’t know that.” Jaren stammered. “He… He’s trapped, there’s no way he could return to power.”

“You left this matter unconcluded.” Ficiun circled closer, his voice dropping low. “It is a blight that will continue to spread across all of Tigraen unless you set it to right.”

Jaren stepped away from the voice. “I… I’m blind. How exactly do you expect me to do that?”

“Your sightlessness is not my concern. This is your onus. Your kismet. Your doom. Verily, none can blame you for retreating here, for trying to escape your failure, or for trying to forget what happened. Nevertheless, you left matters unfinished, and those matters have returned with a vengeance. For some time, his minions have been searching for you. I cannot protect you from what is coming any longer.”

Jaren’s chest grew tight, and his skin seemed to prickle uncomfortably. He fought it down, stilling his mind. Clearly, the fey was trying to get him riled up, he needed to stay calm. A warrior’s focus would serve him best. “Are you here to beg a boon or to guilt me into service?” He forced himself to sound matter-of-fact rather than irritated.

“I merely wish to impress upon you the urgency of the situation in which you are about to find yourself, a situation of which you are not yet aware.” Ficiun circled closer, crouching down, his long fingers swishing through the grass.

“How benevolent,” Jaren muttered.

“Arzinock has been looking for you, I do not want his creatures or his followers defiling my forest. It is only a matter of time before he is free. The boon I beg is this: to take the fight to him, finish what you started, end him. Leave Reven anon, find the demon, and kill him.”

Jaren exhaled and pinched the bridge of his nose with his free hand. “Surely you understand that sending one blind man against such odds is the worst possible choice?”

Ficiun’s joints crackled like splintering wood as he drew himself up to full height and closed the distance to Jaren. As soon as he heard movement, Jaren moved on instinct, bringing his axe up defensively. The songbird launched herself into the air. The fey grabbed the axe and ripped it from Jaren’s hands, tossing it across the clearing. Ficiun dipped his head down and snorted in Jaren’s face for good measure. Jaren could smell the scent of winter rime and fresh berries on the creature’s breath.

“His loathly, nithing, baseborn, peccant wretches have caused me great offense.” The fey snarled, “Do you question the wisdom of the Fey? You are the mortal I have chosen to champion this quest for me. You have fought this demon before. You know the demon’s weakness. I know you’ve spirited away the key to Arzinock’s demise. You will go and retrieve it and kill the Gorothkan.”

“Perhaps,” Jaren began delicately. “I could help you find someone more suited to the task? I could take this information to the Black Bulls or the Interrogers for you?” Jaren heard the fey make a disgusted grunt. “It’s not that I’m unwilling to help you, fey. I’m just not sure how I can accomplish such a task without my sight.”

The little songbird came back and settled herself on Jaren’s shoulder. Jaren could almost feel the fey’s attention turn to her, and he sensed a slow, mischievous smile spread across Ficiun’s face. “Perhaps,” he began, mocking Jaren’s tone. “Perhaps you are in the right; it was wrong of me to beseech you without considering the hardship such an undertaking would place on you and the difficulties you would have to overcome to be successful.”

Jaren guessed that the fey had now decided on some terrible new course of action. Ficiun continued, “I shall choose a new champion for this quest, but whither shall I find someone willing to rise to the challenge?” His voice dripped with derision. As Ficiun had predicted, the songbird chirped in response.

“Shh,” Jaren urged the little songbird under his breath.

“You?” Ficiun asked, with mock incredulity, “You would be my champion?”

She chirped again. Jaren felt the whisper of her feathers as she lifted off his shoulder.

“Very well, then. Come here, little bird.” The fey held out his hands, and she fluttered over, landing delicately in Ficiun’s waiting palms.

Jaren tensed nervously. “What are you going to do to her?”

Ficiun gently petted the little bird’s head with one of his long subtle fingers. “I am going to remake her into a form more suitable for her quest. I will not harm her.”

“You can’t be serious.” Jaren balked. “She’s just a little bird. She’s even less suited to this quest than I am.”

“Nevertheless, she offered herself as my champion. Thus, your burden falls to her now.”

“But–” Jaren started.

“Hush, mortal,” Ficiun ordered. The songbird’s chirps grew faint. The Fey must have closed his hands around her. She let out a muffled whistle of alarm. Jaren's hand clenched reflexively, missing his axe. He tried not to image what the fey was doing to her. Ficiun walked away from Jaren, crossing the clearing. He began to chant in a strange sing song language that Jaren did not understand.

The words slid across Jaren’s skin like an eel, both soft and muculent. He shook the sensation off, attuning his senses to what was happening, trying to ignore the bewitching pull of the fey magic. He felt the temperature drop as air rushed past him in the direction the fey had gone. Smells of cedar and wet earth filled his nostrils. The air crackled with power. Ficiun continued to chant in the melodic tongue of the Fey.

Jaren heard bones popping and cracking as they changed shape, and the sick, wet sound of muscles and tendons stretching. It was hard not to imagine the gruesome sight of Ficiun molding the bird, his sidhe magic twisting and reshaping her organs, tearing feathers from her body, smoothing her flesh, and remaking her physical form. Above the fey’s chanting, a high, clear cry split the air: a woman’s voice, a mix of pain and ecstasy, sending a shiver through Jaren. The scent of cedar and earth became blood, wet feathers, and sweat.

And then, abruptly, it was over. The air was still, the cloud that had covered the clearing passed, and Jaren heard something tumble to the ground. Ficiun chortled in the distance, clearly pleased with himself.

“Behold! My champion!” the fey declared proudly.


Chapter three
Champion


[image: image-placeholder]


ALL OF JAREN’S SENSES were on high alert, straining to piece together what had just happened.

“As for you, Jaren, you have shirked your responsibility and passed your doom on to another. You may return to your simple life if you wish. Remember, I did warn you. Gorothka will be at its perigee near the beginning of autumn, no later than The Feast of Dra. If Arzinock’s minions have not found you by then, the beast himself may come looking for you. Fare-thee-well.”

Jaren listened to the receding footsteps as Ficiun turned and disappeared into the forest. Jaren strained to hear. Silence. “Little songbird?”

At his call, something began to make its way across the clearing. The steps were light, and Jaren could hear that it walked on two legs. It stumbled and fell into the grass, breath was coming in uneven, shallow gasps. Whatever it was, it wasn’t well coordinated, and likely, not a threat.

“Jar-en?” His name sounded strange, as if the creature was unsure of how to say it. The voice was soft, feminine.

“Songbird? Is… is that you?” he hesitated. He felt her draw extremely close to him, and Jaren leaned back on instinct. The scents of pine and sunshine and sweat wafted toward him with her movement. He felt some of the tension leave his body. Monsters smelled foul. The air about her was certainly not unpleasant.

He felt something brush his arm, and he pulled away again, taking a step backward.

“It is me Songbird.” She touched him again. He continued to back away, keeping himself away from her exploring hands.

“Stop that. What happened? What are you?” he asked warily.

“I am like you now.” The more she spoke the more easily the words seemed to come to her.

“You’re human now?”

“I think so. How can I tell?”

He reached out toward her hesitantly with one hand. When his fingertips brushed skin, he jerked his hand back. Did that feel right? Jaren couldn’t help but fear the fey had turned her into something grotesque, that this was still some horrible trick.

“Did that hurt?” she asked, genuine concern and curiosity in her voice.

“No. Hold still a moment.”

She obliged, standing still. Jaren felt his skin tingle with the distinct sensation of being watched. He moved cautiously, reaching out toward her again with both hands. His fingertips brushed the skin near her collarbone, and she shivered in response. He placed his hands on her shoulders and then moved them up to her face. She had soft cheeks, her nose felt small, cute even. It felt like a human face. She had long hair, which he tucked back for her, feeling the round shape of the top of her ears as he did so.

He moved his hands down her neck and over her shoulders down her arms. Her frame was slender, petite. She stepped toward Jaren, reaching for his face. “Is this how humans greet each other?” She had no consideration for personal space as she pressed up against him and put her hands on his cheeks, burying her fingers in his beard.

“No. Don’t get so close.” Jaren brought his hands up to push her back as he stepped in the opposite direction, but his hands met soft, supple, bare skin. He jerked his hands away, suddenly embarrassed.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing, just–You’re naked,” he told her. Jaren was suddenly aware of how long it had been since he had been in the presence of a naked woman. It had to have been years ago by now. He grew uncomfortably warm, his body responding to the memory enthusiastically. He tried to put the thought out of his mind as quickly as he could.

“What’s naked?” she asked. “Does that mean I’m not human?”

“You sound and feel human, from what I can tell anyway. When humans aren’t dressed, we’re naked. If you’re going to look like a human, you need to wear clothes.”

She made a small huff of disagreement. “I think I’m fine just the way I am.”

Jaren’s usually perceptive mind was struggling to take everything in. It was too much to think about all at once. One thing at a time. She’s naked, get some clothes on her. That would be simple. It was something that could be done immediately and a good place to start, he decided. Jaren reached for her but paused, hands hovering uncertainly halfway between them. Mersey, Jaren, slow down. Don’t grope the poor woman again. He turned his palms up.

“Put your hand in mine.”

“Why?” Songbird asked, putting her hands in his. He closed his fingers around one of her hands and turned, pulling her toward his cabin.

“We’re getting you dressed.”
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The grass felt prickly under her bare feet as Songbird stumbled after him. Jaren’s hand was warm and strong, although his skin was rough. The breeze felt different as it moved through her hair, which was heavier than her feathers. So many new sensations!

The goose Jaren referred to as “Devil-Goose” rounded the corner and hissed at them. Songbird blinked at the goose in surprise. She had never hissed at Songbird before. Songbird hissed back a response. The goose paused as if taken aback. The two stared at each other, but Jaren pulled Songbird along. He let go of her hand as he burst into his cabin.

This new body felt strange to her. Her frame was so much larger and slower than she was used to. She looked down at her hands and wiggled her fingers. Fingers she could now grab and hold things with. She looked at her feet and wiggled her toes. Toes she could no longer perch with. She extended her arms, first out and then up, feeling the weight of them. How strange, not to be able to fly.

She looked at Jaren, who was kneeling in front of a large trunk, pulling articles of clothing out and setting them aside. She looked from him to the walls and all the wondrous items hanging there. It occurred to her suddenly that she could ask him everything she had ever tried to ask him when she was a bird and that she might get a proper response now.

She walked past Jaren and pointed—how useful, to be able to point with her fingers—to a large claw hanging on the wall. It was black, wickedly curved, and larger than her hand. “What’s this? What was it from?” she asked excitedly.

“Hmm?”

She continued to point. “This. What is it?”

Jaren paused, running through his mental map of everything hanging on his cabin walls. “If you’re pointing at something, I can’t see. You’ll have to describe it to me.”

“It looks like a talon, but it’s much bigger than a hawk or an eagle talon. It’s black and it–”

“A talon from a cockatrice,” he answered.

She moved to the next item, a curved tooth, nearly as large as the talon. “What about this one? A tooth?”

“A canine from a manticore.” Jaren began putting clothing back into the trunk.

She moved further down the wall to a beautiful, black pelt. “And what did this come from? Is it from an animal? It looks like fur.” Her fingers brushed it, and she gasped at how velvety it was. “It’s so soft.” She put her palms against it, savoring the new sensation of the silky fur against her hands.

“A dire wolf pelt,” Jaren said, trying not to sound impatient. “Come here for a moment.”

Songbird hopped over to him as he stood up from the trunk. He was tall. She was surprised that he still seemed so large to her. He was lean and broad-shouldered; his muscled arms tense at his sides. His dark hair had been pulled back though it was not very neat after his sword dance and his wood chopping. The hairs on his face stuck out in all directions, looking an unkempt mess. His eyes had a slight milky sheen across them. They seemed to look through her, unable to focus on anything. How strange, that her human mind seemed to take notice of his features in a different way than she did when she was a bird.

She tilted her head to the side, watching him intently. “What’s wrong with your eyes?”

Jaren scowled and held out a piece of clothing. “Put this on.”

She eyed the clothing suspiciously. “What is this? Why do I have to put it on?”

“It’s a tunic. Sort of like a shirt but longer. Put it on because you’re naked.” Jaren continued to hold it out, waiting for her to take it.

Songbird crossed her arms, still eyeing the tunic. “I never wore clothes before.”

“If Ficiun turned you into a human, you have to wear clothes.” His voice sounded strained.

“You go down to the river and get naked every day when there isn’t snow on the ground. I’ve seen you ‘naked’ plenty of times, and you’re a human.”

Jaren faltered. She watched as hints of expressions she didn’t quite understand flickered across his face. He was evidently struggling to come up with a response, and she’d never seen him at a loss for words before. He cleared his throat. “It’s not that being naked is a problem. It’s not proper for you to be seen without clothing on.”

“But you can’t see me, can you?” she reasoned out slowly, waving her hand in the air. His eyes didn’t track the movement. “So we’re fine!” she quipped matter-of-factly.

Jaren ground his teeth. “But I will know that you are naked.”

“But you said seeing was the problem, not knowing,” she countered. She had wandered over to his bed, looking at the soft animal furs on it. When she could find them, tufts of fur from foxes or rabbits made the softest and warmest bedding for her nest. His blankets and furs looked downright luxurious. “I like your nest. It looks very cozy.”

“My nest?” A pause from Jaren. “My bed. What are you doing near my bed? If Ficiun changed you to tempt me, I won’t fall for it.”

“Eh?” Songbird gave him a puzzled look, eyebrows knitted with confusion. “Tempt you to what?”

“Never mind.” He held the tunic out again. It was evident he was trying hard to keep his voice level. “Please, just put this on.”

“I don’t think I’ll like it,” she complained, eyeing the clothing distrustfully.

“I don’t care if you like it or not, you need to wear it,” he growled.

She crossed her arms. He’d never bossed her around when she was a bird. What made him think he could do it now? “I’m not wearing it.” Something shimmered in the light, catching her eye. The tunic immediately forgotten, she turned her attention back to the wall. “Ooo, shiny! What’s this? It’s shimmery and pretty, kind of a blue-green color.” She reached for what looked like a scale, much larger than her palm. She couldn’t quite reach it, so she stepped onto his nest to get to it.

“Enough!”

Songbird started as Jaren dropped the tunic and stormed over to her. He pointed to the floor next to him. “Get down!” he ordered. There was such a sense of authority in his voice that Songbird found herself scurrying to stand in the spot where he had pointed before she realized she was moving. Jaren turned, nearly stomping the five paces over to the counter. He rested his hands on the edge of the countertop and took a ragged breath, each breath after growing smoother and more controlled. “Moons above, woman, this is simple. Humans wear clothes!”

“I’m not a woman. I’m a bird.”

Jaren pinched the bridge of his nose and squinted his eyes shut. “The fey changed you, you’re not a bird anymore. Do you even understand what has happened to you?” Jaren laughed, making sort of a choking sound as he regained his composure. Songbird felt that she should be offended by his laughter, though she couldn’t exactly explain why. He was evidently upset. Jaren rubbed his forehead. “This has to be a mistake. Or some jest or a curse. Surely, I’ve done something to offend the Shade of the Forest, or worse, Shalokar himself.”

Outside another cloud passed in front of the setting sun, causing the cabin to grow dim. Songbird looked around, her eyes finally settling on Jaren, who was still distressed. She hadn’t meant to be difficult. “Ficiun never seemed unhappy with you. He’s been by your home lots of times, with plenty of opportunity for mischief, but he’s always seemed content to leave you be,” she offered helpfully. “And I think that if you had offended Lord Shalokar you would know it.”

Jaren continued to stand with his arms braced against the counter, shaking his head, muttering to himself.

Having avoided the dreaded tunic for the time being, she turned her attention out the front door, across the clearing. The trees seemed to call to her, the wind rustling the leaves. She felt a heaviness in her chest as her heart suddenly yearned to be on the move. As a little bird, she’d listened to the fey’s stories and dreamed of adventure. Now, she was struck with overwhelming wanderlust. She walked toward the door of the cabin. “There’s something I have to do. Like in the stories Ficiun and the other fey would tell. Thank you for the tunic, but I won’t be needing it. I’ll be on my way now,” she told him as she stepped over the threshold and out into the clearing.
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“Songbird, wait!” But she was gone. He debated. If she wanted to leave, who was he to stop her? Jaren crossed the cabin in the direction of the door. He stopped in the doorway, listening, but he couldn’t hear anything over the wind and the leaves. Thunder rumbled in the distance, and he could smell rain on the wind, bringing the promise of a spring storm.

Jaren sighed, resigned. It might be a cruel joke from the fey, but he couldn’t just let her wander off into a thunderstorm, naive, naked, and alone. He knelt, feeling around on the floor until he found the tunic where he had dropped it. Then, he grabbed his walking stick from next to the door and stepped out of his cabin.

The wind whipped through his hair, raindrops stinging his face. The storm was moving in fast. “Songbird!” Jaren yelled. “Songbird, where are you?” The no-longer-distant rumble of thunder responded.

Which way would she have gone? How far could she have gotten? She might have followed one of the trails. Jaren set off on his most used trail, toward the stream. It was one she tended to accompany him on frequently and one she would be familiar with. He started along the path, walking stick sweeping the trail ahead of him. Going slow, he paused frequently, listening for movement and calling for her occasionally. About halfway to the river, Jaren tripped over a root and fell hard onto his hands and knees. “Hells. Every time.”

Rain began to fall in earnest. Jaren continued as the sky opened up and unleashed a downpour. Soon the trail was a slick, muddy path; the forest canopy doing little to stem the torrent of rain. Thunder boomed directly overhead, deafening. Jaren shouted for her again. He could hear the river ahead, its banks beginning to swell with the rush of water.

The rain came even harder, hail pelting the leaves above. Jaren ducked to the side of the trail, trying to take cover. Sweeping his stick back and forth, he reached out with his other hand feeling for a tree trunk.

“J-J-Jar-r-r-ren?” He thought he heard a woman’s voice with chattering teeth through the noise of the squall.

His hand met with the rough bark of a tree, and he crouched down. “Songbird? Is that you?” He felt her small hand on top of his; her skin drenched and chilled.

“Here.”

Jaren felt a sense of relief pass through him. He crawled over to her, touching her carefully, doing his best to discern her position. She was huddled up next to the tree trunk, sitting on the ground, knees pulled up to her chest, arms wrapped around her knees. He could hear her teeth chattering.

“Hi! Wh-wh-what are you d-d-d-doing here?” She sounded excited despite her predicament.

Jaren pulled the tunic out from where he had tucked it into his own shirt. It was not as dry as he had hoped. Better than nothing, he supposed. He wrapped it around her. “Looking for you, you mad thing.”

“Th-th-th-this is r-r-really d-d-different as a human,” she chattered happily. “It’s exc-c-c-citing!”

“You’re not afraid?” He had pictured her out in the storm, terrified and alone. But she sounded happy.

“N-n-no! I love the r-r-r-r-rain! B-b-b-b-but it’s m-m-much colder when y-y-y-you’re human.” He could feel her shivering uncontrollably next to him. “I’m f-f-f-freezing.” He scooted closer to her and wrapped his arms around her, rubbing her shoulders briskly to help warm her. He felt her tense at first, as if trying to decide to fight or flee, but she relaxed against him after a moment.

“I g-g-guess this-s-s is why y-y-you wear c-c-c-clothing, huh? No f-f-f-feathers to k-k-keep you warm.” Her shivering had subsided a small amount.

“Yes,” Jaren agreed. “Clothes protect us from the sun, or from thorns or insects.”

“I’ll w-w-wear the t-t-t-tunic, then,” she conceded.

“And pants. And shoes,” he added quickly, wanting to gain as much ground as he could while she was being agreeable. The two of them sat huddled underneath the old pine as the storm continued.
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Jaren wasn’t quite sure if he should be worried about her catching a cold. By the time they returned to the cabin, she was shivering violently; her teeth chattering uncontrollably as Jaren ushered her inside. Could she get sick? He had no idea exactly how the magic worked. Magic had always been his brother’s domain. He much preferred the practice of swordplay to studying books and scrolls.

He stepped into a large puddle from where the roof had leaked. Scit, that’s getting worse. I really need to get help with that.

The first thing he did was set about building a fire, which caused quite a bit of panic from Songbird. He tried to bring her close, to have her sit in front of the fire to warm up, but she shrieked, practically climbing over him to get away from the flames. Jaren had to explain several times that the fire was well contained in the fireplace and that she was quite safe.

When she had finally calmed down, he did his best to help her into a dry tunic. As far as he could tell, it was much too big for her. He managed to convince her to let him use one of his old belts to cinch it around her waist to help keep things in place. He had quickly decided that the loose, northern-style trousers he favored would not be adaptable to her small frame. The tunic and the belt would have to do for now. He wrapped her in a fur, and she settled down on the floor.

With Songbird situated at what she considered to be a safe distance from the fire, Jaren leaned up against the counter and lit his pipe. He rubbed his forehead as he smoked, deep in thought. If what Ficiun had said about Arzinock was true... Jaren chided himself. He refused to believe it. It couldn’t be true. Arzinock had been dealt with. And besides, Ficiun couldn’t have been serious if he had made Songbird his champion. What kind of champion wanders off into the woods naked? She was terrified of fire. Judging from what he had felt, her frame was rather slender, could she swing a sword? Did she even know how to use one? Truth be told, she was rather pathetic.

He hadn’t decided exactly what to do with her yet, beyond getting her dressed. He didn’t relish the idea of having to share his cabin with her for any longer than he had to. She was an absolute nuisance. Regardless of the eventual outcome, the first thing he needed to do would be to take her to town and get her some proper clothing. Once she was clothed, he could ask Tibus, the village apothecary for help. Tibus, or Pa Tibus, as he was more commonly known, acted as the unofficial elder of Mulk. He was as unflappable as he was wise.

“Thank you.” Her voice interrupted Jaren’s brooding.

“What’s that?”

“For coming to find me. Thank you.” Songbird stifled a yawn.

He pictured her nestled in the furs, drowsy. Jaren moved across the room four steps from the counter to the fireplace and tapped out his pipe into the hearth. “You’re welcome.” The words felt strange in his mouth. He wasn’t sure the last time someone had thanked him for something. That gave him pause. When was the last time he'd done something for someone else to be thanked for?

Thunder rumbled to the south; the worst of the storm had moved over. Pale gray clouds hung low in the sky, with stars beginning to peek through. “What happens now?” Songbird asked through a yawn.

Jaren considered, “First thing is we should probably get you some proper clothing, which means going into town.”

Songbird stood and stretched. “Alright, let’s go! I’ve never been to town before.”

“Tomorrow,” Jaren insisted. “We’ll go tomorrow.”

The padding of her feet told Jaren she had crossed the room, and then he heard the door open. Frogs croaked far down at the riverbank, now swollen from the rains. The scents of fresh rain and wet pine crept in through the open door along with the dampness from the faint drizzle and the cool twilight air.

Jaren nearly bolted across the room and closed the door a little harder than he had intended. “You are absolutely not to run off again, do you understand?”

“But, I–”

Jaren kept his hand on the door. “Do. Not. Run. Off,” he said it deliberately. “We will go tomorrow.”

He listened to her bare feet shuffle away from the door.

“You should take the bed. I’ll sleep on the floor,” Jaren decided as he added a few more logs to the fire. He pulled one of the quilts Illina had made for him off the bed and lay down near the fireplace. He listened as Songbird yawned again and then heard the rustling of his blankets and furs as she settled down. Frogs and crickets called in the darkness. Songbird’s breathing was slow and deep. Logs crackled in the fireplace.

Jaren lay awake a long time before finally drifting into a fitful sleep.


Chapter four
Excursion
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DISHES CRASHED TO THE FLOOR. Jaren woke with a start. He shook his head, feeling disoriented. He was wrapped in a quilt, lying on the cold ground. Why had he fallen asleep in front of the fire last night? Something else toppled to the ground from the counter. Jaren sprang to his feet, tossing the quilt aside. Someone, or something, was in his cabin.

A gentle humming, reminiscent of birdsong, broke through his initial sense of alarm. Jaren groaned as the events of yesterday crashed over him like a vengeful hangover. Why couldn’t it all have been a bad dream? Jaren heard something else clatter against the countertop.

“What are you doing?”

“Oh! You’re awake!” He heard a heavy thud and then footsteps. Had she been climbing on his counter? “I was foraging for breakfast,” she said proudly. “Look at all these things I found. Well, maybe don’t look, since you can’t see, but you know what I mean.” He heard her draw near, her bounty in her arms. “I don’t know what half of this stuff is, but it smells delicious.”

“Foraging? In my cabinets?”

“Mm-hmm!”

Jaren sighed. “Please go put those things down on the table.” He made a gestured half-heartedly toward his table in the corner. Songbird walked over and dumped everything in her arms onto the table. It sounded like a lot of things to Jaren. He picked the quilt up off the floor and shuffled two steps over to the bed. No matter what was happening, discipline and routine were paramount. If he could stay grounded in those things, he could handle anything. First things first: make his bed and wash his face. He reached out to smooth the blankets and furs, only to discover they had been crumpled up into a large pile in the middle of his bed.

“What are you doing?” Songbird cried as he began to pull apart her blanket nest and make his bed.

“Making my bed,” Jaren grumbled.

Songbird rushed over to him. “But I already made your nest this morning.”

“This is a bed. Not a nest.”

He pulled all the blankets and furs off, reorganizing everything to his liking. He then turned and walked five steps across the room to the counter. Jaren reached out automatically for his pitcher of water, only to find it not in its place. He felt around for his bowl, which had also disappeared from its usual spot on the counter.

Jaren clenched his hands into fists. He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Where are my pitcher and bowl?”

He stood quietly as her bare feet padded across the room. He heard the soft scrape of the bowl being lifted off the ground and dusted off. There was a soft clatter as she put it down in front of him followed by the sound of the pitcher sliding across the counter towards him. He felt around until his hands met the clay pitcher and the wooden bowl. He poured water from the pitcher into his bowl and washed his face. He then carried the bowl to the door and set it out for the birds.

Jaren finally made his way over to the table and slumped down into his chair. She did not give him any time to collect himself.

“What is this!? It smells weird!” Songbird asked. He leaned forward, put his elbow on the table, and resting his head against his knuckles, held out his other hand, expectant. Songbird put the object in his hand.

It was hard and round with a waxy surface. “Cheese,” Jaren said before setting it back on the table.

“What’s this?” She handed him something else. It felt like soft round tubes, smelled of smoke, and was tied off at regular intervals with twine.

“Sausages.” Jaren set them on the table.

She picked up a small jar and put it in Jaren’s hand. “This?”

He pulled the cork stopper off the jar and sniffed it. “This is salt.” He set the jar down hard. “Moons above, woman, did you go through every single item in my cupboards?”

“Yes.” She was completely unapologetic. “I was curious. And hungry.”

He groped around on the table until he felt the cheese and held it out for her. “Just eat something,” he told her wearily. “When you’re done, we’ll go to town.”

She grabbed something and made a savage grunt as she bit into it. Jaren listened as she chewed loudly before promptly spitting it out. “That’s awful. Cheese is terrible.”

Jaren tried not to smile, guessing at what she had done in her haste. “Did you peel the wax off first?

“What’s wax? You said it was cheese.”

“It is cheese, but it has wax on it to help preserve it. You need to pull the wax off first and then eat the cheese,” Jaren explained. He held his hand out again and Songbird put the cheese back in his hand. He peeled the red wax shell away, revealing a creamy, white interior. He broke a chunk of cheese off the wheel and held it out for Songbird.

She plucked the cheese out of his hand and ate it. “Ooh, that’s good!”
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After breakfast Jaren could hear the patter of her footsteps near the entrance to the cabin. Songbird was practically dancing with excitement.

“Come away from the door.” When she didn’t immediately move, he positioned himself in front of the door, blocking her exit. A battle of wills, and he would not lose to a bird woman. “Sit down until I gather my things.”

He waited until Songbird finally huffed a sigh and moved away from the door. Jaren grabbed a worn leather pack from the far side of his trunk. He took it over to the table by the fireplace, measuring his steps. There was a small basket of carvings on the floor near the fireplace. Jaren emptied the contents of the basket into the pack.

After he had emptied the basket, Jaren returned to the trunk. He pulled out a small pouch, the contents of which clinked as he handled it. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d spent coin, and the weight of it felt odd in his hand. This he also dropped into the pack. He debated whether or not to bring his sword. Jaren picked it up, then put it down again, then finally picked it up again and tied the sheath to his belt. Jaren moved to the wall to the right of the door and felt along with his hands.

His walking stick was right next to the door. Further down was his cloak. Beyond that would be his snowshoes. He grabbed his cloak and walking stick. “Alright, let’s go.” Jaren beckoned to Songbird. Songbird jumped to her feet and half skipped over to Jaren. He draped the cloak over her shoulders. Nestled in the thick wool fabric was a wolf’s head pin, the needle clasped between its snarling jaws. Jaren deftly fastened the cloak and did his best to straighten it over her shoulders. He then adjusted his pack, turned, and opened the door, inviting Songbird to go first.


[image: image-placeholder]


Songbird hopped over the threshold. Jaren stepped out after her, closing the door behind him, locking it. He headed toward the far side of the clearing with Songbird following along close behind.

Songbird flitted around, testing the abilities of her new body. She walked, she ran, she skipped, she jumped. None of them were quite as exhilarating as flying, but they were each delightful in their way. The damp earth was cool under her feet. The air smelled pleasantly of wet pine and spring rain.

She had been so distracted that before she knew it, they had arrived at the edge of the forest. Songbird stopped at the tree line. Jaren continued on, using his stick to follow the trail toward a road. She watched him, shifting her weight from side to side uncertainly. There was a large road a short distance ahead and then rolling grasslands as far as she could see. The clouds were dark to the south, but to the northeast, the sky was blue. She had flown above the canopy before but never out of the forest and the safety of the trees.

“What is it?” Jaren called to her.

“I just…” she rubbed her palms together nervously. “I’ve never been outside the forest before.” A whole wide world lay before her. Every adventure she’d ever dreamed about was out there waiting for her. She’d wanted this her whole life. She was at the threshold; the moment was upon her. Her pulse quickened. This felt much different than she'd imagined.

“Come on, I thought you wanted to go to town?” Jaren held out his hand, waving her forward impatiently.

“I do.” She reached out with one foot, testing the ground. It felt the same. She shifted her weight forward nervously, then stepped fully out of the forest. She paused, her body tense as if expecting the worst. Nothing happened. She made a small hop forward. So far, so good. She took another step, then another, and exhaled slowly. Once she was fairly certain everything was okay, she sprinted up to Jaren.

“Which way?” she asked.

“We’ll turn left,” he told her. “There is a town up the road called Mulk. We can get you some clothes there.”

She tilted her head slightly to the side. “Left? What is left?”

“Things on this side, or in this direction.” He gestured with his free hand.

“Oh, east!”

“Yes. No. Well, in this case, yes. But left does not always mean east. For example, if we turn left while facing north then we will be heading west. How is it that you understand something like cardinal directions but not clothing?” he mused.

“I didn’t wear ‘tunics’ and ‘pants’ as a bird,” she reasoned. “But I needed to find my way around; directions are important. Although, I feel like the longer I’m in this form, the more things I’ll come to understand.” She paused, something suddenly occurring to her. “I wonder if I’ll remember how to be a bird when I change back.”

“Hopefully we can get you back to being a bird soon,” Jaren reassured her.

She scowled in response, though it was lost on him. He continued onwards, sweeping his stick side to side in front of him on the road.

“What are you doing?”

“This helps me know when I might run into something or if the ground becomes uneven.”

Songbird tilted her head before dashing off into the weeds. She fished through the tall grass for a few moments before returning to Jaren triumphantly. She held a long, slender stick in one hand and began to walk alongside him, scratching the ground in front of her. “Two sticks must be better than one, right?”

He sighed. “You don’t need a stick. You can see. The additional sound is a little confusing for me when you do that.” Jaren extended his hand toward her. “Here, if you really want to help me, give me your hand.”

Intrigued, Songbird dropped her stick and put her hand in Jaren’s waiting palm. He turned her so she was facing forward, bent her arm, and placed his right hand in the crook of her elbow, keeping his walking stick in his left.

“There,” he said. “Now I can follow your movements.”

Songbird suspected he had additional motives for holding onto her in such a way, but she found it wasn’t unpleasant. The morning air was still quite cool against her skin, and his hand was warm as it rested on her arm. Further, she wasn’t used to being out in the open, away from the tree cover like this. It was oddly comforting to have him so close. His grip was quite relaxed, and sensing he was well at ease helped to calm nerves she hadn’t even realized were on edge.

As they walked along, Songbird looked around. Reven Wood followed the road to the left. To the other side, 'right' Jaren had called it, she saw rolling farm country, where shaggy cows grazed peacefully. The clouds began to move off, and sunbeams peaked through. In the distance, she could make out a few wisps of smoke. Jaren told her Mulk was roughly two miles further down the road. She wasn’t sure how long a mile was, but it didn’t sound too far.

Two miles was turning out to be much, much further than she anticipated. Before long, she found she was having trouble keeping up with Jaren’s long stride. Her body was heavy, and her feet ached. She’d never walked so far in her life. “Flying is much better than walking.”

“Of that, I have no doubt,” Jaren conceded, slowing his pace ever so slightly. “Don’t worry, not much farther to Mulk.”

“Thank goodness,” she chirped. “Will there be things to eat there? Will there be more cheese? What about bread? What about things to drink? I’m thirsty. How many people are in town? Will we meet anyone? How will we get clothes? What about—” She was beginning to forget about her sore feet.

“Songbird.”

“What?”

“Be. Quiet.”


Chapter five
Mulk
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MULK WAS A SMALL FARMING VILLAGE situated on the banks of the river that flowed from the Reven Wood into the great Black Karthan River. The houses were generally low, only one story, and sprawled lazily in all directions off the main road and market square. The town was surrounded by a low wall built of stone and wood.

The people of Mulk had great respect for the old growth of the Reven Wood. On the rare occasion that trees were felled, there was a sawmill near the river and great logs could be sent along toward the Black Karthan to be picked up by traders and merchants.

The dirt roads were still damp from last night’s rain, which was a blessing for keeping the dust down as the sun climbed to its zenith. Jaren could smell Mulk well before they arrived, the unmistakable aromas of baking bread, smoke from fireplaces, and animal manure greeting them on the road.

Songbird tensed, moving closer to him as they entered the town. Jaren kept his hand in the crook of her elbow, thinking to calm her, silently praying she wouldn’t spook and run off. He could hear people moving up and down the street. From the sounds of things, it wasn’t as busy as he had expected. He guessed most people were in the fields, plowing in preparation for the spring planting.

They would head in the direction of the market square, where the merchants were set up. The marketplace in Mulk typically allowed vendors to set up tents in the center of the square, with the buildings along the outside belonging to more established artisans. Families from outside town would sell produce, grain, wool, cheese, or eggs from their farms, usually in the temporary tents and stalls. Tradesmen and craftsmen who lived in town would sell tools, or jewelry, or cloth from the buildings along the outer perimeter of the town square.

Jaren kept his walking stick out, scanning ahead of him as they walked down the road heading for the center square. He could hear the mundane conversations of the townspeople who were about. But when he passed them, voices dropped to whispers as they walked toward the marketplace. His keen ears picked up snippets of conversation: “Do you recognize–?”; “Is that Jaren?”; “Maybe, but–”; and “Who is that with him?”
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Songbird tugged on his sleeve. “Why are they staring at us? I don’t like it.”

“We probably look like quite a spectacle,” Jaren answered honestly. “I haven’t been to town since last fall. I can’t remember the last time I tried to cut my hair or trim my beard. You’re certainly not dressed appropriately. A wild man from the woods and a barely dressed woman on his arm are going to draw attention.”

The mundane and ordinary things Jaren was familiar with fascinated her. Her attention wandered as they made their way down the streets.

Songbird watched as they passed a group of men heading out of town. They had long sticks with odd metal shapes on the ends and bags of seeds slung over their shoulders. They were dressed in loose black or gray pants tucked into knee-high leather boots. She knew this because Jaren had tried to coax her into a pair of these "pants" this very morning.

The men also wore very wide cloth or leather belts around their waists. Most men wore a white or light gray tunic tucked into their belts, with loose sleeves that ended at the elbows. Many of them wore something that resembled a tunic but without sleeves that was completely open in the front over their tunic. When questioned Jaren explained this was called a vest. One man they passed was dressed similarly with the addition of a red vest. It was the color of mistletoe berries and was decorated with white stitching along the hems. The bright color caught Songbird’s eyes, and she stared involuntarily as he passed.

Jaren’s clothing was identical in style, but Songbird noted none of the villager’s clothing had faded stains or patches for holes the way Jaren’s did. She was about to say something to him about her observations when three women rounded the corner, all wearing the longest tunics she had seen yet and carrying baskets. Their vests were tight and laced up the front to accentuate the shape of their bodies. Songbird watched as the women walked toward the market square, the bottoms of their long tunics swishing as they moved. She was fascinated. The wide, long sleeves had been laced up near the elbow to keep the hands free. Even more fascinating was that their hair had been woven into a three-stranded pattern to keep it out of their face.

Like the men, the women wore muted colors; dark blacks, and grays were the most common with the occasional deep burgundy or dark blue. She could make out delicate thread work along the seams of their clothes, similar to the men’s vests. Even so, for the most part, the people of Mulk seemed to prefer plain, inornate clothing for their day-to-day comings and goings.

Songbird looked down at herself. In contrast, she was wearing a dingy shirt that had turned a dove gray color from being washed in the stream so many times. It was threadbare in the elbows and hung awkwardly on her frame; Jaren’s belt around her waist did a poor job of fitting it to her. Her bare feet were muddy and dusty up to her knees. She could feel wisps of her hair tickle her face, windblown and wild. This would not do.

“Hmm.” She began to try to disentangle herself from Jaren. “I’ll wear clothing, but I don’t want to wear this tunic anymore, I want—”

His grip on her arm tightened. “For Skylae’s sake, whatever you do, don’t undress right now.”

“I wasn’t going to. I was trying to tell you I want to wear what they’re wearing.” Songbird pointed at the women with her free hand.

“They who?”

She’d forgotten. He couldn’t see. “There were females. They were wearing these…" she struggled to find the words to explain. "These things. Like a really long tunic, but much nicer. They were flowy and swishy and beautiful.” Songbird finished wistfully as she watched the women continue on their way, giggling.

“Ah. You want a dress.” She felt him relax his grip again.

“A dress? Is that what they were wearing? Do all females clothe themselves like that all the time, or were they trying to attract a mate? Why do only males wear pants? Why do females have tight vests and men have open, loose ones? How did the females get their hair to look so pretty?”

Before Jaren could answer her flurry of questions, they had reached the edge of the market square.

She let out a tiny gasp of delight. Merchant stalls were clustered together in the center of the square, colorful awnings flapped in the breeze. Along the outer perimeter, craftsmen had set up tables in front of their shops with goods on display, things she wanted—no, needed—to investigate up close. The scents of fresh thyme and basil along with roasting meats wafted toward Songbird, making her stomach growl.

Jaren released her arm to scratch the back of his neck, and that was all the opportunity she needed. She bolted forward into the market.

“Songbird, wait!” he called after her. She pretended not to hear him.

The market was the busiest part of Mulk, and Songbird wove in and out of people as she headed for the nearest stall. Merchants were calling out, doing their best to attract attention. Songbird approached the first stall. The merchant looked kindly enough; he was a jovial man with a round face and an even rounder belly.

“Hello there, young miss, come see what I have here for you! Don’t be shy, come see, come see. I have the nicest baskets you’ll find in town. Perfect for carrying anything your heart desires.” His enthusiastic cadence seemed to slow a bit as she drew closer.

“They’re nests!” she cried ecstatically. “I didn’t know humans made nests.” She darted from basket to basket, comparing the weave patterns and sizes.

“Err, why, yes.” His tone had changed, but Songbird was too busy looking at all the nests to give it much thought.

She picked up a smaller basket and turned it in her hands, inspecting it scrupulously “I also know how to make nests. I’m quite good at it too.” She held out the basket to the merchant. “You, on the other hand, have a lot to learn. See here, how the ends of the reeds are tucked in just once? They really need to be woven through at least two or three times or your nest will start to fall apart before too long and need constant repair.”

“Now see here!” The merchant grabbed the basket from her.

“And this one over here.” She picked up another, smaller basket. “You can tell the reeds weren’t dried long enough before weaving. It doesn’t smell quite right. It’s possible this nest might have mold in it.” She handed him the basket and moved on to the next. “And this one over here—”

“Brand’s Bond woman, you think you can just show up out of nowhere and speak to me like this about my craft?”

“Well, yes. It looks like I'm much better at it than you. Anyway, I’ve seen all I need to see here. I would offer to teach you, but I’m on an adventure so I won’t be staying. Bye now, good luck with your nest-making!” She excused herself cheerfully.

She left the man red-faced and sputtering as she headed for the next stall. The next in line was a jewelry merchant. Her eyes grew wide at the shiny gold and silver objects on display. As she walked toward the table, the tall, thin man with a pointy nose standing behind the table cleared his throat. “Best keep walking,” he suggested in a nasally voice, clearly having overheard her conversation with the basket merchant.

“But I—” Songbird started.

He gestured sharply at the street, “Get,” he said firmly.

Songbird sighed exasperatedly and moved along. She strategically decided to skip the next few stalls. Purposefully walking past, she refused to even look in their direction and headed for a vegetable stand that lay just beyond. She was hungry and the scents of fresh mint, basil, and parsley warming in the sun drifted in the air. As she drew near, she thought she heard Jaren calling for her but was too preoccupied to pay attention.

Songbird approached this stall more carefully. She did not want to be chased away prematurely. A woman stood to the side, pulling heads of chard out of a basket and laying them on a table. Songbird avoided her and entered the stall, looking around. She kept quiet as she inspected barrels of potatoes, onions, and turnips, and baskets of carrots, apricots, and cherries. The vegetables she recognized from Jaren’s garden, but it was the sweet smell of the apricots and cherries that drew her attention. She’d only ever seen these fruits during the fey’s summer feasts, rarer still had she been allowed to taste the sweet fruits.

Songbird sidled over the cherries and licked her lips. Could she just take some cherries? Would the woman notice? Would that get her in trouble? In the end, she decided not to risk it.

“Uh. Hello.” Songbird said to the woman stacking the leafy chard. “I would like to eat these cherries.” The vegetable woman gave Songbird a quizzical look. She appeared to be a kindly woman, she had a gentle face and dark hair which was streaked with gray. Songbird looked at the woman hopefully, maybe she would be more welcoming than the other people.

“You don’t look like you’re from around here,” the woman said slowly.

Songbird was beginning to notice a trend with these humans. “I’m from Reven Wood.”

The woman continued to look Songbird over, suspicion in her eyes growing. “You got any coin?”

“Umm.” Songbird stammered, “Coin?”

“If you don’t have coin, you can be on your way.” The vegetable woman said coolly, her kindly face hardening.

Songbird’s heart sank. “But, can I just have some cherries? I’m so hungry.”

A young man in a light brown robe stopped outside the stall. His robe was not in the style of the people Songbird had seen in Mulk, and his head was shaved. “Is this daughter lost? Perhaps I can be of assistance?”

“I don’t need your help, stranger.” The vegetable woman snapped, reaching for a staff. People outside the stall were starting to take notice as the vegetable woman had begun to raise her voice. Anxiety crept into Songbird’s chest. There were too many eyes on her. She was pinned in the stall with the vegetable woman on one side of her and the strange man in the brown robe blocking her exit.

“If this daughter is lost, she should be cared for, not cast out. How much for the cherries?” the man continued, stepping closer to Songbird. She backed away reflexively.

“Both of you, get out!” the woman ordered.

The man in the brown robe extended his hand to Songbird, trying to coax her forward. “Come with me, and we’ll be on our way. I’ll buy you some fruit somewhere else.”

Something about his offer put her on edge, though she couldn’t exactly place it. She did not want to go with him, she wanted to find Jaren. She shook her head. “No.”

Just then, Jaren shoved past the man, forcing his way into the stall, his walking stick smacking into Songbird’s ankles, causing her to yelp. Jaren’s hand darted out toward her voice, catching hold of her arm. “There you are!”

“Who are you? Do you know this woman?” The man was looking Jaren over, crossing his arms.

“Yes, please excuse her, I’m blind,” Jaren sputtered as they shoved past the man and out of the stall. Jaren pushed through the crowd, muttering apologies while Songbird protested loudly behind him.

He pulled her through the market to a quiet area away from the stalls. When he wouldn’t let go of her, she tried to bite at his hand, working to pry his fingers loose. How dare he?

For the most part, people moved out of his way as he apologetically pardoned himself, sweeping the ground ahead of him with his stick and dragging Songbird along. She continued to protest, but his grip on her arm was firm and he would not relent. Once he was far enough away from people, and he hoped, out of the line of sight of prying eyes, he pulled her close. He leaned in, keeping his voice low. “You cannot just run off like that when we are in town.”

“Why not?” she protested hotly, the danger and fear she had felt moments ago conveniently forgotten. “I’m a bird, I should be able to come and go as I please.”

“No.” Jaren corrected, “You’re a woman. Or at least you look like one for the time being. Running off and acting strange—”

“I’m not strange. Humans are strange! They have so many rules and none of their behavior makes sense. It’s going to take me some time.” She tried again to pull away from him.

“Songbird, this is not a country where odd things are overlooked. Tigraen has, well, drawing too much attention can mean trouble.”

That piqued her attention. “What kind of trouble? Like foxes?”

“No, Songbird, trouble like Interrogers.”

“What’s an In-terr-o-gers?” she sounded the unfamiliar word out. “Is it worse than foxes?” She was getting excited, shifting from one foot to the other eagerly.

“Be still!” Jaren snapped. Something in his voice sounded serious enough that she settled down and tried to pay attention. She realized suddenly that he had an intensity about him that she had never experienced before. She also hadn’t realized how strong he was either, his grip on her arm had not wavered. For perhaps the first time, she realized Jaren was as capable and dangerous as any forest predator. The nearness of him made her go very still.

His voice was low. “Just listen to me for a minute. Tigraen is not a country where new or strange things are accepted. You need to stay close and try very hard not to draw attention to yourself. If you stand out, someone might decide to try to hurt you, or worse, turn you over to the Interrogers. If I don’t know where you are, I can’t prevent that from happening. This is different from the forest. You will be expected to behave and act a certain way. Since you don’t know those expectations yet, you need to be very careful, and you need to stay close to me. Do you understand?”

Songbird nodded sullenly, but Jaren continued to wait, patient and unyielding. “Yes,” she told him softly.

“Good. Now, let’s go find Illina.” He repositioned his hand so it was in the crook of her elbow and adjusted his grip on his walking stick. “We’re going to a stall that sells clothing. It will be on the outer edge of the square, in front of a building. There will be a woman running the stall. She’s around my age, dark hair. Help me find her.”

Songbird rolled her eyes. “I know what Illina looks like.”

“How’s that?”

“She comes to visit you every month, how could I have not seen her?” Songbird wasn’t sure why she had to explain this to him.

They made their way around the town square, merchants calling out to them, hawking their wares. Songbird scanned the crowds, looking intently for Illina. They passed a bakery and the aroma of warm, fresh bread drifted into the street. Songbird’s mouth watered. It smelled far better than any bread Jaren had ever baked.

At last, she spotted Illina. “She’s up ahead on the right,” Songbird said as they neared the end of the row. “She really upset you yesterday, are you sure you want to talk to her?”

Jaren frowned. “How do you know that?”

“Jaren, I was there. I saw the whole thing. And then you told me how much it upset you when you were chopping wood the other day.” she reminded him. Jaren’s footsteps slowed. He’s spent an awful lot of time over the last few years talking to what he had considered to be nothing more than a simple songbird.

Illina, who had been leaning against one of the poles that supported the awning over her table, eyes roving over the crowd spotted them. “Jaren!?” she called excitedly. “Jaren is that you?!” She left her stall and headed toward them. Songbird stepped back instinctively, using Jaren for cover.

Illina rushed up to them and threw her arms around Jaren. Songbird eyed the woman distrustfully as she hugged Jaren. She was as tall as Jaren; her dark hair was pulled back into a single loose braid. She wore a beautiful dress, the same style Songbird had seen around town, deep maroon. Illina’s bodice had a floral pattern woven into the fabric and was stitched with fine gold thread. The sleeves of her white linen underdress were laced above the elbow allowing them to hang freely, rather than cover the woman’s forearms.

“Jaren, I can’t believe you’re here!” she said as she let go of him and held him at arm’s length, looking him over. “I can’t believe you came all the way to Mulk! What brought you to town?” Her eyes fell upon Songbird, who immediately stepped further behind Jaren in response. “Oh! Who is this?”

“Not here.” Jaren said quietly, “I would prefer to talk somewhere more private.”


Chapter six
Illina
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“I SEE.” ILLINA CROSSED her arms and leaned back against the table. “So, the forest spirit just… turned her into a woman and vanished?”

Illina had ushered them past her table and into the building immediately behind. They were in the main room of the building, which was a tailor’s shop. Jaren knew the layout by heart and could picture the room with perfect detail in his mind.

One entire wall was lined from floor to ceiling with bolts of fabric. Illina had them organized by color and material. She had everything from sheer muslin and light linens for underclothing to plain taffeta. There were both thick and thin wool fabrics and even rolls of leather. She only had one small section of brocades which rested on the top shelf, with elaborate floral patterns woven into the textiles; these finer fabrics were saved for garments made only for the most special occasions. The colors would all be very plain in the Tigraen tradition, primarily earth tones, browns and blacks, and grays, like the deepest shadows of the forest, with the occasional deep, muted red, or blue. There was not a bright scrap of fabric in the shop.

In the far corner of the room was a wooden bust. Next to the mannequin was a tall mirror, which was probably worth all the fabric in the shop. It had been handed down from Illina’s great-grandmother and had been well cared for over the years.

Opposite the wall with the shelves was the front wall, which had a large window set into it that overlooked the street, and several wooden trunks lined up on the floor, each of them crafted from a dark hardwood. The metal fittings on the trunks had been polished to prevent any rust from setting in, and the wood had been oiled to keep it from drying out or cracking.

Songbird sat quietly on the floor, save for the sound of her tearing into a loaf of bread that Illina had given her. If Jaren had known food would have kept her so quiet he would have brought some for the road.

“Illina, I’ve never dealt with the fey in this capacity before. I’m not sure what to do, to be honest. I want to talk to Pa Tibus. And I need help with her.” Jaren gestured toward the sound of Songbird ripping another chunk of fresh bread apart.

Illina laughed. “Oh, I bet that you do.” She was amused, but there was no malice in her tone. “Grandpa Tibus is up at Sir Hardric’s estate. As for the young lady, you know that I would be glad to help.” Illina’s voice was gentle. “Why not make your way to the tavern? Sir Hardric hasn’t been well lately, so it’s likely Grandpa Tibus may be there the rest of the day. You may as well go enjoy a drink while I take care of Songbird.”

Jaren spoke, “I don’t know if that’s such a good idea.” While Songbird said at the same time, “Why does he need to leave?”

Illina laughed. “Because, Jaren, I should probably explain some things to her about her new body, woman to woman.”

“I’ll go.” Jaren immediately consented.
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Songbird shifted uncomfortably, tilting her head and furrowing her brows. Woman to woman? What under the moons did that mean? But Jaren was already on his way out the door, grabbing his walking stick by the door.

“When you come back I’ll give you a haircut!” Illina offered. Jaren waved dismissively over his shoulder as he shut the door behind him. Songbird froze. How could he leave her like this? With this strange woman who had upset him so much, nonetheless?

“There.” Illina nodded. “Much better, now we have some privacy.” She turned around and put her hands on her hips, looking down at Songbird. Songbird eyed Illina nervously and stuffed the last of the bread into her mouth. Compared to Jaren’s hard, usually over baked bread, this bread had been soft and fluffy, and it was absolutely delicious.

“Don’t worry,” Illina reassured her, “I’m not going to bite you. Really, I wanted to talk to you about my brother.” Illina held her hands out.

Songbird managed to swallow the half-chewed mouthful of bread, it went down painfully. “Your... brother?” realization dawned on her. Now it made sense. They looked so similar, the same height, the same hair color, the same long, angular face. She took Illina’s hands and allowed herself to be pulled to her feet.

“Just so. Jaren is my younger brother.”

Songbird felt oddly relieved. She exhaled slowly. “That explains an awful lot.”

Illina quirked a smile. “How much do you know about Jaren?” she asked as she made her way over to the window and knelt in front of one of the large wooden trunks.

Songbird relaxed a little bit. “He’s lived in the forest for a long time now. He’s strange, but he always treats the plants and animals with respect. He only takes what he needs. He helps care for the forest. He feeds me bread. We’re friends. He talks to me all the time. But he’s never told me about anything before he came to the woods.”

“Mmm, no I supposed he wouldn’t have.” Illina opened the trunk and began to rummage around, pulling clothes out and setting them aside. “Jaren would never tell you this unprompted, but he used to be something of a hero. He was a Silver Wolf, as we call them.”

Songbird’s eyes grew wide. “A hero?”

“Just so. He doesn’t like to speak of it anymore, but he and his pack—his group—traveled around Tigraen killing monsters for coin. They were very good at it too and they made a living of it for quite a few years.” Illina pulled a gray dress out of the trunk, along with a black bodice, she held them up to Songbird to size them. “The four of them were always helping the common folk with the most difficult problems, especially in more remote areas where the Black Bulls were spread thin. He had quite the reputation, around here especially. Jaren and Feyn helped Mulk a number of times. He was quite different back then.”

Illina frowned and shook her head. “Definitely not gray.” She tossed the dress on top of one of the closed trunks and went back to rummaging, Songbird peeked curiously over her shoulder. Illina made an ‘mmm’ of approval as she pulled a midnight blue dress out of the trunk. She held it up to Songbird and nodded to herself. “Much better.” It was a simple dress, plain, with short sleeves and long skirts. “Hold this,” she handed it to Songbird.

Her curiosity about Jaren overriding her interest in the dress, Songbird pressed for more information. “You said Jaren was different. Different how?”

Illina pulled a chemise from the next trunk, which was a soft, sheer off-white color, and handed that to Songbird as well. “Well, even as a boy he was quiet and serious, but he wasn’t quite so hard hearted back then. He really cared for the people, and he wanted to do his best to help everyone. Losing our brother and friends really took its toll on him. It broke something in him, I think, and he’s never really recovered from it.” Illina had moved over to a smaller chest, also of dark wood, that sat next to the mirror. She rummaged around until she found a dark blue bodice that had been made from brocade. The pattern woven into the fabric was a floral pattern with birds swooping elegantly between the blossoms.

“What happened?”

“He’s never told me. All I know is that he came back from his last quest alone, injured, and blind.” Illina unlaced the bodice, took the dress and chemise from Songbird, and laid them all on the counter.

Songbird tilted her head to the side thoughtfully. “You mean he wasn’t always blind?”

“Not at all.” Illina headed into a back room, waving for Songbird to follow. The washroom was small, with what appeared to be half of a large wooden barrel. There were several buckets lined up against the back wall. Illina poured the buckets of water into the barrel. “My guess is he lost his sight sometime during or after his last quest. He’s never told anyone what happened. Jaren stumbled into town one night alone and unable to see. After Grandpa Tibus got him patched up, he moved into the woods.”

“That’s very sad,” Songbird said quietly. She considered herself to be Jaren’s steadfast companion, accompanying him on all his important errands all over the forest. There was an uncomfortable tightness in her chest as she considered all the life he had lived before coming to the woods, and the vast gaps in her knowledge. Did she really know Jaren at all? Ficiun had made some peculiar comments to Jaren, but she’d been so wrapped up in the excitement she hadn’t given it much thought at the time.

“It is. I worry about him quite a bit. He can be a bit difficult at times, most times actually, but he’s got a good heart.” Illina untied the belt around Songbird’s waist and helped her pull off the tunic. “Anyway, no sense in you getting into clean clothes if you’re covered in mud. Let’s get you cleaned up and dressed.”

Songbird jumped into the tub, splashing water over the sides. The cold water made her gasp. Having bathed in puddles her whole life, she proceeded to splash around enthusiastically, sloshing water everywhere. Illina backed away to avoid getting soaked. Her mirth was short-lived as Illina interrupted to explain what soap was and how to use it. Songbird took the chunk of soap from Illina and lathered it between her hands, catching the faint aroma of meadowsweet flowers as she did.

Once she was finished, the now clean and dry Songbird was ushered back into the main room. Songbird stood in the middle of the room, wrapped in a linen towel, as Illina retrieved the clothes she had laid out. Songbird looked around curiously and nearly jumped at the sight of someone else in the room.

Songbird moved first to the left, then to the right, watching the reflection match her movements perfectly. She walked up to the woman, looking suspiciously at her reflection, eyes narrowed distrustfully. Songbird reached out with her hand, her fingertips brushing the glass. She put her whole palm flat against it, carefully studying both her hand and the reflection. When she met her own deep brown eyes in the mirror, she pulled her hand away and touched her face. Songbird turned to Illina and pointed. “Is this me?”

Illina stood poised, clothing draped over one arm, a curious expression on her face. She nodded in response. Songbird stepped back and inspected herself, opening the towel and turning her body so she could see herself from all angles. She was short and lithe, her skin fair. Her hair was the color of red wine, which faded into a soft rosy golden color as it tumbled down her back in gentle waves. She touched her nose and cheekbones, her hand trailing down to her throat, where she had a smattering of tiny brown spots. They created a delicate pattern around her eyes and under her chin, they spread down her chest, ending above her navel.

She turned to Illina again. “I think this is from when I was a bird,” she said, touching the freckles on her face. “Other birds of my kind, they were this color,” she said, holding up a strand of hair. Songbird turned back to her reflection.

“Hands up, please.” Illina pulled the linen chemise over Songbird’s head. “You were really a bird, then?”

“Yes.” Songbird chirped as her head appeared through the neck hole of the chemise. “Ficiun changed me.”

Illina then put the midnight blue dress over Songbird’s head, tugging at it to get it to lay right over the chemise. “Ficiun?”

“Ficiun, the Shadow of the Forest,” Songbird said as if that explained everything. Illina tied the long sleeves of the chemise at the elbows. Songbird flapped her arms experimentally, but they did not feel like wings.

“I see.” Illina picked up the brocade bodice she had set out and placed it around Songbird’s slender waist. “Why do you think this Ficiun changed you?” Songbird watched, fascinated as Illina’s practiced fingers made quick work of lacing the bodice. She let out a breath as Illina cinched the cords just tight enough to push Songbird’s small breasts up and together.

Songbird couldn’t believe she’d forgotten. “That’s right, Jaren didn’t tell you! Ficiun gave me Jaren’s quest. Jaren didn’t want it so Ficiun said I could go instead. He changed me because I’m going to go deal with Arzinock.”

Illina froze as she was tying the laces on the bodice. The woman paled as she looked up at Songbird. “That’s a name I haven’t heard in a very long time.”
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Somewhere on the edge of Mulk, the young man with the shaved head and the brown robe knocked on a door. The house was close enough to town to be convenient, but far enough to avoid attracting attention. When the man and his companions first arrived in Mulk the house belonged to the old widow Erjeha. They’d promptly moved in, and when her protests became too burdensome they fed her to the hogs. The shutters had been drawn, and no light escaped the windows. The door opened just a crack.

“I’ve got news for Brother Rathal,” the man said.

The door opened just wide enough for the man to step inside before quickly closing it behind him. The young man paused for a moment to allow his eyes to adjust to the dim light. Candles flickered softly in the darkness.

There were three men seated around a table, and the man who had opened the door returned to his seat to resume a dice game the four of them had been playing. A fifth man was leaning up against the far wall. All of the men had shaved their heads, and all wore light brown robes, except for the man against the wall.

He was built more like a bear than a man. He looked like he could take a punch in the face without so much as having to even shrug it off, and he carried himself as someone who had done just that, many times over. His hands were rough, knuckles calloused and scarred. He was taller than anyone else in the room, and his brawny build signified a strong Ehrenic ancestry. He wore dark trousers in the southern Sauchvor style and was bare-chested except for a long red vest. There was a curved dagger tucked into his belt, red jewels glittering in the dark hilt. His arms were crossed, and his eyes were closed.

“Brother Rathal, I think I’ve found him. The one you’ve been looking for.”

The man leaning against the wall made no move. “That so?” He rumbled. “What makes you so sure Sendek?”

The other men at the table perked up in interest but continued with their game.

“This man wandered into town this morning, looked a mess like he’d been living on his own for a while, and he had a strange woman with him. She was wearing nothing but a tunic and a cloak, not even shoes. She started making a fuss in the market, and I went over to see what was going on, and this man came into the stall, grabbed her, and took off.”

“That’s not that unusual.“ One of the men at the table said as he rolled the dice.

“Except that he was blind, and after he left, all the people started whispering about ‘Was that Jaren, we haven’t seen him in so long.’ And carrying on.”

Rathal opened his eyes. “They said it was Jaren? You’re sure?”

“Brand’s bond,” Sendek assured him.

Rathal spat. “Don’t swear by them, the traitorous Lyn-Tyr.”

Sendek looked at the ground, sheepish. “Sorry, old habits die hard.” He drew a line from his forehead to his chest with his index and middle finger. “Arz be praised.”

“We need to follow him and get more information. Don’t engage yet, but I want the five of you out scouting this afternoon. We’ll reconvene here tonight and decide on our next course of action. I’ll send word south. We need to bring this one into the fold, Arz has commanded it to be so,” Rathal instructed. All five of the men made the same gesture, drawing a line through the air from their forehead to their chest. “Arz be praised.” They murmured.

“Arz be praised,” Rathal agreed.


Chapter seven
Family
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JAREN HAD NOT TASTED good beer in far, far too long. He drank slowly, savoring the hoppy flavor. Sighing, he leaned forward onto the counter, resting his hands on the sides of a large tankard. The barkeep, Cadar, had recognized Jaren and welcomed him in, despite his ragged appearance. Cadar was a middle-aged man who had been working the tavern since he was a boy. It had been in his family for generations.

By now it was very late in the afternoon and farmers had started to wander in from the fields. Many of them recognized Jaren as well, and made a point to say hello, or comment on how glad they were to see him back in town; a few offered to buy him a drink.

“A moment,” Cadar told Jaren as he stepped away to serve someone. Jaren took a long drink, the dark beer slaking his thirst. He heard Cadar’s heavy steps as the barkeep returned to the counter. “Now, where were we? How’s your cabin holding up these days?”

Jaren took another draw from his tankard. “Truth be told, I’m not sure if it’ll last through the next winter. It’s in bad shape.”

“Well, hells, Jaren. When are you leaving town? I’ll go with you and help you get it figured out. I’m sure any man in here would. I don’t know why you always wait so long to get help with what you need. You don’t live that far. What, just two or three miles?”

Cadar had just picked up a tankard to polish when the din of the chatter in the tavern died down. No one spoke. A chair creaked loudly as someone shifted.

Jaren leaned forward. “What is it?” he asked Cadar quietly.

“A woman,” Cadar whispered back.

Jaren was skeptical. “A woman?”

Cadar set the tankard down and leaned forward across the counter, so his head was next to Jaren’s. He continued to whisper, “I don’t know her, never seen her before. She’s… she’s… something.”

“Something what?“ Jaren pressed, sounding slightly more waspish than he had intended.

“Haven’t seen a woman this pretty in a long time. Her hair’s the color of Urixius’s Blood Rose, she’s got real fair skin, the most unusual freckles… and these large doe eyes. She must be fey touched by the look of her. Flowers in her hair, wearing a nice blue dress. I think she’d put any woman in Mulk to shame.“ Cadar said almost reverently. He was clearly enchanted with this mystery woman.

“What’s a woman like that doing here?” Jaren whispered.

“She’s with your sister.”

That gave Jaren pause. Why would Illina be with—wait, was Cadar describing Songbird?

It was so quiet the footsteps of the women were uncomfortably loud in the stillness as they crossed the tavern. Chairs creaked, and Jaren could practically hear the drunken heads of the farmers swivel to follow the women as they made their way to the counter.

“Illina! Who’s your friend?” One of the men called out, breaking the heavy silence.

“Mind your manners Dyran, or I’ll have to fetch your mother to bring you home.” Her reply was sharp. That was certainly his sister alright. The patrons chuckled and snickered as Illina pushed Songbird along toward the counter where Jaren was still sitting with his back to the door.

“Afternoon ladies.” Cadar’s grin was evident in his voice.

“Jaren!” Songbird greeted him excitedly. “Illina gave me a dress, and she braided my hair, and she even put flowers in it.” Jaren could hear her skirts swishing as she turned around. “She says I look like a real lady now.” He could almost hear her lift her chin proudly in the tone of her voice. Jaren suddenly couldn’t recall the last time he’d wanted his eyesight back so badly as he did in that moment. A cold pang of loneliness bit his chest.

Gradually conversation in the tavern began to resume. Cadar remained silent, and Jaren suspected the barkeep was making eyes at Songbird, trying to catch her attention with his stupefied grin.

“Your turn next, brother,” Illina said cheerfully, “Let’s get you back home and get you cleaned up. The sun will be setting soon, so we best head out.”

“Alright, then.” Jaren pushed his stool back from the bar and stood. Abruptly, he swayed on his feet, placing a hand on the counter to steady himself. Illina grabbed his shoulder, but Jaren waved her off. “I’m not drunk. Just a little wobbly.”

“Just so,” Illina said as she draped one of his arms over her shoulder. He felt Songbird try to do the same on his other side, but she was too short, and his arm rested awkwardly low on her shoulder. She disappeared from beside him only to return a moment later, pressing his walking stick into his free hand.

“Hey, Jaren, you got any more of those fey-touched beauties out in the forest?” The drunken slur in Dyran’s voice did not go unnoticed. Cadar made a disgusted sound from his position behind the counter.

“No. I’m the only one.” Songbird chirped. “Why, can’t you get your own around here?”

Laughter erupted from the room. Jaren felt himself look reflexively in the direction of her voice. He might have been shocked at her brazenness, but from her, it seemed fitting. Jaren found himself grinning as he adjusted his grip on his walking stick. “Illina, if you would?”

“That’s more excitement than we’ve had for months. I never know what to expect when you show up in town. You should come by more often.” Cadar said cheerfully. “Goodbye Illina, farewell to your lady friend, and to you Jaren. It’s good to see you. Don’t be a stranger! And let me know before you leave, I’ll come help you with the cabin.”
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Once they arrived back at Illina’s shop, the women deposited Jaren safely onto the ground. The walk had sobered him up. Songbird followed Illina like a baby duck. They left Jaren and went back into the kitchen. Illina set a kettle of water on the wood-burning stove to warm before collecting some items from a drawer.

“What are those?”

Illina held each one up before handing it to Songbird to carry. “These you already know, a towel and soap,” she placed them into Songbird’s waiting hands. “But here we have scissors,” Illina held up a delicate pair of silver scissors before placing them atop the towel, next to the soap. “And finally, a razor.” Songbird shifted the items in her arms to reach for the razor but Illina did not relinquish it. “This one is very sharp, and I think I’d better hold onto it.”

When they returned to the main room they found Jaren dosing in the chair by the door. Songbird paused, noting how untroubled his face looked in sleep. She felt a little sorry for him when Illina touched him on the shoulder gently to wake him. “Come now, your turn. Let’s get you cleaned up.”

Songbird was surprised to find that when Illina told Jaren she would help him clean up, what she really meant was she would lock him in the washroom and refuse to let him out till he had sufficiently scrubbed himself. Luckily for Jaren, he could not see just how muddy Songbird had left the bathwater. When he was done, Illina began to groom him. “Reminds me of when you were a boy,” she told him as she settled down to comb his hair.

Jaren rolled his eyes. “I’ve seen some thirty winters, Illina.”

“And I’ve seen near forty, which means you’re still my little brother. Now shush.”

Songbird sat in uncharacteristic quietness, watching Illina comb the tangles out of his hair, which had grown quite long, well past his shoulders. According to Illina, Jaren had always preferred his hair a little long, so he could pull it back into a tail, but never as long as Feyn’s. Taking the scissors from Songbird, Illina cut his hair. When she was done, his dark hair fell about his shoulders instead of down his back. Unlike his older sister, there was no gray to be found at his temples. Jaren’s locks were pure raven, as was his beard, which Illina trimmed next. As she cut away long sections of his beard, she began to reveal a strong, angular jawline. Once she had cut it close to his chin and his jaw, having made sure all the ends were even, she lathered the soap and switched to the razor. Songbird found herself holding her breath as Illina delicately shaved his neck. She wondered if her own transformation had been as dramatic as Jaren’s was turning out to be.

At last, Illina was patting his neck dry. “It’s not the best job. I’m no barber, but it will do.” Songbird’s eyes roamed his features. Jaren no longer looked like a mad, wild hermit of the woods. Although his eyes, deep green under the pale film that coated them, were like pines buried under a fresh snowfall, and still hinted at an affinity for the wildlands. There was no boyishness to his face, rather Songbird saw the face of man, his posture confident even at rest, his expression stoic as if he were a distant mountain in a savage land.

“Oh.” Songbird stared. Her heart started to beat a little faster as she studied his face, and her stomach felt light and fluttery. “He… He looks completely different.”

“Just so. He could almost pass for handsome now,” Illina teased. She placed some folded-up clothing into Jaren’s hands. “Once he changes clothes, he’ll have to fight the maidens off.”

“What? Why would he have to fight them?” Songbird asked, alarmed.

“He wouldn’t really have to fight them,” Illina explained patiently as Jaren disappeared into the back. “It’s a figure of speech, it means they would all follow him around and compete with each other for his attention.”

“Mmm.” Songbird pursed her lips. “With birds, it’s the males who follow us around and compete for our attention. They must prove themselves worthy of our affection. Strange it should be the other way around for humans, but at least he doesn’t have to fight them.”
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Now that Jaren was washed and changed, the three of them went into the back half of the building. The front was Illina’s shop, where she conducted business. The back functioned as her living quarters. More than that, it was the house Jaren and his siblings had grown up in.

His memory painted the scene perfectly for him. There was a comfortable kitchen, which had a long counter for preparing food and a brick oven. The main room served as the dining room, and there was an old table, made from sturdy oak, with two benches on either side, that took up most of the space. Small bundles of cooking herbs, thyme, rosemary, tarragon, sage, fennel, and bay leaves hung from an exposed rafter. There would be a lantern in the middle of the table. Knowing Illina there would also be a pile of wool and a spindle, which she would be drafting into yarn, or perhaps socks that needed darning. Immediately off the main room were two bedrooms. Long ago, one had belonged to Jaren, Feyn, and Illina, the other to their parents.

The familiar sound of the fire iron told him that Illina was stoking the fire in the hearth while the smell of simmering stew told him that their meal was nearly done. Dinner was a hearty potato and lamb stew, which they sopped up with the baker’s light, fluffy bread.

Sitting at the table of his childhood home, conversing quietly with his sister made things feel almost normal for a moment. Intuitively he knew that the sun had set long ago and that a lantern was burning merrily at the table, casting a warm glow about the familiar room. Illina had kept things the same since their parents passing. He didn’t need to see to know exactly where Illina was sitting, where the shadows fell, or how many steps to avoid the squeaky floorboard when going to the kitchen for a midnight snack.

A chair scraped back against the wood floor as Illina stood and began to clear the wooden bowls away. “Poor thing, she must be exhausted.”

Jaren made no response. He could hear Songbird snoring at the table next to him. He began to brood, placing his elbows on the table, fingers laced, chin resting on the backs of his hands.

“Jaren, Songbird said something to me today that I think you should be aware of.” Illina continued tentatively, “She said Ficiun made her to face Arzinock?”

He heaved a sigh and rubbed his forehead. Of course, she would have said that. “Did she? Are you sure that’s what she said?”

“Just so. You didn’t say anything about the fey asking you to slay a demon, much less Arzinock.” Her tone told him that she would be standing with one hand on her hip, the way their mother used to when she was scolding them.

“You know how the fey are, all trickery and misdirection.”

Illina wiped her hands noisily on her apron as she came back to the table. “Listen Jaren, I don’t want you getting mixed up in this business again.”

“I don’t want to get mixed up in this either,” he agreed. “I don’t want to be involved in any more good deeds or heroics or errands; I’m done with that.”

Illina sat down across from Jaren. She reached over the table and grabbed a hold of his hands. “Listen, Jaren, you’ve been out in the woods on your own for a long time now, and I don’t think it did you any favors. You’ve forgotten what it’s really like to be part of a community. We need people to love us, and we need to love them in turn. I think it’s time for you to move back to town.”

“No.” Jaren pulled his hands out of his sister’s, straightening and crossing his arms. “I don’t want to move back to town. I don’t want to be part of a community. I just want to get back to my simple life in my cabin and be left alone.”

“I don’t think that’s true.” She said quietly. “Feyn and Wrinnit wouldn’t want you to be out there, suffering alone.”

“Well, they’re dead now, aren’t they? What does it matter what they would have wanted?” Jaren snapped irritably.

“I want you to move back. I need you around. We’ll find work for you. I need an apprentice. I could teach Songbird. We’ll figure it out, together. Jaren, we could be a family again.“ Illina pleaded.

Jaren was silent. Songbird’s slow, even breaths indicated she was fast asleep at the table next to him. There was a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach he was trying desperately to ignore. He could feel Illina watching him from across the table.

“At least… consider it,” she asked him softly. “For my sake.”

He sighed. “I’ll think about it.”


Chapter eight
Pa Tibus
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“WHOSE HOUSE IS THIS?” Songbird was craning her neck to get a look at the sign that hung over the door. It had a bowl shape with a rod sticking out of it and a curving snake on the bowl. There were strange squiggly markings around it. The house itself was one of the larger buildings in Mulk, and the grounds were filled with well-manicured gardens. Unlike Jaren’s gardens which were frequently invaded by the animals and in poor repair, these gardens housed a wide variety of plants and herbs. Jaren had pulled her past them without allowing her the chance to get a good look.

“Pa Tibus’ house.” Jaren knocked on the door.

“Who is Pa Tibus?”

“He’s someone I respect very much. He’ll know what to do with you.”

“What is that supposed to mean?” Songbird asked indignantly.

Jaren knocked again.

“A moment, a moment. Patience.” was the muffled response from inside.

The heavy door whined on its hinges as an old man pulled it open and stood in the doorway. Songbird tilted her head to the side as she examined him. He had a white beard and bushy eyebrows. There were two circles of glass connected by a wire that sat at the end of his pointed nose. He wore loose gray clothing which was fastened at the waist with a wide belt and an apron. His fingertips were stained green. The aromas of cool mint and warm, peppery anise clung to the old man. He stroked his beard and squinted at Jaren.

The old man’s face lit up as recognition set in. “Well, if it isn’t Jaren of Mulk.” He turned his attention to Songbird, and she caught both surprise and joy in his smile as his eyes fell upon her. “And I see you’ve brought a guest.”

He seemed genuinely pleased to see her. He was one of the very few people she had encountered since coming to Mulk that had behaved in a friendly manner toward her. Songbird liked him immediately and smiled sweetly at him.

“Hello, Tibus.” Jaren sounded almost reluctant.

“Come in, come in.” Tibus ushered them inside, closing the heavy door behind them. “What brings you to my doorstep, young man?”

Songbird looked around. There was so much to take in. More than Illina’s shop even. The room was twice as long as it was wide. There was a large heavy workbench in the middle, filled with strange tools she had never seen, either in Jaren’s cabin or in Illina’s shop. Some included a stone bowl with another stone rod resting inside, herbs half ground in the bottom, thin glass rods, and a strange device with two flat plates hanging from a single metal rod that balanced on a vertical metal pole. One plate had small metal blocks on one side and a pile of herbs on the other. She now recognized scissors, knives, cutting boards, measuring spoons, and bowls, they were all similar to things she had seen in Illina’s kitchen.

Shelves lined every wall, containing jars of every shape and color, and size. Along the top shelves were the smallest jars, each one marked with symbols she did not recognize. Some of the jars were clear, and Songbird could make the contents: hemlock, nightshade, snakeroot, lily of the valley. All dangerous plants she noted. Shelves at eye level contained larger jars, filled with dried herbs and mushrooms: mint, thyme, echinacea, chamomile, lemon balm, lavender, yarrow, turkey tail, lion’s mane, and others. Many other jars were dark clay, their contents a mystery. Dozens of bundles of rosemary, tulsi, and catnip hung from the rafters, drying. A small fire burned in the fireplace, with a little cauldron over it; the herbal concoction within simmering gently.

Beyond the workshop was a small kitchen, almost identical to Illina’s. It contained a wood-burning stove, a table, and a small counter and cupboard. To the right of the workshop was a closed door. She wondered if beyond the kitchen were Tibus’ own private quarters.

There were too many competing aromas for Songbird to make out anyone in particular. The scents were overpowering at first, and she found her senses drowning in the thick, earthy air. She tried to clear her throat, and next to her Jaren sneezed.

Tibus shuffled over and threw open the shutters of his front window in response. A cool, clean breeze crept into the room, sweeping away the cloying odors. Songbird let out a sigh of relief.

Jaren stood awkwardly, holding his walking stick. “Tibus, I need your help.”

Tibus’ gaze swept back and forth between the two of them. When he spoke, it was very slow. “That’s not really my area of expertise, Jaren. You’ll want to talk to the midwife.”

“What’s a midwife?” Songbird chirped, looking to Jaren for an explanation.

She thought she could see some color come into his cheeks beneath his neatly trimmed beard. “Moons above, it’s not that kind of trouble Tibus!”

Tibus shrugged. “You show up on my doorstep for the first time in ages, looking halfway decent, with a woman on your arm, what did you expect me to think?”

“She’s not my woman—“

“I’m not anyone’s woman, I’m a bird.” She added. Tibus raised a bushy white eyebrow at that.

Jaren continued speaking to Tibus, ignoring her. “I found her in the woods yesterday. She needs help.”

“You didn’t find me yesterday; I’ve been following you around Reven Wood since you arrived. And I don’t need help.” Songbird corrected, putting her hands on her hips and frowning at Jaren. Tibus made a strange sound between a chuckle and a cough. Songbird turned her disapproving glare toward Tibus, and the old man put a hand up to his mouth, the sound becoming more cough-like with some obvious effort.

“Why don’t we sit down and you can explain everything to me over a cup of tea?” Tibus offered. Tibus took Jaren’s walking stick and guided him to the kitchen. Songbird lingered behind, looking at all the interesting and shiny objects on the workbench. Tibus placed Jaren’s hands on the back of a chair. Once he was oriented, Jaren pulled the chair out and sat down.

Tibus turned to Songbird. “Over here dear one.”

Songbird sighed, reluctantly following the men into the kitchen, and sat down in a chair next to Jaren. Tibus shuffled over to the cabinet, a slight limp in his step. He pulled down three white porcelain cups, into which he sprinkled dried peppermint and lemon peel. There was a worn copper tea kettle atop a wood-burning stove which was also lit.

“One of you at a time please.” Tibus placed the cups on the table before filling them with water from the copper kettle. “Jaren, you first. Why don’t you start by introducing me?” Tibus sat down across from Jaren and picked up his cup.

“Songbird, this is Pa Tibus, apothecary of Mulk. Tibus, this is Songbird.” Jaren paused and Songbird could see the muscles in his jaw and neck tense. “She used to be a bird, but yesterday Ficiun transformed her into a woman. I’ve brought her to town for help. She needs someone to take her in and take care of her. Is Sir Hardric at the estate?”

Songbird opened her mouth to speak, but Tibus held up a finger in her direction, giving her a stern look. “You’ll get your turn.”

Songbird shut her mouth and slouched in her chair, defeated.

Tibus stroked his beard. “Really now, Ficiun himself changed her? Let me ask you something, why can’t you help her, son? Might be good for you to have some companionship.”

Jaren balked. “Tibus, I’m blind. How can I possibly help her?”

“I’m suggesting perhaps you two help each other. The fey are fickle and capricious, but there’s usually a reason behind what they do. We may not always understand it, but I would wager there was a motive. I suspect she’s meant to be with you.”

Jaren shook his head and let out an exasperated breath. “You’re not listening.”

“Explain it to me then.”

“She needs someone to take her in. She should go to Sir Hardric’s… for… her own protection.” Jaren seemed to be reasoning out his own logic as he spoke. Songbird rolled her eyes, nearly throwing up her hands in exasperation. This was ridiculous.

“Now, hold on a minute, why are you thinking she needs protection? You’re very capable with a sword. Why can’t you keep her safe?” Tibus leaned across the table, suddenly suspicious.

Jaren frowned. “Can you help me or not?”

“Son, just how little do you think you can tell and still expect me to help you?”

Jaren crossed his arms and turned his face in the direction of the cool air coming in from the open window.

“My turn!” Songbird blurted. The words tumbled out of her in an excited jumble, “What Jaren didn’t tell you is that Ficiun wanted Jaren to go on a quest. Isn’t that exciting? But Jaren didn’t want to do it, so I asked if I could go in his place. I’ve always wanted to have an adventure. And do you know what? Ficiun said yes! He told me I could have Jaren’s quest, and he changed me and now it’s my quest.”

“And what is this quest, dear one?” Tibus asked gently.

“Ficiun said that Arzinock is coming back, so now I get to go take care of him.” Songbird beamed.

Jaren scowled.

Both of Tibus’ eyebrows shot up. “Arzinock? I thought he was dealt with.”

“Ficiun said he wasn’t dealt with properly before,” Songbird added helpfully.

Jaren’s chair creaked as he shifted. “He was dealt with. It should be fine.”

“Should be fine? Moons above, Jaren, what else haven’t you told me?“ Tibus sounded both angry and worried. Hadn’t he heard her? She was going to take care of it.

“I said it was fine,” Jaren snapped. “He’s trapped. There’s no way he can escape.”

“He can’t escape because he’s back in Gorothka or because he’s trapped somewhere in Tigraen?” Tibus rapped his green fingertips against the wooden table irritably.

“Don’t worry.” Songbird tried to interject, “It’ll be okay because I am going to go take care of it.”

Neither of the men acknowledged her.

“What difference does it make as long as he’s trapped?”

“It makes a great deal of difference. You let us believe he was dead.”

“I never said that.” Jaren stood up suddenly, his chair nearly tipping over. “Everyone just assumed that was the case. Regardless, he’s trapped. He can’t escape. There’s nothing to worry about.”

“If there’s nothing to worry about, then why are you here asking for my help with a bird-turned-woman by a fey who specifically mentioned Arzinock? That’s why you want me to take her to Hardric. I suspect you have a larger problem on your hands than you realize. Sir Hardric and the Black Bulls set out this morning. They’ve been summoned south by the Tyrant himself. Powers know when they’ll be back. We only have the reserve garrison in town right now. It’s not safe. You need to go until I can get word to him and figure out what to do with you.”

“Now?” Jaren sounded irritated.

“Yes, son, now! Both of you.” Tibus grabbed Jaren’s walking stick and forced it into Jaren’s hands. “Take the woman with you. You may have put this whole town in danger.” Tibus half guided, half pushed Jaren toward the door.

“We have to go right now?” Songbird hopped up, following Tibus and Jaren to the door. As excited as she was to head out on her quest, she had hoped for more time to look at all the interesting and shiny things in Tibus’ workshop. There were lots of questions she had for him.

“What was I supposed to do, Tibus?” Jaren demanded, “I came to you for help. I can’t just go off to battle like this. How exactly do you expect me to fight one of the greater denizens of Gorothka without my sight? If it was easy enough to do with my eyes closed then Feyn would still be with us.”

Tibus opened the door and forced Jaren across the threshold. “You could have been honest with me from the start, and I mean the very start. We could have gotten help, mounted a counterattack, avenged your brother. But instead, you let this fester like an infection in a wound. I expect you to stop using your blindness as a crutch and take some responsibility for your actions. It’s disgraceful to see how far you’ve fallen. I’ll send for you when Sir Hardric is back. Until then, take Songbird and go.”

“Wait, but I have questions. What is a midwife? Who is Hardric? Why do you have so many plants? What’s an apothecary?” Songbird looked at the old man hopefully, but Tibus put a hand on her back and guided her out the door behind Jaren.

“If the fey are intervening, then at this point Arzinock may well have agents out looking for you. Best to lay low for now. Get out of town as quickly as you can.”

He shut the door firmly, the hinges squeaking loudly in protest. Songbird frowned before looking at Jaren. “That was odd. I wonder why he was so upset?” 
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Jaren’s stomach twisted. Nausea and remorse crawled up this throat like sour bile. He didn’t want to face it. Not today. He fought nausea down, but it left a bitter taste in his mouth. Jaren led Songbird through town toward Illina’s home, his stick scritching back and forth across the street in front of him as he walked. That had certainly not gone the way he had hoped. The sinking feeling in his stomach was growing. The stick’s scratching was uncomfortably loud in his ears.

The late morning sun warmed the streets, and people were milling about on their way to or from the market. Merchants were calling out, hawking their wares. He had a hand planted firmly in the crook of Songbird’s elbow. Powers knew the last thing he needed was for her to run off again.

Jaren felt Songbird rise up on her tiptoes as she called to his sister. “Illina!”

“Thank goodness you’re back, I’ve been thinking and—” Illina paused. “What’s the matter?”

Jaren let go of Songbird, assuming it was reasonably safe to do so at this point, and leaned on his walking stick. “I’m going to take Songbird and return to the cabin. Immediately.”

“What!?” Songbird wailed.

Illina’s voice was heavy with disappointment. “So soon? But you’ve only been in town since yesterday.”

“Exactly, why are we going back to the forest?” Songbird chimed in.

“Tibus seems to think it’s urgent. I don’t like it any more than you do, but we both know it’s usually best to follow his advice,” Jaren said as they went into Illina’s shop and toward the back. There was a loud thump as Songbird threw herself on the bench.

Illina went to the cabinets. “Well, let me at least pack you some things for the road then.” She began to put together a small bundle, naming the items out loud as she packed them. “Dried sausages, cheese, and apples.” She’d gotten into the habit not long after Jaren had lost his sight, one he begrudgingly appreciated.

“Are we really leaving now?” Songbird whined.

“Yes, now.” He snapped. Jaren wanted to be patient with her, but she was testing his limits. At one time he would have admired her dedication and enthusiasm. She seemed hells bent on going on this quest, despite knowing nothing about it. Deal with Arzinock, as if it would be as simple as killing a large rat that had settled in someone’s cellar. Her persistence and naivety were grating on his nerves.

Illina had brought the foodstuffs to the table. “Jaren, be nice. It’s not her fault.” She sounded like their mother. “I’ll pack your bag and you can be on your way.” Jaren heard a rustle as she lifted his bag onto the table and opened the flap.

“Oh, you made another batch!” Illina exclaimed delightedly. Jaren heard a clatter as Illina emptied his bag. At least a dozen, small, roughly carved animals tumbled out.

“What are they?” Songbird asked.

Jaren didn’t particularly feel like explaining. “It’s nothing. We shouldn’t delay.”

“They’re toys,” Illina explained to Songbird as she moved the wooden animals to the side of the table. The bag now empty, she began packing the food. “Jaren makes these for the children of the village.”

“Oh.” Songbird sounded curious. He heard the carvings tap gently against the table, and could only assume Songbird was going through them. “How come there aren’t any birds?” she asked.

“What?” Jaren crossed the room toward the table, slowly feeling his way.

“There aren’t any birds. You have foxes and wolves and bears and deer, but no birds.”

Jaren held out his hand and someone placed one of the carvings in his hand. He turned it over in his palm feeling the shape of it. It was a bear. “What can birds do? They’re not strong or fierce. They flit about and sing.”

He expected some sort of clever quip in response, but there was none. The women were mercifully quiet. Instead, he felt Songbird’s delicate fingers as she took the bear back from him. He barely heard her set it on the table.

Once Illina had finished packing up the bag, she gave it to Jaren along with his cloak. Jaren put his cloak over his shoulders, pinning it at the neck with his wolf pin, before shouldering his pack.

Illina hugged Jaren tightly. “I’ll follow up with Tibus, and see if there’s anything I can do to help. Please, be careful, brother. We’ve lost so much already.” Illina then hugged Songbird. “You too little lady, be alert, take care of Jaren for me.”

Songbird nodded, suddenly solemn. “I will.”

Jaren turned and headed out into the streets. “Come on, Songbird. Let’s go.”


Chapter nine
Arzyntine
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SONGBIRD TILTED HER HEAD to the side as she followed Jaren down the street. She squinted as if trying to read his innermost thoughts. Surely he couldn’t think so little of her.

“This isn’t the way we came into town,” Songbird noted as Jaren led her down a street, trying to break the uncomfortable silence. “How do you know where you’re going?” She watched as Jaren swept his walking stick ahead of him on the ground.

“This is the town I grew up in, the streets haven’t really changed.”

They were headed toward the east end of town. The houses became further apart as they walked. “Oh. Well, where are we going?” Songbird queried. She wanted to draw him out of his shell, to learn more about his life before the forest. She wanted to understand him.

“To the shrine.”

She swished her skirts as she walked along beside him, enjoying the movement of the fabric. It was so different from her feathers. “What’s a shrine?”

“A place where we petition the Lyn-Tyr.”

“What does that mean?” The people passing in the streets looked at her curiously. She did her best to ignore them. The attention made her uncomfortable. It felt like when a fox was looking at you for too long, trying to decide if you would make a good snack. Better to see from a safe distance and not be seen

“Songbird,”—Jaren pinched the bridge of his nose and exhaled loudly—“be quiet.”

Songbird huffed a sigh but continued along in silence. Toward the end of the lane was a pillar of white marble, a few heads taller than Jaren, and larger than a tree trunk. It had been shaped to have seven flat sides. As they drew closer Songbird could see that each of the sides of the marble had been intricately sculpted. Jaren scanned ahead of him with his stick until it knocked into the stone.

She watched as he transferred his stick to his other hand and reached out to touch the pillar. Each of the relief carvings depicted a male or female winged being. He walked around, calloused palms feeling each of the carvings until he found the one he was looking for and stopped. The figure on the side of the pillar where Jaren had stopped was a woman in partial plate armor. The sculptor had depicted her in midflight, with a flaming sword in one hand and a pair of scales in her other. Her expression was fierce, and Songbird felt a sense of awe when she looked at her.

Curious, Songbird walked around the shrine examining the other carvings, one at a time. The image on the face of the pillar to the right of Jaren depicted a large, burly winged man working an anvil with a hammer and tongs. As she continued to the right a gentle-looking woman wearing a simple dress, draped over her curving frame, belted at the waist with a thin chain, her wings folded neatly behind her, long hair framing her face and tumbling down her back. The woman was surrounded by candles, and her arms were open as if she were about to embrace someone. Songbird felt oddly warm and comforted by her image.

Next, was a man holding a flaming book in one hand, his other hand raised in a commanding gesture. His expression was serious, and his wings were spread wide and low. To the right of him, there was another woman whose wings appeared to turn to waves. She was holding a large urn in one arm, pouring water over a skull she cradled in her other hand. Songbird shivered and moved on.

The next image was a large man wearing full plate armor. His face was somehow beautiful and terrible at the same time, and though it was a carving, she felt as if his eyes bore into her. His flaming wings were spread wide behind him, and he held a great sword wreathed in fire before him. She shied away, hurrying to the next carving.

As she came all the way around to where Jaren stood, she looked at the last side of the pillar and saw another man with great wings. He was also depicted in midflight with a great bow in his hands, which curved beautifully. His expression was attentive but reserved. Alongside him in flight were great raptors, an eagle, a falcon, a hawk, and an owl. Songbird tilted her head to the side as she examined the image, feeling as though she should somehow be familiar with this figure. Gradually, a sense of reverence settled over her. She reached out to touch the stone but hesitated.

She looked to Jaren who was muttering quietly to himself, head bowed, brow creased with concentration. A low growl started in his throat, which escaped as a frustrated shout. Jaren drew back and slammed his knuckles into the pillar, striking it. Songbird jumped.

“Damn you Skylae! May Gromm strike me down since you would not. Haven’t I suffered enough? Why do you continue to torment me?” Jaren let his fist slide down the marble, leaving a red smear from where the skin on his knuckles had split. He tried to inhale, but his breath hitched as he struggled to keep his composure. He put his forehead against the stone, continuing to mutter quietly.

Songbird twisted her fingers together and looked around, unsure of how to respond to his outburst, if at all. Finally, Jaren pushed himself away from the pillar. “Songbird?”

“I’m here. Are you okay? You’re bleeding.”

“It’s fine. We’ll take care of it when we get back to the cabin.” He held his hand out toward her. Blood dripped from his knuckles.

“Who are these?” Songbird asked.

“The mightiest of the Lyn-Tyr, the Powers that watch over us.” There was enough of a hint of mockery in Jaren’s voice that it made her uncomfortable. His hand hung in the air impatiently.

Songbird took Jaren’s palm and put it on the pillar over the carving in front of him, the woman in the armor with the sword and scales. “Who is she?”

“This is Skylae, our Lady of Justice.”

“Skylae,” Songbird repeated softly. “Did she wrong you or hurt you in some way?”

Jaren’s expression softened. “No. It is I who wronged her.”

“How did—”

“Don’t.” He cut her off, his tone sharp, final.

She exhaled slowly. “Then, who is this one, over here?” Songbird moved Jaren’s hand to the carving in front of her, depicting the serious man with the bow and the eagles.

His fingertips moved across the sculpture. “That’s Tolkern,” He told her. “Swift Lord of the Sky.”

“Tolkern…” she repeated. Songbird continued to study the image. “I like him,” she decided. Reluctantly she let her fingers slip away from Jaren’s hand as he pulled back from the pillar.

Jaren turned away from the shrine. “We’d best be off.” He headed toward the road, his stick sweeping the ground ahead of him.

“Are you just going to bleed all the way back to the cabin?”

“I said it was fine.” He called over his shoulder.

She hurried after him, casting one final glance over at the marble shrine. There were two young men some distance behind them on the road, both wearing light brown robes with hoods pulled up to cover their heads. 
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“How do you humans walk everywhere? This takes forever! Flying is so much better! You can just catch the wind and just glide, easy as you please. It’s wonderful. Do your feet ever stop hurting? Do you think I could get Ficiun to give me wings like the Powers on the pillar?” They passed into the forest, and she moved ahead of him on the trail.

Jaren clenched his fists and closed his eyes. “Brand’s Bond woman, if you do not stop your incessant chattering I will tie you up, gag you and drag you back, and I will leave you tied up until Tibus sends for us.”

“Pfft,” Songbird snorted. “You’d have to catch me first.”

Jaren ground his teeth in frustration, listening carefully to her footsteps, calculating the direction and distance between them when she stopped suddenly. Rather than pleasant birdsong, shrill warning calls sounded in the canopy above. Squirrels chittered angrily, scampering through the branches, tails twitching anxiously.

“Something’s wrong,” she whispered, but Jaren had heard it too.

She twitched as Jaren put a hand on her shoulders. “Stay vigilant. Let me know if you see anything out of place. And for Skylae’s sake, be quiet,” he muttered as she started forward again.

He heard Devil-Goose honking long before they got to the cabin. Jaren made a sharp “hsst” to get Songbird’s attention. “Slowly,” he cautioned. They crept forward until they were about to round the last bend in the trail before the clearing. Jaren stopped completely, catching hold of Songbird, and pulling her back. “Quietly, look ahead and tell me what you see, but keep out of sight.”

He kept a hand on her arm as Songbird peeked around the trunk of a very large pine tree and investigated the clearing.

“You have visitors. I don’t remember the last time you had visitors besides Illina,” she whispered back to Jaren excitedly.

Jaren couldn’t remember the last time he’d had visitors either. “Visitors? How many are there, what are they wearing, where are they?”

He felt her lean away from the tree, her voice closer. “I thought you were sick of questions?”

“You. Are. Insufferable.”

“I’m not. Four people are standing in front of your cabin, and there’s a horse. She’s so pretty.” Songbird giggled. “Devil-Goose keeps rushing and pecking them, but they can’t catch her.”

Songbird did her best to describe them to Jaren. One of the men was trying to chase Devil-Goose off into the forest, but the goose was having none of it. The group was composed of three, plain-looking men. It was difficult to tell their age from this far and with their heads shaved. Their loose clothing masked their build, and it was hard to discern if they were lean or fit, but none of them were rotund. The fourth man, however, was much taller than his comrades. He was very broad-shouldered, and his clothing was stretched tight across his wide chest. He was standing quietly with his arms crossed as the others continued their discussion.

Jaren was silently thankful for Devil-Goose for the first time in his life. Devil-Goose continued to honk. Jaren imagined her nipping aggressively at the visitors. “What else? Can you describe them to me?”

“As far as I can tell they’re all male, they have no hair on their heads, and they’re all wearing brown dresses.”

“Dresses?” Jaren puzzled.

“Yes, but they’re not nice like the one Illina gave me, they’re just long and straight and boring.”

“Ah. Robes, not dresses,” Jaren reasoned. Perhaps they were traveling priests? But priests always traveled either alone or in pairs; four seemed like quite a lot.

Songbird rustled the fabric of her own dress. “Not really sure what the difference is.”

Jaren rolled his eyes. “Stay focused, what else? Are they armed?”

“I am focused. Besides, what kind of question is that? Don’t all humans have arms?”

Jaren resisted the urge to shake her and instead ran a hand through his hair. “Weapons. Do they have weapons?”

He felt her lean away as she peeked around the tree trunk again. “They all have walking sticks, sort of. Kind of like yours, but–” she struggled to find the right words, “nicer? Rounder and sturdy looking.”

“Staves.” he corrected, impatient. “They’re likely not bandits then, but they can’t be here for any good reason,”

Jaren sighed. He adjusted his cloak so that it covered his sword. “Let’s go see what they want. I’ve got an idea, I need you to play along. To go along with what I say, even though it’s not true. We’ll trick them. Understand? Stay back from me so if things get ugly, I won’t have to worry about you. Run and hide instead.”

He heard Songbird huff in protest.

“Don’t argue, I’m serious. I don’t want you getting hurt.” As irritating as she was, he still felt some measure of responsibility for her. At least until he could turn her over to Tibus or Sir Hardric. Jaren turned and proceeded down the trail, the small woman close on his heels.

Jaren’s usually confident gait slowed. As they came into the clearing, he leaned heavily on his stick, limping slightly. He stumbled, tripped, and fell. Songbird rushed forward to help him up.

“Hail, strangers.” One of the men called a greeting. His voice was booming and deep. The man must be very large indeed to belong to such a voice.

“Who’s there?” Jaren called back, his voice shaking with fear as Songbird pulled him to his feet.

“I’m Brother Rathal. We are brothers on a pilgrimage to spread the love and mercy of the Arzyntine,” Rathal spoke of love and mercy, but his tone lacked any warmth.

Jaren went very still. He felt Songbird shift at his side, fidgeting nervously.

“Never had a priest out this way before, it’s a long way to come for proselytizing,” Jaren said slowly, leaning on his walking stick again.

“I’m Brother Sendek, we met in the market the other day, and I saw you in the tavern. Folks said you could use some company, maybe some help with your cabin.”

Jaren felt Songbird take a step back as if the man had directed his comment at her specifically.

“Now I know you’re lying.” Jaren gently pushed Songbird the rest of the way behind him. She was at his sword hip, and he would need her out of the way. His fingers brushed the hilt of his sword as he moved his hand back under his cloak. “No one from Mulk would have sent you out here for such a purpose.”

“But surely you would at least hear of our patron? Arzinock the Misfigured and Merciful, the eighth power of Lyn-Tyr.” Brother Sendek sounded hopeful, and Jaren had the feeling he was still trying to coax Songbird out from behind him.

“There are seven Powers of Lyn-Tyr, and Arzinock is not among them.” Jaren’s voice was hard. “Now, you all had best be on your way.”

“Arzinock is the forgiver of lost souls, he welcomes all into his fold, even those who have wronged him.” Rathal let his words hang in the air.

The realization that Ficiun was telling the truth turned his stomach. Jaren’s empty gaze was fixed forward, in the direction of his cabin. His knuckles were white as he gripped the walking stick. The implications were terrifying. If Arzinock really has regained his power… Powers save us. A cold sweat broke out across the back of his neck.

“You will be brought into the fold, Jaren of Mulk. Arzinock has commanded it. Come quietly, don’t make a scene in front of the woman. Let us talk inside.” Rathal’s words were like cold iron.

Jaren did his best to look resigned. “Very well.” He took a step forward and stumbled, barely staying on his feet. One of the men snickered. Jaren turned his head slightly, listening. Footsteps approaching. Two men, one to either side of him. Wait. The steps came closer. Not yet.

“This is the infamous Jaren of Mulk?” They were almost upon him.

“Seems rather pathet—”

Now! Jaren pivoted, swinging his walking stick hard. A sharp crack sounded as it splintered across the man to his left. Useless now, he dropped it. He drew his sword, listening. Groaning to his left. Swearing and footsteps closing to his right. Jaren slashed toward the right. His blade bit into soft flesh. The metallic scent of blood filled the air, a guttural scream followed. His senses were completely attuned in that moment. Footsteps behind him. Jaren spun his blade a wide arc before him. Again, his sword hit, sinking deep into the man’s flesh, vibrating up to the hilt as it struck bone. Shouting. Scuffling feet. Suddenly every body was in motion.

Jaren wrenched his blade free. More footsteps. He turned, swinging blindly, sound his only guide. Suddenly the air left his lungs as one of the staves slammed into his midsection. Jaren staggered back and his feet were swept out from under him. He hit the ground hard. His sword, gone. He tried to roll to his side, hands groping wildly for his blade. His fingers touched the cold metal. Someone threw their weight on top of him, hands reaching for his throat.

Jaren tumbled on the ground with his attacker, grappling furiously. They struggled, striking, grabbing, shoving, neither one able to gain the upper hand. Jaren forced himself not to panic. He didn’t need to see to win. They twisted like snakes in the grass until Jaren managed to get his arm around the man’s throat, putting him in a chokehold. He squeezed. Jaren felt the man claw desperately at his arms and could smell his breath, coming in short panicked wheezes. Jaren squeezed harder in response.

More steps from behind. Almost there, Jaren couldn’t let go yet. The man in his arms went limp. Jaren adjusted his arm slightly and squeezed hard. Cartilage crackled loudly as Jaren crushed the man’s windpipe. He let go of the body and began to scramble forward, hands searching for his sword.

“Jaren, no!” Songbird screamed.

Something slammed into Jaren from the side, shoving him hard. Songbird yelped. Rathal shouted, swearing. Jaren rolled away and sprang to his feet. Abruptly, everything was quiet. No one spoke. No one moved.

Jaren knew Rathal was nearby and likely armed. He had no idea where his sword was at this point. Judging by the slope of the ground, Jaren thought the cabin was to his back. He waited, straining to catch any sound that would betray Rathal’s location. But it was the sound of Songbird’s pained breathing that came to him over the thunder of his blood rushing in his ears.

Painful seconds passed.

“Songbird?”

“She’s here in front of me, bleeding out,” said Rathal scornfully. “She took a knife for you. She’s either very brave or very stupid.”


Chapter ten
Vow
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“WHERE?” JAREN ASKED, keeping a soldier’s calm.

“Here.” Songbird’s voice quivered.

Jaren turned and shuffled a few steps ahead, moving carefully. Songbird reached out with one hand, brushing his leg so he knew where she was. “Are you okay?” she asked him earnestly.

Jaren felt something well up inside him, his chest grew tight. He bent down, coming to one knee before her. She had taken a hit meant for him, and she was asking if he was okay? “Yes,” he told her. “I’m fine. Keep pressure on the wound, as much as you can manage. I won’t be long.” He stood, turning in the direction Rathal’s voice had come from. “What are you really here for?”

“You know what I want. Give me the relic.”

Jaren had guessed as much, and his mind was already working to formulate a plan. “The relic is in the cabin.”

“Take me to it,” Rathal instructed.

Jaren shuffled forward slowly until his foot met with one of the staves carried by the brothers. “Alright,” he said, “but you’re going to leave your weapons out here, with Songbird. After I show you where the relic is, you’ll let us go.”

Booming laughter echoed in the clearing. “And why should I do that?”

“I thought you said the Arzyntine were merciful?” Jaren prompted as he bent down and picked up the staff.

Rathal’s laughter slowed, its echo hanging in the still air. “I said our patron was merciful.”

“As a follower of ‘Arzinock the merciful’, should you not be striving to spread his love and mercy?” Jaren persisted.

Rathal took his time responding. Songbird had not moved or uttered a sound during their exchange.

"I don't need a weapon to kill you, and she's in no shape to use one." Jaren heard something hit the ground.

Jaren could feel the slight slope of the land, and the coolness of the shadows from the west side of the clearing. He turned toward the cabin and walked in the direction of his home. Jaren found the entrance with ease, barely needing the staff. He set the staff down just to the left of the doorway, pulled the key from his belt, unlocked the door, and stepped into his cabin. Rathal followed, Jaren could have sworn he heard the man ducking to fit under the door frame.

Rathal was smart, he would be surveying Jaren’s cabin. As Jaren knew, it was sparse. To the left, was a small window and a bed. Various hunting trophies hung along that wall, a surprising number of them from monstrous creatures. There was a large stone fireplace directly opposite the entrance. This half of the cabin was tidy and organized.

The other half had been ransacked by Songbird yesterday morning. Jaren wasn’t sure the extent of the disarray she had left the other half of his cabin in, but he knew that on his table in the far, right corner, was a whittling knife, and a pile of cheese, sausages, and jars. There were likely dishes on the counter and maybe the floor. Rathal stepped forward, into the small puddle near the door, cluing Jaren into his position.

“Well?” Rathal rumbled.

“It’s in the fireplace.” Jaren gestured. “There are some loose rocks in the very back. You’ll have to pull them out to get to it.”

The huge man snorted. “You do it.”

“I can’t.” Jaren waved his hand in front of his own face. “I’d never find it.” There was a long pause. Jaren did his best to make himself look weak and unassuming while Rathal weighed his options.

“Go stand over there, at the foot of the bed, and don’t move.” Rathal directed, positioning Jaren in the corner furthest away from the knife. Jaren did as he was told.

Jaren went to the spot Rathal had directed, standing with his back to the wall, listening. Rathal’s heavy steps thumped across the ground, making him easy to track. Rathal went to the table, picked up the knife, and began to examine the fireplace. Jaren could hear him patting down the stones on the mantel for anything loose, but they were all quite snug.

“None of them are loose,” Rathal growled. His rapid breathing betrayed his excitement.

“It’s the stones at the very back. Inside the fireplace. There’s probably a lot of ash and soot built up by now, so you may have to scrape around to find the loose rocks,“ Jaren explained, very quietly shifting his weight.

The scuff of Rathal’s boots and his knees on the ground told Jaren that he had gotten down onto all fours and was crawling into the fireplace to examine the back near the chimney. Jaren’s hand snaked out and grabbed the cockatrice talon off the wall. There was a distinct sound of metal scraping against mortar as Rathal used Jaren’s whittling knife to check for loose stones.

With startling quickness, Jaren crossed the five paces from the corner to the fireplace and drove the wickedly curved talon deep into Rathal’s back. Rathal jerked, smacking his head hard onto the stones of the fireplace. Jaren turned and bolted; five paces became three long strides, and he was out the door. Jaren pulled the door shut, grabbed the staff from the left side of the door where he had left it, and put it through the loop of the pull handle so it rested through the handle and across the doorframe.

A howl of pain and fury emanated from inside the cabin as heavy footsteps rushed toward the door. The door rattled, but with the staff through the handle, it wouldn’t budge. Rathal shouted in frustration and slammed his fists against the door. Jaren listened as the heavy boots crossed over to the window, which would be far too small for Rathal to fit through. The boots stormed back to the door, which shook violently on its hinges while Rathal shouted.

Jaren ignored him, instead retracing his steps to where he had left Songbird.

“Jaren!”

He went to his knees before her. “How bad is it?”

“I don’t know,” she admitted. “There’s a lot of blood.” she faltered. “It hasn’t stopped yet.”

The cabin door rattled and Rathal continued to scream, but the staff was still holding.

“Where?” Jaren asked. Songbird carefully put his hand on her side, over the wound. He could feel how wet her dress was. “Hells, Songbird, what were you thinking? Why did you do that?” He felt for his sword in the grass with his other hand.

“He was going to hurt you. I didn’t know what else to do to protect you.” her voice was quiet.

“Give me your sleeves,” Jaren held out his hand. Confused, she put the fabric of one of her long sleeves into his hand. Jaren cut it with his sword. He fumbled a bit as he tried to get the fabric around her. “Help me,” he instructed. He put his hands on top of hers, feeling her wind the fabric around herself.

“This is going to hurt,” he warned. Without pausing he cinched it down, hard, tying it tightly. Songbird cried out as pain lanced through her.

Jaren felt sick and angry. He clenched his fists. It shouldn’t have gone this way. He should have been able to defend her. Deep down, he knew if he didn’t act more would suffer the same fate or worse. He felt helpless, which was not a feeling he was accustomed to. Jaren squeezed his eyes shut and bowed his head. He prayed. He had prayed before in anger, in desperation, in sorrow, in longing; he had begged Skylae for his sight back, but always he had prayed for himself. Now, he prayed for Songbird, and for Tigraen.

“Skylae, if you can hear me, I need to finish what I started years ago. She’s innocent in this. Help me save her. Help me prevent the devastation of Tigraen. You favored my pack once, don’t turn your back on me forever. I deserved your punishment, and I have rightly suffered. But now, there are others at stake. Please, Skylae, lend me your strength to see this through, and I swear I’ll do all I can to make it right. Tolwyn’s Truth, I will kill the demon or die trying. Please, help me.”

Jaren winced as a sudden, stabbing pain exploded in his head. His eyes throbbed. Jaren clutched at his temples, doubling over, groaning. He’d only experienced something like this one other time in his life.

He felt Songbird’s hand on his shoulder. “Jaren? What’s wrong? Are you okay?”

And then it was gone. As quickly as it had come, the pain in his head vanished. Jaren opened his eyes. He saw his own knees, the deep green grass of the clearing, and the edges of Songbird’s blue skirts. Blinking, he slowly raised his head. The world reeled for a brief moment, but as the horizon came into view the dizziness passed. He met Songbird’s eyes, dark amber, like honey; her face painted with worry.

He blinked again, seeing, for the first time, her fair skin and freckles, her long hair shining red and golden in the sunlight, was still pulled back into a braid, and her eyes. She was looking at him so intently. She was beautiful in a way he’d never seen before. Cadar had been right, the only word for it was fey-touched. Without thinking, he reached out to touch her. Her skin soft against his calloused hand as he laid his palm on her cheek.

She shivered at his touch.

“You can see me,” she realized.

A sharp crack sounded as Rathal jerked hard on the cabin door. The staff was starting to splinter.

Jaren looked around the clearing. Rathal’s men lay dead or dying in the grass. There was another staff next to one of the bodies. He staggered to his feet, nauseous and disoriented and he shut his eyes, waiting for the feeling to pass. Eyes closed, he walked over, grabbed the staff, and headed for the cabin door. He jammed it through the loop handle, reinforcing the blockade.

“I’ll kill you Jaren of Mulk! I swear to Arzinock, I’ll kill you! I will bring all the wrath and fury of my patron upon you.” Rathal was shouting from the other side of the door. “I’ll hunt you to the ends of Tigraen and beyond if I have to!”

Jaren opened his eyes again; dizziness smothered his other senses. When he was sure he wouldn’t fall, or vomit, he made his way back to Songbird. “Let’s go.” He put a hand out and helped her to her feet. She winced as she stood, the left side of her dress and down onto her skirts were wet with blood. The two of them made their way toward the horse.

The horse shuffled anxiously as they approached. She was a very large mare, at least eighteen hands, and Jaren surmised her to be an Osrugaan heavy draft horse based on her build. She was still sporting her winter coat and had prominent feathering around her hooves. She was a lovely silver dapple with white socks and a gray mane.

“Shh, shh,” Jaren soothed. He hastily wiped the blood off his hands onto his pants before reaching out to let the horse smell him. She nosed his hand tentatively before shying away from him nervously.

Jaren continued to talk to her in a soft voice as he untied the horse’s reins, fumbling a bit, unused to being able to see what he was doing. Moving slowly, he ran his hands along the mare’s sides, and she twitched under his touch. The feel of her ribs under his hands told her she was underweight, and her skin had been rubbed nearly raw by the saddle in places. Jaren clicked his tongue disapprovingly.

“Do we get to ride?” Songbird tried to sound excited, but her voice was tired and heavy.

“Yes.” Jaren took Songbird’s hand and held it out for the horse to sniff. The large mare sniffed at her hand from a distance, cautiously at first, before pressing her warm nose gently into Songbird’s waiting fingers. He watched as her face lit up as the mare sniffed Songbird gently.

“Good.” Jaren sighed. “Sorry, girl. Just carry us a little way and I’ll make sure you’re taken care of.” Jaren put his foot in the stirrup, closed his eyes, and mounted. When he had situated himself as best as he could on the saddle skirts, he leaned down and grabbed Songbird’s arms. She made a pitiful sound as he lifted, hauling her up and helping her into the saddle in front of him. He kicked the horse with his heels, just enough to urge her forward. They left the clearing behind, along with Rathal’s screams.
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As Jaren and Songbird rode out of the forest, there were two more men on the road in brown robes. Scowling, Jaren urged the horse forward. Songbird lurched in the saddle, yelping as she tried to keep her balance. Jaren tightened his body around her, holding her upright and on the horse as the large mare barreled forward. “Get out of here!” He shouted. Startled, the men scattered, scurrying to get out of the way. He turned the horse around in the road to face them, “Leave, now! If you ever set foot anywhere near Mulk again, I’ll kill you!”

Jaren turned the horse back toward the town and kicked with his heels, urging her forward, leaving the men behind him. It had been some time since he had been on a horse but having spent years of his life on the road traveling by horseback, the movements came back to him easily enough, like falling into a conversation with an old friend. Jaren closed his eyes and felt the wind on his face.

Tapping the horse’s sides with his heels, he kept her at a fast canter for as long as he dared. When he felt he had put a sufficient distance between himself and the men on the road behind them, he brought the mare to a stop.

“Hold onto the saddle,” he told Songbird, “I’m going to get down and walk.” Both because he wanted to rest the horse, and because he was incredibly nauseous. Jaren shut his eyes and dismounted. The sun blazed in the afternoon sky, making him wince when he finally opened his eyes again. Though he was incredibly thankful, he wondered how long it would take for him to adjust to having his eyesight again.

Songbird had been uncharacteristically quiet and after two days of persistent questions and chatter, it was beginning to make him nervous. “Hey up there, you okay?” The fabric Jaren had bound her wound with displayed a small red stain, but it seemed most of the bleeding had stopped. Still, her skin was pallid and sweaty.

“Fine,” she said quietly.

Jaren worked the buckle on one of the stirrups, “For the last two days you’ve been telling me how much your feet hurt from all the walking, and now that you’re actually, really, injured, you don’t have anything to say about it?”

Songbird shot Jaren a weary look. “Best not to draw attention to yourself when you’re injured. Makes you an easy target for predators.” She gripped the low pommel of the saddle, swaying.

“Try to use your legs to hold yourself up,” he suggested as he shortened the leather strap for the stirrup. “This will help, let me see your foot.” He moved to place her foot into the stirrup. “Hells. Why aren’t you wearing shoes? Did my sister not have any?”

Songbird let the tiniest of smiles creep across her face, “She did. I left them with her. I said I’d wear clothes. We never agreed to shoes.”

Jaren shook his head as he adjusted the other stirrup and placed her bare foot onto it. “Not too much farther,” he reassured her as he led the horse down the road.

They were just on the outskirts of town when she began to sway in the saddle. Jaren felt tension in the reins as the horse slowed, sensing her rider was unbalanced. Jaren, who had lived by sound and touch for years, looked over his shoulder. Songbird was leaning precariously to the side. He dropped the reins and caught her as she fell from the saddle.


Chapter eleven
Ousted
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SONGBIRD HAD BEEN CAUGHT in the middle of opening a jar of elderberries when Tibus had come to check on her at first light. She was standing in her chemise with one hand halfway into the open jar. The young woman and the old man looked at each other for a long moment. Songbird was still as a rabbit under a wolf’s gaze, refusing to move and give herself away. At long last, Tibus frowned, crossed his arms, and looked down his nose at her.

There was something compelling in his gaze, and she slowly put the lid back on the jar and then slid the jar back onto the shelf without taking her eyes off him. Satisfied, Tibus bowed his head slightly in thanks before gesturing to the room to the right of the workshop. Songbird sighed, trudging toward her bed, her side aching terribly the whole way. She winced as she climbed carefully into the bed.

Tibus followed shortly after, bringing an apple, cheese, and bread along with him. He handed her the apple before making his way back to the kitchen. Songbird promptly, but gingerly, got out of bed and padded silently after him, through the workshop and to the right into the kitchen. She watched from around the corner as Tibus put his old copper kettle on the wood-burning stove to heat some water before gathering several dried herbs. She bit into the apple, it crunched loudly, the juice sweet on her tongue.

“You should be in bed, dear one,” Tibus said without looking at her.

“I want to see what you’re doing though.” Songbird stepped out from the corner into the kitchen.

“Back in bed with you. Go on. I’ll bring the work to you so you can see.” Tibus waved her back to the bedroom as he began to gather more tools. Once more, she carefully got back into bed. He brought everything into her room and set his supplies down on the table next to the bed.

“What do you call that one?” Songbird asked, mouth full, pointing to a plant that had small green leaves and even smaller white flowers.

Tibus held up the plant in question, which had been carefully dried. “This, my dear, is called chickweed.” He dropped it into the stone bowl.

“And that one?”

Tibus plucked the dark green, almost waxy leaves off the stem of the next plant and added them to the bowl. “Butcher’s broom and this last one is maiden’s hair.” He picked up a fern with small, bright green leaves and continued to grind the herbs.

“And what are you doing now?”

“I’m grinding them to make tea for you in my mortar and pestle.”

She finished the apple and began to tear into the bread, bombarding him with questions as she ate. “Where’s Jaren? How do you know Jaren? How did I get here?” she asked as Tibus continued to grind the herbs into a fine powder.

Tibus chuckled. To her delight, he responded in a gentle, unhurried manner. “To answer your questions in order: Jaren went out this morning to speak with the garrison regarding the watches last night. I suspect he’ll be around shortly. I’ve known Jaren since he was a small boy. I’m something of an adopted grandparent to him. Jaren brought you here yesterday after you were injured. Now, stay put. I am going to get the hot water for your tea. I will be right back.”

From her vantage point, with the door open, she had a perfect view into the workshop and the front door. Songbird watched Tibus leave the room and turn right, heading for the kitchen. He returned a moment later with his copper kettle and a white porcelain cup into which he placed the herbs before adding the hot water. He then handed it to Songbird, who sniffed it curiously.

“I would let it cool first,” Tibus advised when there was a knock on the door.

Before Tibus could answer, the door opened, and Jaren entered. He prowled into the workshop with the grace of a wolf, his long legs carrying him with ease. “Hello, Tibus?” His keen eyes swept the large workshop. Glancing in the direction of her room, he made eye contact with Songbird. Even from this distance, she could see his eyes were no longer milky. When he had regained his sight in the forest, she had seen them up close. They were deep and dark and green, like pine boughs and ancient moss, and every bit as piercing as those of a hawk.

Relief flooded her body when she saw him. “Jaren!” She jumped out of bed and nearly collapsed as her feet hit the ground, the sharp pain in her side stealing her breath away. Tibus reached out to steady her, but Jaren had crossed the distance and was lifting her back into bed with his strong arms. She felt her cheeks grow warm as he set her down amidst the blankets.

“Perhaps we should refrain from jumping around for a while, hmm?” Tibus looked at her over the rims of his spectacles. Songbird delicately touched her side and winced. “I don’t think you tore it open.” He continued, “but let’s have a look to be sure. I want to apply some salve as well. I just need to mix it up.” Tibus was already reaching for one of the jars on the side table.

“I’m glad you’re safe, and that you’re back…” She trailed off as she watched Tibus mix a sticky concoction of oil, honey, and clove.

When the ingredients were properly blended, Tibus doddered off to the kitchen, “I’m going to go warm the wax.”

Songbird turned back to Jaren. He had dark shadows under his eyes, and his shoulders sagged. She tilted her head as she regarded him; perhaps he had not slept well. “What’s wrong?”

Jaren sighed as he pushed his hair out of his face. “Songbird, I’ve talked with Illina, and you’re going to stay here in Mulk with her while I go to fight Arzinock.”

“What?! That’s ridiculous. I can’t stay here. It’s my quest.”

“No,” Jaren countered sharply, “It’s my responsibility. Besides, do you have any idea what you’re going to face? You have no idea how to behave in town properly, you have no food, no coin, no weapons; for Skylae’s sake you’ve only been a human for a few days and you nearly died already.”

“Because I was saving you,” she reminded him, crossing her arms.

Jaren scowled at her. “You shouldn’t have done that.”

“Ficiun gave the quest to me. I can do it,” she insisted stubbornly.

“And Skylae granted the return of my sight so that I can finish this quest, which is rightfully mine, and keep you from getting yourself killed.”

Songbird remained unconvinced. “You had the chance, and you decided not to go. If Skylae wanted you to do this, maybe she should have given you your sight back sooner?”

Jaren clenched his jaw, nostrils flaring. “Do you even understand what needs to be done? How do you plan to get there, Songbird? Have you ever even seen a denizen of Gorothka? Are you just going to walk right up to an infernal and tell it to go back to Gorothka because you said so? Do you have any idea where Arzinock even is?”

Songbird looked away from Jaren, and furrowed her brow, concentrating. She looked slightly left, trying to orient herself, then right. That felt accurate. She pointed. “Arzinock is that way.” He opened his mouth to answer but then caught himself. She met his gaze calmly, knowing she had answered that question correctly at least.

“You’re right,” Songbird admitted, “I don’t know about what to do in town, or about coin, or weapons, or Interrogers, or any of that. But you do. You can help me. We could go together!”

Jaren sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose as he bowed his head. “May the Powers save me from this tiny songbird. No. We’re not going together.”

Songbird made a face. “Shalokar’s Teeth, Jaren, now I see why Illina was always so frustrated with you.”

“Watch your mouth.” Jaren snapped.

Songbird rolled her eyes. “The fey made me. I’ll swear by them if I please.”

“It’s unbecoming of a woman to swear like that. Besides, there's no telling what misfortune you're inviting on yourself by swearing by the Trickster.” Tibus shuffled back into the room. “Now, let’s see your side.”

“I’m a bird, not a woman,” she quipped.

Jaren rubbed his forehead. “You must stop telling people that.”

Songbird pulled her chemise up. She noted Jaren averted his gaze, looking very deliberately at his boots, and then turning to face the workshop as if standing guard in the doorway. There was a clean linen bandage wrapped around her midsection, which Tibus carefully unwound. The wound had been carefully cleaned, and Illina’s delicate stitching held the skin closed. There was a long cut diagonally along Songbird’s left side. The blade had skidded off her ribs, traveling down toward the soft flesh at her waist, which had been laid open. Luckily it had hit mostly muscle, and according to Tibus, had missed any vital organs.

Tibus applied a thick salve to the wound. Songbird wrinkled her nose as the pungent, spicy scent of the clove hit her. “That smells awful.”

“It’ll keep it from getting infected, and help with the pain. Apply this salve twice a day. Keep the wound clean and covered,” Tibus instructed as he rewound the linen bandage around her midsection several times, covering the long cut. “In about a week you can have Jaren help you take the stitches out.” Tibus looked pointedly at Jaren, who frowned over his shoulder in response. Ignoring him, Tibus put the cork on the small, dark, wide-mouthed jar and handed it to Songbird.

“I will, thank you.” She cradled the jar in her small hands.

Tibus turned to Jaren. “That’ll be three gold coins, for everything. I’ll put together a bundle for the road, for the two of you, as well.”

“Hold on.” Jaren stepped in front of the door to block Tibus’ exit. “She’s not coming along; Songbird is staying in Mulk.”

“I’m not staying!”

Tibus looked over his spectacles at Jaren. “Son, for just having your eyesight back, you’re still acting like a blind fool. The both of you are equally entwined in this. She’s as much your responsibility as Arzinock, just as you are her responsibility.” Tibus looked at Songbird as he said the last part. He turned back to Jaren. “The Black Bulls are not going to make it back to Mulk for a while. You need to be on the road within a day. You need support from a larger sect, or from the Interrogers directly. You’ll need to decide what you want to do, but you can’t linger here, and you certainly can’t leave her behind. You’d be putting the whole town at risk.”

Jaren looked over Tibus’ shoulder at Songbird. “But, she’s hurt.” he said lamely. Songbird stuck out her tongue in response.

Tibus shook his head. “Enough excuses. You have until sunrise tomorrow to get out of Mulk and be on your way.”
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Jaren spent the rest of the day purchasing supplies. Tibus did not want Songbird walking all over Mulk and thus agreed to let Songbird stay with him. Jaren, relieved he did not have to drag her all over town and deal with her incessant questioning, had been more than happy to leave her with the old man.

He’d left the mare with the farrier, who had cleaned and attended to her hooves. Jaren purchased a new saddle blanket to prevent any rubbing and traded the mare’s old saddle for one more appropriate to her size and the long cross-country riding they would be doing.

For trail rations, he purchased bread, hard rind cheese, dried meat, and fruit, as well as some oats and apples for the horse. He had debated, but in the end, he also purchased some coffee beans as well as a new pipe, and some tobacco. Just the basics—and one or two things that would make being on the road again a little more bearable. It would have to do.

Jaren lingered at the blacksmith’s stall. As irritating as she was, Songbird had spirit, and he apparently didn’t have a choice about whether she accompanied him or not. He couldn’t, in good conscience, bring her along without arming her. She’d demonstrated a willingness to fight. But what to equip her with? Something small, easy to carry and handle. After a short deliberation, he purchased a dagger for Songbird. It was a very sharp stiletto, with a tapered blade and a small cross guard. Simple and effective.

It had been quite some time since he had gathered supplies for a journey, and he tried not to worry that he was forgetting something. There was nothing he could do about it now at any rate. Jaren ran through the list in his head again: bed rolls, an extra blanket, rope, torches, a small pot for cooking, cups, flint and steel, an axe, a water-skin, and Tibus’ medicinal kit.

When Jaren came to pick Songbird up that evening, she bid Tibus farewell with an adoring hug and a wave. Jaren could have sworn Tibus got misty-eyed when Songbird hugged him. Tibus was many things, but he was not quickly moved to tears.

After dinner, Illina helped Songbird change her bandages and get situated in Jaren and Feyn’s old room while Jaren took inventory of his supplies. He glanced up from where he was kneeling on the floor as Illina entered, checking each item before packing it away. She put a hand on his shoulder. Jaren looked up to see her cradling a large bundle of fabric in her other arm. “Here.” She handed him the bundle. “There are two changes of clothing for each of you and a heavy cloak for Songbird.”

Brother and sister looked at each other for a long moment before Jaren finally took the clothing from her. “Thank you, Illina.”

“Your bed is made up. I put Songbird in Feyn’s old bed. She was sleeping soundly, but try not to wake her when you go in. I’ll see you both off in the morning.” Illina left him to his work.

When he was finally done packing, Jaren went into the front of the shop. He left a few coins on the counter, underneath Illina’s ledger where she would find them later, as payment for the clothing. Then he snuffed the lantern and slipped quietly into his old room.
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There was a sharp chill in the air as Jaren heaved the saddlebags over the horse’s hindquarters and patted her gently in thanks before adjusting the buckles. The mare swished her tail good-naturedly while he checked and rechecked the straps. Illina stood in the street next to Songbird; the predawn sky had not yet begun to lighten to the east. Songbird’s breath steamed and she shivered from the cold, pulling her new cloak tighter around her.

“Alright, that’s that I suppose.” Jaren turned to face the women.

Illina took Jaren by his shoulders. “Be careful. Please, Jaren, please come back to me. Make sure you take care of her.” her voice was as stern as her eyes. She refused to move until Jaren signed, dipping his head once in a single nod of agreement. With her younger brother sufficiently bullied into doing her bidding, she hugged him tightly. Illina held onto her brother for a long time before she then turned her attention to Songbird. “As for you, remember what we talked about. Don’t be afraid. Be safe, and look after my brother for me.” Illina then embraced the small woman, but gently, mindful of her injured side.

“I will, thank you for everything.” Songbird stepped back, and Jaren caught her steal glance at him from under her eyelashes before she looked back to Illina. “I promise I’ll look out for him.”

Jaren shifted his weight restlessly. Enough already. He hated goodbyes. “Come on, then, let’s not drag this out.” But as he said it, he suddenly wondered if this would be his last goodbye. His stomach twisted slightly at the thought.

“Go in the light of Tolwyn, brother.” Illina placed her hand over her heart.

“I’ve been asking to go for days now,” Songbird reminded him as she stepped next to the horse. Jaren hoisted her up, helping her into the saddle. She grit her teeth against the pain in her side, climbing as delicately onto the horse as she could manage. Once he was sure she was situated, Jaren took the reins and led the mare away with Songbird perched happily in the saddle.

The road from Mulk climbed gently up a small hill. When they crested the hill, Jaren paused and looked back. He stood quietly for a moment, reins in his hands. The predawn sky was a sorrowful gray color, and there was just light enough for him to make out the silhouettes of the buildings. He exhaled slowly. Satisfied with his last look, he turned north and led the mare and Songbird away.


Chapter twelve
Adventure
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IT WAS A GOOD DAY FOR TRAVELING. Once the sun had risen, it blazed in a pale blue sky. The morning spring air was cool enough to make the sun feel pleasant instead of oppressive. They followed the road for a time, heading in a northeasterly direction. The deep and quiet Reven Wood hugged the road to their left, while hilly grasslands and fields spread out to their right. Songbird’s attention seemed to be drawn to the herds of hairy cows and flocks of wooly sheep grazing in the tall grass. Jaren noted she watched them intently as they passed.

Jaren also noted she seemed to feel it was rather important to let him know that they were heading in the wrong direction. “Arzinock is back that way,” she repeated when he would not acknowledge her the first time.

“Moons above, woman. I know that. There is something we must get first, and we can’t face him without it.”

She glanced at him from atop her perch in the saddle. “Alright then. Just checking.”

Jaren was vigilant, and wary of travelers, adjusting the hood of his cloak whenever they passed someone on the road. A blissfully oblivious Songbird spent part of the morning trying to talk to the horse. Jaren mostly ignored this. His head throbbed, the sun was too bright and it hurt his eyes. He was far too sleep deprived for such ridiculousness.

After a while, Songbird sighed in frustration. “Jaren. I don’t think she understands me. Or I can’t understand her. I’m not sure.”

He rubbed his temples. “People can’t understand animals, although some of them can be trained to understand us.”

“What?” She sounded utterly appalled.

“Unless you’re an earth speaker, what some might refer to as a druid or a green wizard, humans can’t understand animals. We can’t talk to them without the help of magic.”

Songbird was quiet as she processed this information. “Are you a druid?”

“No. I’m— well, I was a soldier. A warrior.” Jaren tapped the hilt of the sword belted to his waist.

“And only these green-wizard-druid-people can talk to animals?” she queried.

“Some wizards or someone skilled with magic would probably have spells that let them speak with animals,” Jaren reasoned.

“Do you have one of those spells?” She winced as she spoke, her voice pained as she shifted in the saddle.

“No. I really don’t know much about magic. That was Feyn’s domain. I’ve always preferred a good, reliable sword in my hand.”

The horse shook her head, and Songbird reached out and stroked her neck. “Does that mean you didn’t understand me when I was a bird?”

“Ah.” Jaren paused as her seemingly innocent line of questioning dawned on him. “Not exactly, no.”

“So, all those years in the forest talking to me, you didn’t think I could understand you, and you had no idea what I was saying to you in response?” The mare flicked her ears back nickering softly as Songbird continued to pet her.

“No.” he finally admitted.

“Hmm.” The rhythm of the horse’s hooves on the dirt road filled the silence. Songbird straightened in the saddle. “I suppose that explains a lot, I was worried you were maybe a little daft.”

“Excuse me?” Jaren stopped walking and looked up at Songbird. The horse stopped next to him obediently.

Songbird shrugged. “I wondered if you were a little mad or something. Sometimes our conversations made sense, but most of the time they didn’t. I’m very relieved to know that you just didn’t understand what I was saying.”

Jaren made a face. “I’m a little insulted by that, to be honest. You were a bird, nothing but a simple animal.” Songbird scoffed at him, but his hackles were up, and he continued. “How was I supposed to know you could understand me? And considering that just a few days ago you refused to wear clothing, and have been in nothing but trouble since then, I don’t think you have any room to be calling me daft.” Jaren started walking again, and the mare followed. “But I suppose, at the time, that was a fair assessment from your perspective.”

“I’m delighted to know you weren’t a crazy wild man after all. None of the other birds believed me, but I knew.” Songbird smiled, clearly pleased with herself. “I’m glad we had this talk.”

Jaren shot her a look over his shoulder. “Who’s to say I’m not a crazy wild man?”

“You’re not.” She told him with what sounded like absolute certainty. “I would know if you were. I’d like to come down now. Sitting this long is starting to hurt.”

Jaren led the horse to the edge of the road and helped Songbird down out of the saddle. She held his arms tight for balance as he set her down. She had been soft and light against him, and he tried not to be quite so aware of how nice it felt to have a beautiful woman in his arms. Songbird was not truly a woman, he reminded himself, she was a bird. He let the horse graze on some grass while Songbird walked around, stretching her legs.

“It will take a while to get used to sitting in a saddle,” Jaren told her. “We’ll have you alternate walking and riding so you don’t get saddle sore.”

Songbird perked up, “Does that mean I can lead Gallop while you ride?”

Jaren raised an eyebrow at her. “Gallop? Did you name her?”

“Yes. A very majestic and noble name for a horse, wouldn’t you agree?” Songbird beamed as she dusted her skirts off. “Now you can ride, and I’ll lead.”

“That won’t be necessary.” Jaren checked the saddle and the blanket to make sure it wasn’t rubbing on the horse’s calloused spot and was pleased to find everything fitting well.

Songbird came around the horse to stand next to Jaren, eyes pleading. “But why not?”

Jaren adjusted the reins. “Because I already know how to ride a horse.”

She perked up. “When did you learn to ride a horse? Who taught you?”

Jaren sighed. Would there ever be an end to her questions? “I learned to ride when I was a boy when I trained with Sir Hardric. We’ll both walk when you’re not riding. It’ll give the horse a break.” The mare nickered softly, nodding her head as if in thanks.

“Can I still lead Gallop?” Songbird asked hopefully.

The mare had seemed quite at ease with Songbird up to this point. Jaren handed her the reins. “I suppose you can lead the horse. She seems to like you well enough. Gallop, did you call her?” He watched as Songbird slowly approached the horse so as not to spook her. She stroked the mare’s gray nose and cheeks, fingers light, eyes filled with wonder and adoration. The horse and the woman looked at each other, both pausing for a brief moment as if something passed between them. She pushed her nose into the small woman’s hand affectionately.

“Yes, her name is Gallop,” Songbird said quietly, taking the reins carefully from Jaren. “Come on, Gallop.” She led the horse back onto the road, walking to the front and to the left of the mare. Songbird was not a tall woman, and she looked even smaller next to the large draft horse. Jaren took up a position to the right, ready to grab the reins if needed.

The horse seemed to have a gentle enough temperament, which surprised him. When he had taken her to the farrier in Mulk, it was evident she had been mistreated by her previous owner. She had shied away from Jaren nervously as he brushed and fed her, so he wanted to be prepared, just in case. Gallop, however, seemed perfectly content to walk next to Songbird.

He was trying to decide if Gallop was rather childish or if it was an appropriate name for a horse when a thought occurred to Jaren. “Do you have a name?”

“Of course, I have a name,” Songbird said indignantly.

Jaren tried to look at her, to gauge her expression, but Gallop’s head was in the way. “Would you prefer for me to call you by it?”

A pause from the other side of the horse. “I don’t think you could pronounce it. It would likely just sound like whistling to you anyway. You’ve always just called me Songbird, which I like well enough. The fey seem to have many names, I don’t see why I can’t have more than one.”

Jaren shielded his eyes and looked ahead on the road. There was a cluster of five people gathered far ahead at the side of the road. Jaren cursed himself. It was too late to pull off the road and avoid them now. The entire group was looking toward Jaren and Songbird, waiting for the two of them to arrive. Jaren pulled his hood up. He glanced over at Songbird, who was walking along humming.

“Songbird, pull your hood up.”

She looked at him from under Gallop’s chin. “Why? The sun feels so nice.”

Jaren nodded in the direction of the people ahead. “I don’t want us to be recognized. Let me do the talking.”

As they drew closer, the group was wearing clothing that Jaren recognized to be a more southern style, with looser pants, lower boots, and light brown scarves draped about their shoulders. They all sported crude weapons of some kind, primarily clubs and axes.

“Hail, travelers.” one of the men waved to Jaren.

“Hail,” Jaren called back. As he feared, some of the men casually wandered out into the road.

“Can you spare a minute to help us?” It wasn’t really a question.

Jaren took hold of the reins and pulled Gallop to a stop, positioning himself in front of Songbird. The horse pawed the ground nervously. “Don’t say a word,” Jaren warned under his breath as one of the men strode toward them, then, louder “I don’t know what help we could be, we’re just passing through.”

“Are you coming from Mulk?”

Jaren pulled his free hand inside his cloak, resting it on the hilt of his sword. “We’re traveling from Bariz, on our way to Erdaen.”

“Have you seen a blind man on the road? We think he’s traveling with a young woman.” The man leaned to the side, trying to get a good look at Songbird. Jaren shifted his weight to the side, blocking the man’s view of her.

“Haven’t seen much of anyone on the roads today. Certainly not a blind man.” Jaren could feel Songbird fidgeting anxiously behind him.

One of the men on the side of the road tugged at his scarf. “If you see him, stay away from him.”

“Why? Is he dangerous?” Jaren asked.

“Word is he killed some men, three of them, and really hurt the other one. Innocent brothers who were just trying to help him. Who attacks a priest?”

Jaren crossed his arms, skeptical. “A blind man killed three men, all on his own? Sounds a little far-fetched.”

The man in the road squinted at Jaren. “Oh, he killed them all right. The survivor told us all about it. Word is he’s in league with the Gorothkans, probably Gathal based on how ruthlessly those men were murdered.”

Sweat trickled down the back of Jaren’s neck. “Sounds serious. Have the Interrogers been notified? What does he look like?”

“Tall, dark hair, beard.” The man in the road gestured as he spoke.

“That description could fit a lot of Tigraeners, does he have any scars or marks or distinguishing features? How about a name?”

“Other than being blind? No, I don’t suppose so, but he goes by Jaren of Mulk.”

“Jaren of Mulk, eh? We’ll be sure to keep an eye out for him. Thank you for the warning,” Jaren said. In an unhurried manner, Jaren moved forward, putting himself and the horse between Songbird and the men. Gallop tossed her head, giving the man a disdainful look as he took a few steps back, allowing the three of them to pass. His companions gave scrutinizing looks from the side. Jaren switched the reins to his right hand and gently took Songbird’s hand in his left, and she followed after him.
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They walked at a deliberately measured pace for what Songbird considered to be an eternity. Her heart was racing. Jaren’s hand was hot, his skin rough against her palm. She found herself holding tight to him, without meaning to. When Jaren finally glanced over his shoulder, he let go of her. Her hand was suddenly cool, and she felt a little sad that he had let go. They had not been followed. He pushed his hood back and took a deep breath.

“That was scary.” Songbird pulled her hood back as well, imitating Jaren. “They did not seem nice, in fact, most people don’t seem nice.” She was quickly learning that groups of humans, especially men, meant trouble. She would be wary in the future.

“That’s something to remember next time you want to go running off. We’re going to need to be very careful.” Jaren looked around again. “We should leave the road, and move fast. Here, let me help you.” Jaren boosted Songbird back into the saddle. She whimpered at the pain in her side as Jaren led Gallop off the road, on the side of the forest.

Songbird felt more at ease almost as soon as they entered the tall grass. It was much slower going once they left the road though, and Songbird’s side continued to ache as Gallop made her way through the rough countryside. The sun had long started to sink toward the horizon when Jaren decided it was time to find a place to camp.

“What about there?” She pointed to a small grove of oaks and cedars. In her mind, there was no better place to roost for the night than among the trees. Jaren agreed it would provide suitable coverage from the elements as well as from being spotted from the road.

Jaren showed Songbird how to take the saddle and bridle off of Gallop, although the large draft horse was much too tall and the saddle was too unwieldy for her to manage on her own. Once they had all the tack off, Jaren exchanged Gallop’s bridle for a halter, and Songbird was able to brush the mare, who was just starting to shed her winter coat. Tufts of soft white and gray hair floated in the evening air as the mare stood politely for Songbird, enjoying the attention. Songbird laid her head against the mare’s side, feeling the animal’s slow, even breathing, taking in the scents of horse and dust and grass and sweat. Gallop nickered softly, swinging her head around to nudge Songbird with her nose.

She had always heard the fey talk about horses though had never seen one. She had been friends with the deer, who were fun, but tended to be shy and skittish. Gallop had a much different demeanor. The mare was calm, grounded even, and Songbird felt assured by the horse’s presence. She was pretty sure that while flying was the best way to travel, the second-best way was perched atop a horse.

When she had finished brushing Gallop, she tried to help Jaren unpack the bedrolls and things they would need for making camp. After multiple frustrated comments from Jaren, her efforts were unsuccessful. Songbird threw her hands up in frustration before sitting down in an irritated heap on her bedroll.

It wasn’t long before her indignation dissipated into curiosity. She was simply unable to help herself and she watched Jaren’s practiced movements. Everything seemed measured and precise with him. As soon as he was done using anything, it immediately went back into the pack.

The more she watched, the more she began to understand. Things she hadn’t really considered when she had watched Jaren as a bird began to make sense. He had managed his cabin meticulously, from the trophies on his wall to his food stores to his dishes. Life on the road was no different for him. If he had been a Silver Wolf, and been as successful as Illina had indicated, then she would do her best to learn from him, even if he didn’t want to teach her. She would prove to him that she could do this, that she deserved to be here as much as he did. That birds could do more than ‘flit about and sing’.

Besides, he wasn’t unpleasant to look at. He moved with a measure of unhurried confidence that reminded her of a real wolf. The muscles in his arms worked as he used the hatchet to chop smaller pieces for kindling from a log. Her stomach fluttered, and she wondered if she was hungry.

As if reading her thoughts, Jaren set the wood aside and collected their dinner from the pack. Dinner was bread, jerky, and an apple. He cut slivers of dried meat and sliced an apple with a small knife before wiping the blade and returning it to its sheath. He handed half the bread to Songbird, along with a few slivers of jerky and part of the apple. Gallop had come over, drawn by the smell of apples, and nudged Songbird’s shoulder roughly until Songbird relented and shared her apple with the dapple mare.

Evening stretched across the sky, and Songbird shivered in the cool air. The spring days had been warm and sunny, but the nights still carried a cold reminder of winter. It was a clear evening, Great Uhel a thin sliver in the night sky. She forced herself to stay calm as Jaren started a small fire. Within minutes their small campsite had warmed somewhat against the chill of the evening.

Songbird unlaced her bodice and slipped her arms out of her dress, slowly unwound her bandage, and dutifully applied the smelly salve that Grandpa Tibus had provided her. Despite the fire, she was shivering by the time she was wrapping the linen bandage back around herself. She tried wiping her fingers in the grass, but they still stank of clove. Jaren had busied himself tying a rope to Gallop’s halter and then to a tree so she wouldn’t wander off, making sure she had enough room to graze.

Songbird used her cloak, the blanket, and her bedroll to make something of a nest for herself, although she was under the blankets more than in them. Utterly exhausted, she nestled down, the wool of the blanket soft against her face. Sleep took her quickly.
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The next few days passed in a similar fashion. Jaren kept them off the roads, and their pace was slow despite his urgency. They made their way in a north-to-north-easterly direction, hugging the edge of Reven Wood. Gradually, Jaren began to notice that his headaches were less severe and less frequent. He also noted less nausea with position changes and head turning, which he was thankful for.

They were six days’ walk from Mulk when they were able to see a large lake in the distance. The forest came up to the western edge of the lake, and a river ran into the lake from the southeast. There was a town in the distance to the east of the lake, which Jaren told Songbird was called Aixell. “We have to make a stop outside of town, but once we have what we need, then we’ll head into Aixell.”

Happy to know that they would soon be doing something other than walking through the wilderness, Songbird hummed as they made their way along. She walked next to Jaren with one hand on Gallop. The birds called to each other in the morning sun. As they went, her humming turned into singing. Jaren’s first instinct was to ask her to stop, as he felt uneasy about the noise, but they were far enough off the road, he doubted anyone would hear them.

There were no words to her vocalization, though her aria dipped and soared like the swallows swooping down to snatch insects from the tall grasses. There was an innocence to it, singing for the sheer joy of it, which drew him in despite himself. Her voice was gentle, tender even, and Jaren found himself content to listen.

Later, when he passed the waterskin to her, she drank greedily.

“Were you talking to them?” he asked as he took the waterskin back from her, thinking to tease her.

“I was!” She wiped her mouth. “I may not be able to understand Gallop, but I can still understand the birds it seems.

“I had no idea birds had so much to talk about. What was the topic of conversation?”

Songbird grinned and whistled at him. Jaren blinked at her. She just smiled mischievously back. “Guess you’ll never know since you can’t speak bird, warrior.”

They were near the southern edge of the lake by early afternoon. As they began to veer west, Jaren was able to make out some buildings set a short distance from the lakeshore. Songbird, who was once again perched in the saddle, leaned forward over Gallop’s neck and pointed, wincing as she did so. “Is that where we’re going?”

“Yes.” Jaren’s answer was clipped. Dark thoughts had been brewing most of the day. He had sworn never again to come here, to let the past stay buried. Yet here he was, on this fool’s errand, leading another companion who had erroneously placed their trust in him to their doom. Am I cursed? He wondered. What have I done to offend the Powers so, that I should be forced to relive my past mistakes?

Unaware of his brooding, she looked at him excitedly. “What is it? Is it another town?”

Jaren trudged along through the tall grass next to Gallop. “This,” he said bitterly, “is where I lost my eyesight.”


Chapter thirteen
Knife
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SONGBIRD RAISED HER EYEBROWS. A thousand questions flooded her mind. She was having trouble deciding what to ask first. When she finally felt she had the right question she looked to Jaren, but the words died in her mouth. His expression was dark, brows drawn, shoulders slack, stomping through the grass. He seemed to radiate misery. Songbird had seen him get like this before, and it was never a good thing. Jaren wasn’t likely to answer when he was like this. So, she swallowed her question, intent on saving it for another time.

They made the rest of the way toward the ruins in silence. Jaren led them to the shore of the lake and helped Songbird dismount. He was careful of her side, supporting her in such a way that he didn’t put pressure on the healing cut. Even when he’s upset, he’s still careful. She thought as Jaren gently set her down.

Cool, damp air rolled off the lake. Water lapped the shore gently. Jaren’s boots crunched in the rocky sand as he took out a small water-skin from their packs and filled it from the lake. Then, Songbird and Gallop followed him into the complex.

As they got closer, Songbird was able to make out more details. It was a small group of buildings, all built of black marble. The complex was encircled by the remnants of an old stone wall, which was overgrown with moss and ivy. The most impressive building was a large structure directly ahead of them. Songbird had never seen a building so tall or magnificent, and she marveled at it.

It was three stories, with a sharply steepled roof to deal with the heavy winter snows. Sections of the roof had broken off or caved in over the years, exposing the marble buttressing within. It was this building that Jaren led them to. As they passed through the temple grounds, Songbird saw pillars sticking up in clusters, which were carved with symbols she did not understand.

Unable to contain herself any longer, she gently tugged on Jaren’s sleeve. “Jaren, what are those pillars? What is that building? What is this place?” She pointed from the pillars to the temple as she spoke.

Her genuine curiosity seemed to break through his gloom and pull him out of his thoughts. “This is, or rather used to be, a temple to Kyleria.”

“Who’s that?” Songbird asked, absently petting Gallop’s neck.

“Do you remember the shrine back in Mulk where I prayed? With Tolkern and Skylae and the other carvings? Kyleria is one of the Powers. She was the one with the urn of water and the skull. Kyleria has many domains, not the least of which are water, and birth, and death,” Jaren explained. “This particular temple functioned as a cemetery and a crypt for quite a while. Those pillars that you see are grave markers. The people of Aixell used to bring their dead here to be buried. This building here,”—Jaren gestured ahead—“was the main temple. They would have held ceremonies or funerals there, but it’s been abandoned since I was a boy.”

Songbird looked around. “What happened? Why aren’t there people here now?”

“I don’t know,” Jaren admitted. “I always assumed some terrible event occurred here, and it wasn’t safe for the clerics to come back. Tigraen is littered with ruins, and we’re taught from a young age to stay out and not to ask questions.”

“But you didn’t stay out.” Songbird stopped in her tracks, Gallop nearly bumping into her from behind. “Is that why you lost your eyesight? Am I going to go blind too?”

Jaren shook his head. “No. I’ve been here many times. The last time I was here… it was… well. You won’t have to worry about that.” He held his hand out for the reins. Songbird passed them to him and he hitched Gallop to a broken statue outside the temple entrance. There were four, long, shallow steps into the temple, which they climbed in silence.

The temple had no windows, but a section of the roof was missing, and small clusters of bats hung from the exposed rafters, awaiting twilight. The open roof let in enough light for Songbird to see clearly. Inside, the walls were decorated with stone mosaics. Each of the mosaics contained a depiction of water: a river here, the ocean there. Many of the pictures contained elements of death, skulls, and bones, while others contained depictions of baby animals or new growth. In the center of the temple was a broken fountain. The rim was cracked all the way down to the base, and it had run dry long ago. Jaren’s boots echoed as he strode across the open room. Songbird padded along silently behind, the dark marble cold against her bare feet.

There was a large altar set up at the far end of the building. Jaren pulled the water-skin from where he had it looped around his belt and approached the altar. Songbird watched intently as he circled his heart twice before drawing a line straight down the middle with his first two fingers. He uncorked the skin. “Kyleria, I am but a humble traveler seeking refuge in your house. Please, grant us your protection this night.” Jaren poured some of the water onto the altar.

He waved her closer. Songbird edged nearer, making tentative steps, picking her way carefully around pebbles and debris. Her skin prickled as a sense of foreboding crept over her. “Now, you,” Jaren said, handing her the waterskin. He made the gesture slowly with his hands, and she imitated his movements, before closing her eyes and bowing her head.

“Kyleria, I’m but a small bird seeking refuge in your house, please, grant us your protection this night.” Songbird held the water skin out over the altar and looked at Jaren, who nodded. She poured the rest of the water out onto the altar. As the last of the water dripped from the water skin onto the stone, she shivered, a strange chill making its way across her skin, leaving goosebumps in its wake. Songbird couldn’t escape the feeling she was being watched. Jaren nodded approvingly when she handed the skin back to him.

Songbird looked around again. “Now what?”

“Now, we’ll set up camp. Tomorrow, we’ll get what we came for.”
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The late afternoon sun was heavy in the sky, and dark clouds were moving in from the north. Songbird and Jaren agreed it was most certainly going to rain that night. The pressure of the coming storm was making her ears hurt, though Jaren didn’t seem to believe her. Regardless, he decided they would camp in the temple itself.

Songbird had been a quick study and after a week on the road she had picked up very quickly on numerous skills. She was eager to learn and had paid close attention to everything Jaren did. By now she was fairly adept at helping Jaren set up and break camp, and he had begrudgingly come around to accepting her assistance. Especially when it came to finding food. Most evenings she would wander off just before dusk. Upon her return, much to Jaren’s surprise, her skirts would be piled high with elderberries, wild asparagus, field pennycress, chives, or even dandelions and clover.

This afternoon, the pair made their way over to the western edge of the complex where the woods pressed up against the broken stone wall. Together they gathered as many sticks and branches as they could carry. Jaren moved cautiously through the underbrush, alert, head turning toward any noises. Songbird, completely at home and attuned with the forest sounds, hopped along, head down, focused on collecting any wood she could get her hands on.

On the second trip, they found a small fallen tree, and Jaren dragged the log back for firewood. Once they had enough wood, Songbird was glad to see Jaren lead Gallop into the temple. No sense in leaving her without shelter. He tied a rope to her halter and anchored the long lead to a chunk of stone debris on the floor. The mare’s ears flicked back and forth as thunder rumbled in the distance. Darkness settled into the temple as the last of the sun disappeared behind the storm clouds.

Jaren had set up in the far corner of the temple, near the altar, where the roof was still intact. The bedrolls were laid out, Gallop had been fed and brushed, her tack stacked neatly with the saddlebags. The wind was beginning to pick up outside as Jaren set the wood for the fire. Songbird watched with mixed fascination and apprehension as he used the flint and steel to start the fire. This was the one skill she was reluctant to learn, fire terrified her.

She involuntarily jumped back as the fire sparked to life. After she was sure it was well contained in a small ring of stones on the marble floor, she sat down on her bedroll and scooted just a tiny bit closer, determined to overcome her fear. She undid her bodice and pulled her left arm out of her dress. Peeling the bandage back, she examined the wound as best she could, poking at it carefully with her fingers. “Jaren, it’s been a week. Do you think it’s time for the stitches to come out?”

Jaren came over and crouched down next to her. “By all accounts, it seems to be healing well. I’m not particularly well-versed in the healing arts, but I’ve performed enough field medicine over the years. I’d say it’s safe to remove them.”

“Thank goodness, they’re getting itchy.”

“Let’s move closer to the fire so I can see better.” Jaren went to the saddlebags. Songbird hesitantly scooted even closer to the fire. She’d had a bad experience with fire as a young bird, and no amount of reassurance on Jaren’s part had been able to quell her fear of it.

“I think it’ll be easiest if you lay down,” he told her, pulling a small dagger out from one of the saddlebags. She bit her lip as she felt her chest grow tight. Laying down next to the fire was the last thing she wanted to do, but determined to put on a brave face, she lay down on her side as Jaren came back to the fire.

The campfire was in front of her, and a large man with a blade in his hand was standing over her. Her animal instincts were fighting their way to the surface, screaming at her to flee. If I’m going to face down this Arzinock creature, I can handle being next to the fire. She told herself, forcing her breath to slow. I can do this. I’m strong and fearless, like a falcon. She was very still as Jaren knelt next to her and examined the cut.

Illina had used a strong, thick silk thread for the sutures, which had held up well. Songbird forced herself to stay still as the cold metal of the blade touched her side. Jaren carefully cut the threads and pulled the sutures out, one by one. She could feel the cool metal, followed by the warmth of his calloused fingertips, and the gentle tug of the string as he pulled it from her skin. When he was done, he ran a single finger along the edge of the cut, inspecting it. It curved around her side, from her ribs toward her hip. “There’s still some scabbing, so I would recommend you keep using Tibus salve, but it’s healing well. Although, it will certainly leave a scar.”

She shivered at his touch. Despite herself, Songbird was trembling.

“That wasn’t that bad, was it?” Jaren seemed genuinely concerned as she sat up and moved out from between Jaren and the fire.

She shook her head as she put her arm back through her sleeve. “No, I just don’t like the fire.” she muttered as she laced her bodice, hands still shaking.

“I see.” Jaren looked at the dagger in his hand. He sheathed it and held it out to her. “Here, I got this for you back in Mulk. If you’re going to be traveling, you should at least be armed.”

She gasped with delight as she took the blade from him. “A sword of my very own.”

Jaren stifled a laugh. “It’s more of a dagger than a sword, but it’ll do.”

She pulled the blade from its sheath and examined it in the firelight. Songbird looked at Jaren, her eyes alight with excitement. “Will you teach me?”

He raised an eyebrow. “Teach you? You just stab them with the pointy end.”

Songbird lowered the dagger and gave him a flat look. “Really? You think I don’t know that much?”

“You didn’t know what a tunic was a week ago, I didn’t want to assume.” Jaren put his palms up, feigning innocence.

“That’s not really fair and you know it.” Songbird looked at the dagger, her mind working. A sly smile tugged at the corner of her lips. “If you won’t teach me, then will you tell me about how you lost your eyesight?”

Jaren busied himself with the fire, poking the logs with a long stick. Embers danced up into the air.

“Well?” she pressed.

“That’s personal.”

“You’ve brought me to an abandoned temple ruled over by the Power of Death, for some mystery item we supposedly can’t defeat Arzinock without, which also happens to be the place you lost your eyesight. And you’re really not going to tell me?”

Jaren sighed. “The first thing you need to know about a weapon is how to hold it properly.”


Chapter fourteen
Storm
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“KEEP YOUR GUARD UP,” Jaren barked.

Lightning flashed, lighting up the interior of the temple, followed by a crash of thunder. Songbird held her stick up, and placed her feet just as Jaren had shown her, adopting something he had described as “Phoenic ready stance”. He wouldn’t let her practice with her actual dagger, instead arming her with a stick. She was less than impressed.

He lunged at her, avoiding her guard easily, and rapping her on the shoulder with his own stick-sword. The hit stung her pride more than her shoulder. “Again,” he told her.

Songbird reset her feet, and brought her hands up, gripping the stick tightly. Jaren performed the same lunge, and she deflected this time, only to be caught in the side by a backswing. She winced as his stick connected with her left side. His demeanor had changed, his expression hardening, like he had mentally armored himself for battle.

Rain was pouring in through the hole in the roof on the other side of the building. The floors were subtly sloped so that any pooling water ran toward the broken fountain, keeping their camp dry in the deluge.

“Again.” Jaren performed a swift overhanded attack, which Songbird narrowly sidestepped; she brought her stick up just in time to block the follow-through. She tried her own lunge, taking the offensive. Jaren sidestepped, not even needing to parry, and whacked her again with his stick. “Again.”

“This is stupid!” Songbird huffed. “This isn’t teaching me anything. This is you beating me up with a stick.”

Jaren clicked his tongue. “You need to pay attention, Phoenic style is simple and effective. You’ll be able to drill it on your own once you learn the movements, but you’re not focused.”

Songbird glared at him. “I am focused, you just gave me a stick, showed me where to put my feet, demonstrated three moves, and told me to defend myself, and that’s what I’ve been trying to do, without any further instruction or guidance. How is this teaching me?”

“Perhaps you’re just not motivated.”

If Songbird could have struck him down with her eyes, she would have. Fury roared in her chest. “Perhaps you’re just a terrible teacher.”

“I tell you what, if you can land a blow on me, I’ll tell you how I lost my eyesight.”

Songbird’s eyes narrowed. The gauntlet had been thrown. She would show this irritating, know-it-all human not to underestimate her, and teach him a lesson. She’d spent her whole life observing the fey, she knew a thing or two about being tricky. “Alright.” she said slowly. “Fine. I’ll play your stupid game.” She set her feet in the way Jaren had shown her. However, this time, she angled her body slightly, and bent her knees, legs tense, like she was ready to pounce. She held her makeshift weapon in front of her. Her eyes were locked on him.

Jaren quirked an eyebrow, a bemused expression playing across his face. He stepped toward her, taking up his position just out of range. As soon as he brought his stick-sword into the ready position, she threw her stick at his face. Jaren, taken by surprise, turned his head and put a hand up to shield his face, leaving his midsection exposed. Songbird launched herself at him, hard.

She slammed into him, and he tried to take a step back to recover his balance, but Songbird had fully committed to her attack and the two of them toppled over backward, Jaren landing hard on his rump before falling onto his back, Songbird on top of him. They were nose to nose. She felt giddy suddenly, being so close to him. But she wanted a story from him, and she was going to get it. Songbird moved first, grabbing for his makeshift sword. He at least had the sense not to relinquish his weapon.

Jaren bucked his hips and flipped Songbird off of him, rolling over with her and pinning her down.

She shoved her hands at his face, aiming for his eyes, and Jaren leaned back on reflex, bringing his arm up to shield his face again. While he was deflecting, Songbird reached out to the side, grabbed her stick-sword, and swung as hard as she could. The blow landed on his arm, breaking the stick.

She grinned at him. “I win.”

He stared at her. Thunder rumbled. Rain began to fall, soft at first, and then hard enough to be heard against the roof tiles. As the thrill of victory faded, she realized just how close they were. She was still pinned beneath him. The scent of pipe tobacco clung to his clothing. Warmth rolled off of him, and his dark hair hung down, framing his strong jaw. His muscles were tense. His eyes were fixed completely on her. Some animal part in the back of her mind told her she should be afraid, but she wasn’t. A low heat began to creep into her cheeks.
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Jaren exhaled sharply, wildly irritated. Here he was, a seasoned fighter, and this inexperienced slip of a woman had bested him. Despite being outmatched she’d won. He was angry, but he also found himself rather pleased. She’d fought dirty, but she’s done what she’d set out to do. Still, he glared at her. Songbird was staring up at him with the most luminous brown eyes in return. Her hair had escaped her braids, and Jaren had the strongest urge to tuck the wisps behind her ears. Was she blushing?

Lightning flashed, illuminating the temple brightly for a brief moment. Thunder boomed immediately overhead, deafening, startling them both. Gallop snorted, pawing the floor with her large hooves, the sound echoing off the marble. Jaren looked up just in time to see a figure in the entrance to the temple. He jumped to his feet and grabbed his sword from where it was leaning against the saddlebags. He drew the blade and tossed the sheath aside in one smooth motion, turning to face the door.

When the next bolt of lightning split the sky, the figure was gone.

“What is it?” Songbird asked quietly, stepping closer to Jaren, dagger in hand. He shook his head. The rain was coming down in torrents. A terrible shrieking sound rose as the wind gusted. Songbird covered her ears and looked at Jaren. He spared her a glance but kept focused on the door. The shrieking continued. It seemed to come from all around them, the sound rising and falling with the gale.

Their campfire went out. Jaren pushed Songbird behind him, sword at the ready. The wind roared through the temple. From the doorway, a translucent figure raced through the room, emanating a dim bluish light. Gallop whinnied in terror, pulling at her lead, pawing the floor. The figure was shouting, but Jaren couldn’t make out what it said over the wind and the thunder. The figure threw its hands forward and blasts of green light shot through the air. Near the altar came the sound of a woman screaming.

A sliver of recognition crept up from Jaren’s subconscious, causing him to break out into a sweat. The ghostly figure shouted in agony and the light it radiated turned from teal to blue to purple to an angry red. The shouting rose into a howl, and then a roar, and the figure exploded. Red and orange fire broke out all over the temple, along with a deep, bass, disembodied laughter. The sound resonated through Jaren’s chest.

There was another flash of lightning and a crack of thunder. A blast of wind came from the direction of the altar, extinguishing the ghost fire and carrying the laughter out of the temple. Thunder rumbled in the distance as the rain continued to fall. The campfire flickered weakly back to life.

Jaren and Songbird looked at each other, both at a loss. Songbird fingered the hilt of her dagger nervously. “What was that?”

“I don’t know.” Jaren glanced toward her hands. That was no way to hold a weapon. He moved her hand on the dagger adjusting her grip. “Enough with sticks. Hold it like this.”
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When Songbird awoke the next morning, Jaren was already up. He had packed up his bedroll and stoked the fire. He filled one of the pots from the mess kit with water and placed it over the fire. The two of them had taken turns staying up and keeping watch, and neither one of them had gotten much sleep. Songbird had taken first watch, waking Jaren only when she found herself starting to nod off. Now, she felt groggy and rubbed her eyes, trying to get the sleep out of them.

Gray clouds hung low in the sky, visible through the hole in the roof. Water dripped down from the exposed buttressing. Dense fog rolled in off the lake’s surface. The air was chill and damp, and the marble floor was cold underneath her bedroll. This was by far, her most miserable night on the road thus far.

“The last time I was here I went down into the crypts.” Jaren went to the saddlebags and fished around inside. “I thought— I thought that I would bury some things,” Jaren spoke haltingly. “I’m going down. To get those things back. Things we’ll need to face Arzinock.”

“I’ll go with you!” Songbird said, suddenly wide awake as she tossed her blanket back and began to roll everything together in a disheveled mess. Jaren frowned as Songbird squished her blankets into a rough roll.

“You’ll stay here with Gallop,” he told her. “After what happened last night, I don’t think it’s safe down in the crypts.”

Songbird tied the mess of her bedroll together, producing a lumpy, uneven bundle that would surely fall apart as soon as packed. “Well, then you’ll need me.” She went to the saddlebags and pulled out some of the clothing Illina had packed for her. “I’m going with you. How many times are we going to have this discussion? It’s getting old.”

Jaren returned to the fire with a small box he had pulled from the saddlebags. “Must you insist on being a thorn in my side?”

“You only feel that way because you’re so resistant to the idea that I could be helpful to you.” She said over her shoulder as pulled her dress off, shivering in the gray morning light.

Jaren was deliberately looking back at the pot, opened the small box, and tossed some ground black powder in. “You’ve only been in one fight, and you nearly got yourself killed. You have no training and no combat experience. It’s my responsibility to keep you safe, and right now you’re a liability.”

“I’m sure there’s more to adventuring than fighting.” She pulled on a pair of pants. They were soft and loose like Jaren’s preferred northern style but tailored for a woman. Next, she pulled a tunic over her head and tucked it in, followed by a soft leather vest. “Besides, if I’m so helpless, and it’s so dangerous, then by your logic, the safest place for me to be is with you. At least until you train me.”

“I disagree.” Jaren was stirring the coffee.

“But if I’m all alone here waiting for you, then I’ll be completely defenseless with you not here to protect me.”

Jaren swirled the powder in the pot as he took it off the fire. “I would expect you to run and hide.”

Songbird continued to adjust her clothing. “How am I ever going to learn to fight, or be prepared to face Arzinock if all I do is run and hide? You think I never got into a fight as a bird? I had to fight for food, or for shelter, and evade predators every day. I’m no stranger to violence.”

“This is not the same as that,” Jaren insisted as he gathered their wooden mugs.

Satisfied she had everything arranged appropriately, she took a wide leather belt over to Jaren and held it out to him. “Help me fasten this?”

“Hells, you’re persistent.” He took the belt from Songbird.

“Of course.” She gave him her best smile. Jaren pressed his lips into a thin line, took the belt, and stood up. He looped the belt around her waist. She looked up at him and tilted her head, “I don’t understand why you’re being so resentful. You never minded when I followed you around or asked you questions when I was a bird.”

Jaren cinched the belt before fastening it. She winced at the pressure on her side. As Jaren began to turn away Songbird put her hand on his arm. “What can I do? You used to talk to me all the time before Ficiun changed me. You never minded my company. We’ve been friends for a long time. I don’t want it to be different, I don’t want you to hate me.”

He paused, refusing to meet her eyes. “I don’t hate you. I’m worried for you.” He seemed to struggle to get the words out. Songbird did not want to push him. His friendship was more important to her than pressing him for answers. She stepped away, looking for something else to occupy her attention.

Jaren apparently felt the same need to try to change the subject. “Let’s have some coffee.” He went over to the pot and poured the coffee into their two wooden mugs. Jaren took a sip first. He nodded before offering her a mug.

Songbird sniffed it experimentally. “This doesn’t smell good. Are you sure it’s safe to drink?” Jaren nodded as he took another sip. She looked at the mug skeptically. “Is this like Tibus' tea?”

He shrugged, noncommittal, watching her over the rim of his mug. Deciding to be bold, she took a swig and half choked, sputtering and coughing after she managed to swallow. Grimacing, she stuck her tongue out and fanned it with her free hand. “It’s hot! And it tastes horrible!“ She handed the wooden mug back to Jaren, betrayal stinging as much as the coffee had. “How do you drink that?”

Jaren took the mug from her. “It’s a special drink, one that gets adventurers through the toughest of times.” He took a long, slow sip, savoring it. “Now, put your boots on. I’m not taking you into a crypt without shoes.”


Chapter fifteen
Crypt
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“HELLS. I FORGOT ABOUT THIS.”

They stood in front of a small mausoleum, carved from dark stone. It appeared older than the main temple, the architecture favored a less steepled roof. At the pinnacle of the roof, above the door, a collection of glowering skulls had been sculpted as ornamentation along the ridge. The smooth finish on the black marble had worn away years ago, and the sculpture seemed to swallow the weak light of the morning sun. There was a single, heavy, iron door. There were windows on either side. These were small and set high in the walls. If there had been anything in the windows previously, it had long since rusted out. The back of the mausoleum descended into the side of a wide, low hill as if it had been built atop an even older entrance.

Jaren pushed on the door, but it wouldn’t budge. “I locked this the last time I was here.”

Songbird tilted her head. “Can’t you unlock it, like you do at the cabin?”

“No.” Jaren kicked the door in frustration. “I rigged it with a crossbar. It can only be opened from the inside.”

“That was dumb.”

Jaren shot her a disgusted look, and she shrugged back at him. He kicked the door again. “I had my reasons.”

Songbird started to walk around the mausoleum, looking it over, her fingers trailing on the dark marble. Gray clouds still spotted the sky. She circled the building and came back to the front. “What about one of the windows?”

Jaren looked up at the high windows. “I can’t fit through there.”

“I could.” Songbird stood on her tip-toes, reaching up toward the opening, but her hands were nowhere near the ledge. She looked over her shoulder at Jaren. “I just need a lift.” Jaren rolled his eyes.

Songbird smiled, blinking her long lashes at him. “Please?” He kept his expression carefully neutral, even as his stomach clenched. That was going to be a problem. She was utterly endearing when she looked at him that way, and that was not something she needed to be aware of.

They had to get inside, and the quicker they could be gone from this place, the better. Songbird was rather small, and she just might fit through one of the windows. Sighing, he walked over to the window, turned around, and leaned his back against the wall. “Fine. But once you’re inside, you open the door before anything else. No wandering off, no exploring, you understand?” She nodded excitedly. He bent his knees, and locked his hands together, holding them out to form a step for her.

Eagerly, she placed a foot in his hand and her hands on his shoulders. “On three,” Jaren said. “One, two, three.” He heaved upwards; she was lighter than he had expected. She jumped, grabbing the edge of the small window. She scrambled over the sill and tumbled into the dark room with a thud.

“Alright, to open the door you just have to lift the crossbar and pull,” Jaren shouted to her as he made his way back to the front of the mausoleum. He waited for several long moments. Nothing. He tried the door. Still locked. “Songbird?!” he shouted. No response. Jaren put his ear to the thick iron door. He shut his eyes, listening.

The muffled sound of skittering across the stone floor came through the door. He heard Songbird shout, followed by more skittering. She shouted again, followed by a grunt, and then the unmistakable sound of metal clanging off stone. Then silence. Was she in danger? “Songbird? Lift the crossbar and pull the door open.” Still nothing. There was no sense in panicking. She would either be fine or she wouldn’t, and there wasn’t much he could do from out here. He waited several more heartbeats, straining to hear through the iron door.

Suddenly, there was the groan of metal scraping against metal, and Jaren backed away from the door. Songbird grunted as she heaved the heavy crossbar the rest of the way and pulled the door open. The door shrieked as it scrapped against the marble floor. Jaren pushed, forcing the door open wide enough for him to come through. He stepped into the room, eyes adjusting to the darkness. Songbird stood grinning proudly. Jaren let out a breath he didn’t realize he had been holding.

As his eyes continued to adjust, he noticed cobwebs everywhere, and then four large spiders, each bigger than a tomcat, lying around the room, yellow ichor oozing out of them. Each spider’s eight, beady, little eyes stared at him lifelessly. “Did you do this?” Jaren gestured to the dead spiders.

“You may call me Songbird, the Spider Slayer!” She brandished her dagger in the air, which was still coated in yellowish spider guts. “I told you that you’d need me.”

“Quit playing. There may be far worse things than spiders in the crypt.” Almost immediately he regretted that he had said it. Hells, why did I snap at her? I should have congratulated her on her first kill. He tried to put it out of his mind. He had more important things to worry about at the moment than flirting. Powers. Was he flirting? Jaren dropped his pack and pulled out two torches. “Where did you get all these grandiose notions about adventuring anyway?”

“Ficiun told me all kinds of stories about adventuring,” she said as she wandered toward the back of the room. There was a set of stairs that led down into the darkness. She stood at the top, staring down. A damp breeze wafted up from the underground, along with the scent of wet earth, decaying roots, and a hint of rancid meat. She wrinkled her nose.

Jaren lit the torches with his flint. “Wonderful. Stay close.” He handed her a torch as he passed her and headed down the stairs.

Her footsteps echoed behind him. “Wait for me.”
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It was dank and musty in the crypt, and absolutely black. There was a large network of tunnels and chambers. In places, the walls were large stone bricks, in others just crumbling dirt. Roots hung down from the earthen ceiling. The floor was damp, not quite mud. Songbird found herself walking closer to Jaren as they went along, feeling disoriented by the complete darkness and the twists and turns. She had no sense of direction down here. Below ground, the air was heavy and smelled of decomposition. She did not like it.

Jaren didn’t seem to mind the dampness or the smell. She kept looking up at him, but he never wavered, appearing as steady as if he were walking the familiar trails of Reven. That gave her great comfort. She followed along as he navigated through the twisting corridors, glancing to the sides at the skeletons, which had been tucked into carved out crevices as they went.

They turned a corner and walked into a putrid cloud of stench. Songbird gagged at the scent of rotting flesh but managed to keep from vomiting. Jaren merely grunted, but stopped, putting his arm out to halt Songbird. He passed his torch to his left hand and drew his sword with his right. Songbird followed his lead and drew her dagger. They approached a stone archway.

“Wait here.” He headed toward the arch, “This next passageway is rigged, I’ll need to disarm it.”

Songbird took a step after him, “Jaren—“ but he had crossed under the archway and disappeared around the corner. She stood alone in the flickering light, listening intently. There was a steady “plip plip plip” of water dripping in the distance and her own breathing. Songbird felt the hairs on the back of her neck stand up. There was a low groan from somewhere ahead in the darkness. Slow, shuffling steps followed. More guttural moans emanated from down the hallways around her. She fought down a whimper trying to creep up her throat. How could Jaren have just left her alone in the dark?

Vaguely humanoid shapes hovered just at the edge of her torchlight. Every instinct in Songbird was screaming at her to fly. She looked around, realizing she had absolutely no idea which way the exit was. Stay calm, she told herself. You killed those spiders. You can deal with whatever this is. She swallowed.

A loud groan sounded to her right. Spiders were one thing. She had killed them all the time as a bird. This did not sound like a spider. Songbird turned in the direction the sound and held her torch out in front of her as the first creature shambled toward her. It was humanoid in shape, its gaunt skin was stretched tight across its skeletal frame. The decomposing flesh glistened in low light as putrid humors seeped through its pores.

Jaren stepped in front of her and cut the thing in half from shoulder to hip. The torso slid down to the ground and the legs collapsed. Songbird stared at the monster, trembling. It let out a moan and lifted its head, its empty eye sockets fixed on her. It began to drag itself toward her with its remaining arm. Horrified, she started to back away.

“Don’t panic.” Jaren cut the thing’s head off. “Stay close to me.”

Songbird’s legs seemed to be moving of their own volition, and she continued to back away, unable to tear her eyes off the corpse at Jaren’s feet. She backed into something and spun around, coming face to face with another of the undead creatures. It sniffed at her, its rancid breath washing over her face, a deep wet gurgling sound emanating from its gaping mouth.

It was more than she could handle. Songbird bolted into the darkness. She was completely panicked and was running purely on instinct. Fly, fly, fly! Songbird raced through the dark halls until she hit a dead end. There was nothing but ancient bones and dirt before her and nothing but sheer terror behind her. She spun around and pressed her back to the wall, sliding down to the ground. She dropped the torch in front of her and gripped her dagger with both hands, trying to make herself as tiny as possible.

She had caught several of the monsters’ attention during her flight, and they awkwardly loped after her, drawn to the movement as moths to a flame. She scrambled backward along the wall until she had backed herself into the corner. She was too terrified to even call out for help.

Songbird squeezed her eyes shut, drawing her knees as tight into her chest as she could. Her knuckles were white as she squeezed the hilt of her dagger. Dead things should not move; it went against every law of nature, and it terrified her in a way she had never known.

One of the creatures dragged itself along the ground and grabbed Songbird’s ankle. Songbird let out a whimper and tried to pull away. It moaned at her, its jaw hanging from its face by a few stringy ligaments. It pulled itself closer, reaching up with its other hand, grabbing for her wrist, its flesh cold and slimy against her skin.

Suddenly, its head was no longer attached to its body, and the thing collapsed. Jaren had sliced its head off in one swift cut. He kicked the body aside before he knelt next to her and pulled its other hand off her ankle, tossing it into the darkness. She could not stop shaking.

“You okay?” he asked.

She shook her head back and forth, refusing to take her eyes off the ghoul’s decapitated head. It stared back at her with empty eye sockets, its jaw still trying pitifully to open and close. Her brain would not stop racing. Dead things shouldn’t move, dead things shouldn’t move, dead things shouldn’t move!

“Hey!” He snapped his fingers in front of her face.

It was enough to divert her attention, and she looked at him as if finally coming to. When it registered what had happened and that Jaren was the one in front of her, she threw herself into his arms, fighting back tears. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know things like that could exist.”

“But I do know these kinds of things exist, and I know what I’m doing. I warned you we would face much worse than spiders. This pales in comparison to what facing Arzinock will be like.” He snapped, his tone cutting. She pulled away as he continued. “I told you to stay close, and you ran off. Are you trying to get yourself hurt again?”

“No, no, I’m not, I promise.” Her chin quivered as she spoke.

Jaren looked around, checking to make sure there weren’t any lingering undead.

“I tried not to run, but I was so scared.” She wiped her face with her palms, smearing dirt across her cheeks.

“This is not like some silly story the fey told you. If you get hurt out here, I can’t help you. There’s no Pa Tibus around to patch you up. Do you understand?”

She nodded.

Jaren looked around again. Still clear. He kept his sword in hand but set his torch down and pulled her into an embrace, hugging her with his free arm. He held her tight to him as he continued to survey the hallways. She clung to him, pressing herself into the warmth and safety of his embrace. Gradually, her trembling subsided. He looked down at her. “There. We’ve got to keep going. Ready?”

She looked up at him and wiped the last of her tears from her cheeks. “Yes.”

“Alright then, let’s go.” He stood and helped Songbird to her feet.


Chapter sixteen
Ghost
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SONGBIRD FOLLOWED JAREN so closely, she was nearly stepping on his heels. He was kind enough not to say anything to her about it. Jaren navigated them back to the main passage, and they resumed their course. The torchlight flickered against the skeletons of those laid to rest, entombed within the earthen walls, casting strange shadows as they went.

There were a few more of the undead creatures about. Now that she was not quite so panicked, Songbird realized that the creatures were neither fast nor intelligent. They moved mindlessly through the tunnels, and while they seemed attracted to light and sound, they did not seem to have any other instincts besides that. Jaren put every one of them down efficiently. He handled his sword with ease, and suddenly the hours upon hours of his strange morning sword dance made sense to her. He was practicing for this.

“Why did you hide something in a place that was infested with these things?” Songbird asked.

“There shouldn’t be restless spirits or undead in a temple of Kyleria. She protects those who have passed on.” Jaren held the torch ahead of him with his left hand, sword ready in his right.

They rounded what felt like yet another corner, and Songbird was about to ask if they were walking in circles when Jaren brought them to a small side room that had a winding staircase leading down. The steps were wide and shallow. The stairs curved gently downward.

“Why are they here now, then?” Songbird asked as they made their way down to the lower level.

“I don’t know. Kyleria abhors the undead. There were never any here before. Unless there was some kind of ritual or magic here that…” Jaren trailed off.

“Like what kind of magic?!” Songbird nearly bumped into Jaren as they exited the twisting stairwell. She looked around him into the wide long hallway, the far end shrouded in darkness. On either side of the hall were doorways that had been blocked by large carved stones: private burial rooms. The floor was paved in irregular tiles composed of black marble, which had been worn smooth over the years; wet mud seeping up from between them.

Jaren bowed his head. “Kyleria forgive me.”
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Jaren willed himself to move forward, despite the sudden heaviness in his legs. Songbird hopped from one stone tile to the next, trying to avoid getting any more mud on her boots. He stopped at the fifth doorway on the left, hesitating. Jaren took a deep breath and turned to face the doorway. He handed his torch to Songbird and put his hands against the rock blocking the entrance. It was plain, and unfinished, giving no indication of who was interred within. A sudden gust of wind whipped through the hallway, nearly putting their torches out. Songbird took a step closer to Jaren.

Jaren pushed hard against the rock, and it moved begrudgingly. Jaren dug his feet in, braced his shoulder low on the rock, and strained, pushing against the makeshift door. The rock slid across the damp stone tiles, the scraping echoing in the darkness. Once the opening was wide enough for Jaren and Songbird to squeeze through, Jaren took the torch back from Songbird and slipped into the room.

Upon entering the room, Jaren felt his skin prickle uncomfortably, as if he was being watched. He circled the edge of the space, lighting the sconces that lined the walls. There was a single large stone sarcophagus in the center of the room. This, like the door, was plain. No pictures or runes had been carved into the rock. The room was empty. Jaren moved slowly to stand in front of the sarcophagus, where Songbird joined him.

His stomach roiled and a sour taste crept up the back of his throat. He’d been dreading this moment since they set foot on the road, second only to facing Arzinock himself. The moment he would be faced with the mistakes he’d made, with the deaths of those who had trusted him, with the man that people thought he used to be.

The air in the room began to stir. The fire in the sconces flickered. A low moaning began to emanate from the sarcophagus in front of them. Jaren handed Songbird his torch. She looked at him in alarm. “You’re not really going to open that, are you?”

Jaren placed his hands on the lid, bracing himself. “I have to.” He heaved, shoving so hard that the stone lid crashed off the other side of the coffin, cracking down the middle when it struck the ground. A blast of air rushed out. All the fires went dark. A second later they flickered back to life, burning a strange blue-green color.

When nothing jumped out at them, and Jaren didn’t move, Songbird leaned forward just enough to peek over the edge to see what was inside. There was no skeleton or monstrous creature waiting for them, simply a pile of cloth.

Jaren reached for the cloth with a single hand. As he leaned over the coffin, a translucent shade materialized from the walls, throwing itself at them, howling with fury. It was identical to the ghostly creature from last night. Jaren shoved Songbird out of harm’s way and drew his sword. The thing threw itself at Jaren, who brought his sword up to meet it, but his blade passed through it harmlessly.

“I won’t let you have it!” It screamed at him. Its face was twisted in rage and agony, and its eyes burned with white fire, but it felt familiar. Jaren’s heart sank as recognition set in.

The figure pulled away, dashing about the room, howling. It dove towards Songbird, who leapt out of the way, waving her torch in its face, trying to ward it off. Neither flame nor blade seemed to have any effect on it. The thing circled back around and raced at Jaren who was sheathing his sword.

“What are you doing!?” Songbird cried. “How do we stop it?”

It hovered in the air above the open coffin, gathering its strength. “I’ll never give it up!” the specter howled and the fires in the room began to fade to purple, and then red.

The specter hurled a wave of energy toward Jaren. The blast knocked him to the ground. The spirit continued shrieking wildly as it flew about the room. The specter dove at Jaren again, and Songbird raced toward him, waving her torch at the creature’s face. It screamed and darted away, Songbird glaring fiercely after it.

Jaren stood and moved Songbird gently aside. “You are not my shield; you can’t jump in front of me when there’s danger. I am quite capable of defending myself. This is something I’ve got to handle.”

“How can you be so calm?” Songbird’s voice was shrill with terror.

The specter continued to dart around the room; the torches changed from red to a deep red black. “Get out!” it howled. “Get out!”

Songbird covered her ears against the horrible sound of its screams. “Do we really need whatever it is that badly?”

“Yes.”

“Please, don’t go near it,” she pleaded. The thing was hovering protectively over the coffin again. Jaren looked at Songbird, at her dirty tear-streaked face, still stubbornly wanting to help despite her fear. He almost smiled. He put a hand on her cheek and brushed her skin with his thumb. “I need you to trust me.”

Her expression was pained, but she nodded. He turned back toward the spirit, jaw set, and started for the coffin. With a howl of anguish, the specter flew at him. Jaren opened himself to the attack, and the thing took full advantage, raking him with long spectral claws as it flew past. There was a searing pain as they raked through him, but no injury.

Jaren continued towards the coffin, and immediately the specter attacked him again, it buffeted him with blows, the pain staggering him. It began to howl, and wind rose in the chamber, pushing Jaren back.

He leaned into the wind and continued forward. The ghost swooped around and met Jaren head-on. He was only a few feet from the coffin when they made contact. He felt the burning cold of its touch through his clothing, it pressed against his shoulders and screamed in his face. Jaren’s body erupted in red and orange phantasmal flames. The fire was hot. His skin burned; his insides burned; molten agony spread through his body as the ethereal flames consumed him. Jaren shut his eyes and let it wash over him. I deserve this, and I will bear it. It’s only pain.

Songbird scrambled to her feet, racing forward, terrified. “Stop! It’ll kill you!”

The thing was bearing down on Jaren, the flames gathering intensity. Jaren put a hand up. “Peace, brother.”

The screaming stopped. The fire on Jaren vanished and the sconces began to flicker with blue-green flame again. The specter shimmered in the air. When it came into focus, it set its feet down on the ground. Songbird, who had wrapped her arms around Jaren’s waist to pull him back, blinked and peaked around him. The ghostly figure was gone, and a man stood in its place.

It was like looking into a mirror. The doppelganger’s hair was longer, tied back into an elegant tail, but it was the same dark color. His face was smoothly shaved, showcasing the same angled features and proud nose. He wore long green robes with a wide belt. Jaren stood perhaps a hair taller than his reflection. They shared the same piercing green eyes. Songbird let go of Jaren and stepped back, looking alarmed, eyes darting back and forth between them. Jaren stood face to face with his little brother.

“Feyn.” Jaren’s voice cracked as he spoke.

Feyn reached forward and placed a hand on Jaren’s shoulder “Jaren? Is that really you?” Jaren nodded and Feyn embraced him, hugging him tightly. “What? How? Where have you been? I thought you died! What are you doing here?”

Jaren shook his head, “You thought I died?”

“I can’t tell; time seems to pass so differently now. I feel like I’ve been here for ages and ages.” Feyn turned to face the coffin, resting his hands on the side of it as he looked down. “I couldn’t let go. We couldn’t let Arzinock win, and I knew you were out there fighting for us. That thought kept me going, so I held on.”

Guilt pierced Jaren, like an arrow through his gut. “You’ve been here all these years then?”

Feyn spun and faced Jaren. “Years? What do you mean years?” Feyn put a hand to his forehead as he looked at Jaren in disbelief. “It felt like an eternity, but surely I… I just died. Surely it was only moments ago?”

“Brother, I…” Jaren couldn’t bring himself to finish.

Feyn snapped his gaze back to Jaren, his eyes suddenly alight with fury and malice. The torchlight flickered to a sickly purple color, nearing red. “Why are you here?” Feyn’s voice came out raw, panicked even, his face twisted with rage.

“I’m here for the relic, Feyn, and the things I buried with it.”

“You’re not getting it! I won’t let anyone have it!” Feyn snarled as he began to pace back and forth in front of the coffin. He looked up, and Jaren could see his brother’s mind working. “When is it?”

Jaren kept his voice low and steady. “We’re in the old temple of Kyleria, outside Aixell. You died almost six years ago.”

Feyn fumed. “Why would you bury something here, of all places? For six years?! What in the hells? What have you been doing all this time? Surely, you’ve been amassing an army?”

Jaren shook his head. Ghostly flames began to wreath Feyn’s head and shoulders, licking the air. Jaren felt faint wisps of heat rolling off of him. “I’ve been fighting, here, to defend the relic. Do you have any idea how many have come looking for it?” Feyn shouted, his voice echoing, supernaturally loud, off the walls.

Jaren, who had been largely reserved up until now, took pause. “Wait, there have been people searching for it, here?”

“No one’s ever made it past the main temple, thanks to me. I’ve been holding them off, alone, while you’ve been, what, living the good life in the arms of a beautiful maiden?” Feyn snarled, pointing accusingly at Songbird. She shrank back from him. “Do you have any idea what it’s like reliving my death, over, and over and over? I can sense Arzinock through the relic. It’s much worse than you think. Much, much worse.” Feyn was nearly frantic by now. He put his head in his hands, pacing, muttering incoherently. “No, no, no, no. It can’t be true. But you left me, you left all of us. No, no, no, no…”

Jaren approached him slowly, placing a hand on his shoulder. Feyn felt solid enough, but when he looked at Jaren, his eyes were wild. Jaren wasn’t sure how much of his brother was still left. Jaren squeezed his brother’s shoulder. “I’m sorry, Feyn. Brand’s Bond, I didn’t know you were trapped here like this. If I had, I would have come at once. I can’t change what’s happened. But I’m here now, and I’m going to make it right.”

Feyn grabbed Jaren’s arms. “Swear it. Swear it, Jaren. Swear by all The Powers. By the Old Powers and the Young.”

Jaren looked solemnly into Feyn’s eyes. “Brother, I swear. By all the Powers, by the Old and the Young. I’ll swear to you now as I swore to Skylae: Tolwyn’s Truth I’m going to set things right or die trying.”

Feyn sank to his knees. “I never gave up, Jaren. I never quit.”

“I know Feyn.” Jaren crouched down next to his brother. “You did great.”

Feyn began to fade, becoming more translucent. His spectral shoulders sagged, his youthful face looked worn and hollow. “I’m tired, Jaren.”

“I know. I’ll take it from here brother.” Jaren tried to embrace his sibling, but his hands just passed through him. “I’m so sorry Feyn, this was my burden, you never should have had to bear this.”

“We’re Tigraeners, Jaren, it’s what we do. Every last one of us.” And then Feyn was gone.


Chapter seventeen
Cache
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SONGBIRD QUIETLY CAME TO STAND beside Jaren who was crouched on the floor, staring at the spot where his brother had been. The air was still and heavy. Somewhere in the distance, water dripped. She studied his face in the flickering torchlight, but his expression was masked. She gently set her hand on his shoulder. After a moment, he reached up and grasped her hand in response.

He exhaled slowly before climbing to his feet and approaching the sarcophagus. He pulled the dingy red cloth out of the coffin and dropped it, revealing several large oilskin cloth bags. Jaren pulled these out of the coffin and set them on the ground. There was a much smaller oilskin bag which clinked when he handled it. One last oilskin remained inside the sarcophagus. It was the smallest of the bags and had turned black over the years. Jaren left this one alone.

Songbird bit her lip, checking her desire to ask about what exactly had just happened, or what was in the bags, or why Jaren had hidden them here. Now did not seem the appropriate time for questions. Instead, she stood close, holding her torch to light his work and doing her best to offer silent support. She suppressed a shiver, the damp air feeling uncomfortably cool now that she was still. Scents of damp earth and decay still hung in the air.

Jaren’s deep voice broke the silence. “This is my old armor. Feyn had it made for me. After what happened, I never wanted to see it again. I didn’t want anything to do with my old life, with traveling and slaying monsters. I failed, and the people I cared most about died. I didn’t want anyone depending on me, ever again. So, I ran. Like a coward.” Jaren clenched his hands into fists. “I abandoned my cause, and Skylae justly took my sight. I left them in darkness, so darkness I deserved, always haunted by the echoes of their final screams. I wish she would have killed me instead.”

He looked so tired. Songbird positioned herself directly next to him. “I’m sorry,” she said softly, “this must be very difficult for you.”

She very gently touched her forehead to his arm. She had done this often as a bird when trying to convey her empathy or concern. It was still a little strange not to be able to perch on his shoulder, but she was rapidly beginning to prefer touching hands or embracing. Jaren reached across with his other hand and patted the top of her head appreciatively.

“Let’s be off, I don’t want to linger here.” Jaren began to pull his armor out of the bag, starting with an exquisitely made leather breastplate. The leather was a rich mahogany color, and there was an intricately etched wolf across the chest. He ran his hand over it reverently before slipping it over his head. He turned to work the buckles.

Songbird had the uncontrollable urge to help him. She started to reach for the buckles, then stopped herself. He wouldn't like it if she just jumped in without asking. “Will you show me?”

Jaren gave her a strange look. Hopeful, she held up her hands, wiggling her fingers. “It looks complicated. I want to help you. Like you helped me with the belt this morning.”

“Oh.” He seemed a little reluctant but guided her through how tight the straps should be and how to fasten everything.

He pulled the remaining pieces of armor out from the bags, explaining the purpose of each piece and instructing Songbird how best to help him. Aside from the breastplate, there were a set of bracers, a set of greaves, and two shoulder pauldrons. The rest of the armor was all made from the same dark leather as the breastplate and the pauldrons were lined with silvery white fur. Her nimble fingers worked the buckles with ease, it wasn’t quite the same as weaving a nest, but there were some similarities. Fingers were so much better for this work than a beak.

He stooped down and picked up the small bag and handed it to Songbird. “I need you to carry this.” She took it from him eagerly. It was heavier than she expected, and the contents clinked together as she handled it.

Jaren approached the coffin again, the last oilskin bag sitting where he had left it. He paused before reaching in and grabbing the bag. Almost as soon as he touched it, he dropped the bag, jerking his hand back. Songbird thought she caught a faint whiff of sulfur.

Songbird tilted her head curiously. “Are you okay? Do you want me to get that?” She reached for it.

“No!” Jaren snatched the oilskin up before she could grab it. “No. I’ve got it. I don’t want you touching this one.” He turned on his heel, tucking the loathsome bag into his breastplate. “Let’s go.”
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Jaren watched as Songbird threw herself into the grass. The gray morning clouds had moved on and the sun had emerged, greeting them as they came up from the crypts. Jaren shook his head as she close her eyes, savoring the warm sunshine on her face.

“I’m never going underground again!” She declared.

Gallop, who had been loosely tethered to a grave marker, was grazing contentedly on the fresh grass. Jaren packed the two remaining oilskins safely into the saddlebags before mounting up into the saddle. He rode over to where Songbird was laying in the grass. Gallop put her head down and lipped at Songbird’s clothing. Songbird put a hand up, shielding her face from the sun. Jaren leaned down and offered a hand to Songbird. “Let’s get a move on. We should be able to make it to Aixell well before dark.”

She got up and dusted herself off before taking his hand. Jaren pulled her up, helping her onto Gallop. She winced at the pain in her side as she settled in behind him on the saddle skirt. This was the first time they had been on the horse together since they had fled Reven forest. Songbird was learning quickly and was well at ease in the saddle by now, but Jaren could feel her shifting her weight awkwardly behind him, trying to figure out where to put her hands and feet without reins or stirrups.

“You can hold onto me,” Jaren told her over his shoulder. “That’ll be easiest.” Songbird tentatively put her arms around Jaren. He clicked his tongue and nudged Gallop with his heels. As the mare started forward, her arms tightened. It certainly wasn’t unpleasant. He probably should have felt a little guilty about enjoying her embrace but he was too tired to battle his own feelings.
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Songbird laid her head against Jaren’s back. She was dirty, shaken, and tired. In fact, she couldn’t remember ever feeling this exhausted. She closed her eyes and listened to the birds chirping, the insects buzzing, and Gallop swishing through the grass as she walked. She felt the sun on her back, and the steady rise and fall of Jaren’s breathing as she leaned against him. His armor smelled of leather and musk, with the faint scent of his pipe smoke still clinging to his clothing.

Unbidden, the day’s events played out behind her closed eyes, but namely Jaren calmly dispatching the monsters as if they were nothing. And she had been proud of killing spiders? She had a lot to learn, but she felt more determined than ever. Songbird felt her cheeks grow warm when she remembered how he had come to her rescue in the dark. Her chest fluttered, and her breath quickened in her throat as she thought about the hard muscles of his body as he had held her against him.

“Adventures aren’t really like they are in the stories, are they?” Songbird finally asked.

“I don’t know what kind of stories Ficiun was telling you, but I would say no. Living through one is very different than hearing about it in a tavern or around a campfire.”

She nodded. “I don’t think I really understood what ‘having an adventure’ meant. I didn’t realize we would encounter things like, like that.”

“Do you still want to go through with this? I can take you back to Mulk on my way to Sauchvor and you can stay with Illina.”

Songbird couldn’t see his expression, but she hoped he was joking. He was keeping his tone suspiciously neutral. “Absolutely not,” she said firmly. “My heart’s never been so happy. I love being on the road and seeing what the world is like outside Reven Wood. I was made to do this. I can feel it in my bones.”

They lurched forward as Gallop stepped down into a low swale. Songbird squeezed Jaren tighter to keep from falling off the horse. The draft horse stepped up out of the ditch a moment later, and Songbird relaxed her arms a little. “I was just hoping we could continue our lessons. With the dagger. Or is there another weapon you think I might be better suited for?”

“Hmm.” Jaren pressed his lips as he thought. “Perhaps you might like the bow?”
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As they approached Aixell, they dismounted, and Jaren led Gallop. The three of them slowly made their way toward the gate. The town had a large stone wall surrounding it, wide enough for two men to walk abreast atop during patrol. Beyond the wall, there was a small castle overlooking the town from a low hill. The roofs were steeper here than in Mulk to accommodate for heavy winter snows, which blew in off the lake and down from the north. Back in Mulk, many of the people had greeted Jaren with a kind word, or a nod. Here, the people who passed on the road did not smile or wave but instead kept to themselves, heads down.

“Jaren,”—Songbird pointed—“What is that?”

Jaren quickly reached out and grabbed her hand, pushing it down. He held onto her so she could not pull her hand away and point again. She was staring at the walls, where several cages hung down from the battlements. Inside the iron cages were corpses in various stages of decomposition. The smell of offal and rotting flesh carried when the wind blew. Songbird put her other hand to her nose and made a face. At least one of the iron contraptions held a young man who was alive, although terribly emaciated. He cried pitifully and begged the guards to let him down in a weak voice. They ignored him.

“Crow’s cages.” Jaren let go of her hand. “People who have been found guilty by the Interrogers are sometimes sentenced to die this way.” She stared, horrified. “Stop staring,” he rebuked as they arrived at the gate.

There were several guards stationed at the entrance, as well as two men wearing red surcoats with golden snakes embroidered on them. The stitching depicted each serpent’s head being cleaved from its body by a large silver sword. “Interrogers,” Jaren told her under his breath, nodding toward them. “If you ever see them, do not approach them, do not talk to them, do not look at them. Just mind your own business and stay away. Better yet, you stop whatever you are doing and you come find me. They’re usually easy to identify because of their uniform, red with the beheaded serpent.”

The men in red stopped them before they could pass into the city. “What business do you have in Aixell?”

“Nothing more than to replenish our provisions, eat a good meal, and spend a night in a warm bed before getting back on the road,” Jaren told them.

“You a Wolf, then?” One of the guards asked, nodding at Jaren’s breastplate and cloak pin.

The question caught Jaren off guard. No one had addressed him as a Wolf in some years, and it brought a surprising flood of emotions. Nostalgia swelled in his chest, mingling with pride and regret. Jaren nodded in response. “Yes.”

“Best of luck to you,” said the second guard as he waved Jaren and Songbird through. “Happy hunting.”

Mulk was a true country town, with wide lanes and plenty of open air. Aixell, by contrast, was a mass of two- and three-story buildings clustered tightly together along narrow streets. It stank. Jaren was reminded at once why he hated larger, more metropolitan cities. Even the usually exuberant Songbird was walking meekly beside him, one hand on Gallop.

It had been years since Jaren had last been to Aixell, but he had a keen memory and the town had not really changed much in that time. His pack had often stayed at the same inn when traveling this way, and he found his way back without much difficulty. The place was a scit hole and the food was terrible, but it was a place where few questions were asked. The anonymity was worth the risk of bedbugs. The inn was three stories to accommodate the tavern below and the rooms above. It was built in a “u” shape with a courtyard in the center as well as a stable out back.

There was a sign hanging above the door depicting a snake with its fangs out, dripping venom into a stein of foaming beer. There were markings around the snake which Songbird paused to look at. She pulled lightly at Jaren’s sleeve to get his attention, pointing upwards. “What is that?”

Jaren followed her gesture to the sign, even as he pushed her hand down. “It’s a snake, a viper actually.”

She rolled her eyes. “I know what a snake is. I mean what are the other markings around it?”

It occurred to him that she was talking about the letters. “It says ‘The Virulent Viper.’” Jaren led Songbird and Gallop toward the stables. There was a small tree struggling to grow in the center of the courtyard; it looked a bit wilted, its leaves drooping sorrowfully like perhaps it didn’t get quite enough sun. Most of the buildings here were crafted with dark woods and stones, creating a dreary ambiance.

“But, how do you know it says that?”

“Because I read it. Those markings are letters, and letters spell out words, which can be read and used to convey information.” He explained quietly as they approached the large stable.

“Can I learn to read?” She was practically tiptoeing along with excitement.

Before Jaren could answer, a young stable boy ran out to meet them, his hair the same color as the straw sticking to his clothing. “Afternoon, sir, can I take your horse?”

“This is Gallop.” Jaren handed the boy Gallop’s reins before unbuckling the saddlebags. “She’s got some areas that you’ll need to look after.”

After he had discussed his concerns with the stableboy Jaren heaved the saddlebags over his shoulders. He turned toward the inn. The next thing would be to secure their lodging, and then purchase supplies. As soon as Jaren’s attention was off of the stable boy Songbird returned to his side. “Can you teach me to read?”

“One thing at a time, Songbird.” He rubbed his face, trying to shake off the exhaustion setting in. “Let’s stick to daggers for now.”


Chapter eighteen
Aixell
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JAREN PAUSED AT THE DOORWAY. “You must let me do the talking. Not a peep out of you. Understand?”

Songbird rolled her eyes and shrugged in response.

The door was unlatched when Jaren went to push it open. It was not so early in the day that the tavern should have been empty. But it was, save for a man on his hands and knees scrubbing the floor and a thin wiry man behind the counter who kept rubbing his head, which was shaved clean. The walls were now a dull eggshell color, stained from years of pipe smoke. The large crossbeams of the ceiling were exposed, and several unlit iron lanterns hung from them. Ailes of light from the windows dissected the room.

“Wow! Would you look at this place?” Songbird stood wide-eyed. Jaren hushed her, and she scowled back at him. “What? I’ve never been in an inn before. This looks great. Are we staying here?”

“Yes. Now, hush.”

“But there’s no one here to hear me.” She argued.

He gave her a pointed look.

“You’re just mad I’m right.”

“Just the same, be still.”

As they made their way to the counter, Jaren noted plates and tankards had been left on the tables, midmeal. Odd. They passed the man on the floor who did not pause in his scrubbing. A downward glance told Jaren the puddle he was cleaning was dark red and thicker than wine—blood.

“He-hello. Come in. Please excuse the mess, we’re just cleaning up. An argument got out of hand.” The man at the counter reached for a tankard but knocked it over instead. He looked frantically for a rag and began to mop up the ale. Jumpy little fellow, especially for a barkeep.

“Wh-what can I do for you?” The man shuffled tankards around on the counter, more moving them from place to place than actually cleaning them.

Jaren rested his hands on the counter. “A little early for things to get that out of hand, eh?”

“Just so, but you know how it is. Someone started ranting about the Interrogers and the Tyrant calling forces south. It got rather heated and when the Interrogers get involved there's bound to be blood. Did you need a room?”

A political disagreement certainly wasn’t unheard of, and Tigraeners were given to excess when it came to their drink. Jaren put a few silver coins on the counter. “Two nights. My horse is in the stable.”

“Certainly, certainly.” The man took the silver coins. “If I may ask, sir, where do you hail from?”

“I’m not a sir, I’m a Wolf on business,” Jaren corrected, the words felt strange on his tongue. “I’m traveling from the southwest.”

“He’s a Wolf on business, I’m a bird on business.” Songbird put her hands on the counter, imitating Jaren’s posture, trying to sound formal and important.

He looked at her, teeth clenched, jaw tense. What in the hells are you doing? But she was smiling pleasantly at the barkeep, oblivious.

The barkeep furrowed his brow, confused. “A bird?”

“Bard!” Jaren blurted, bringing his attention back to the man behind the counter. “She meant bard. I’m escorting her to Arga-Pentha.” If I don’t strangle her first.

“Very well. I need a name for the logs, Interrogers’ orders, and all.”

Jaren pressed his lips. That was new. He hadn’t been any further from his cabin than Mulk for so long, it wasn’t out of the realm of possibility if the Interrogers were stepping up their presence in the area.

“I’m Songbird and—”

“We’re from Bariz,” Jaren interrupted. What part about “let me do the talking” did she not understand?

“We’re not from—” Songbird started but Jaren put his hand on top of hers and squeezed her fingers tight. “Ah!” She yelped in response.

He could feel her looking angrily at him.

“I’m Jaret of Bariz, and this is Salvya the Songbird, Bard of Bariz. We’re trying to travel with some discretion, you understand? “

The barkeep tucked the silver coins away. “Very well, Wolf. A room for two nights and your horse in the stable.”

The barkeep disappeared into the back, and they were left with the sound of the coarse horsehair brush on the floor as the other man continued to scrub.

“What—” Songbird started hotly.

“In a moment, lady Salvya. When we reach the room, I’ll answer all your questions then.” He told her with uncharacteristic chivalry, still gripping her hand tightly. The barkeep returned and handed over a key, and explained where their room was, where to wash up, where to clean their clothing, and so forth. Jaren turned from the counter, Songbird following.

He must be new to innkeeping, or the Interrogers are tightening their networks here. Jaren thought as he crossed the common room.

“I was just trying to help. Why didn’t you tell him our real names, or that we were from Mulk?” Songbird asked as they climbed the stairs.

“On the off chance that Rathal has men here in Aixell, they’ll be looking for ‘Jaren of Mulk,’ and he probably heard me say your name at the cabin.” Jaren turned the key in the lock and opened the door to their room. “They’re not idiots, Rathal knows we’re traveling together. If he finds one of us he finds the other. If anyone asks, you tell them your name is Salvya of Bariz.”

Songbird wrinkled her nose. “I hate it.”

“I don’t care.” Jaren dropped the saddlebags at the foot of the bed and began checking the sparse room. There was a single bed opposite the door. A small table sat against the wall to the right with a wash basin and a pitcher, with a single chair. “It’s just for when we’re in town.” Jaren peeked out the window, looking down at the street.

“But why did you have to call me Salvya? Why couldn’t I be Livistainia, or Maylenth, or Wresilea?”

“What kind of names are those?” He checked under the bed and felt along the walls.

Songbird put her hands together in front of her. “Fey names.”

“Exactly. None of those names sound like they’re from a western Tigraen farming community. You need to blend in. Salvya is common, and forgettable.”

She bristled at that. “I’m not common or forgettable.”

“That is an understatement if ever there was one.” When he was satisfied the room was clear he sat down on the bed and dug through the saddlebags until he found one of the small oilskin bags from the crypt.

Ever curious, Songbird came over to see what was inside. Jaren pulled it open, revealing the entire bag to be full of gold coins. “Ooo, pretty.” She reached for the coins, grabbing a few. “What is it?”

“Will you just stop? Put those back.” He was straining to keep his voice level. Powers, she was testing his patience.

“But you have so many, why can’t I have a couple?”

“This is coin, money.” Jaren took the coins from her hand and put them back in the bag before cinching the drawstring. “This is actually quite a lot of money, and if people know we have it, they will try to take it from us. Pretend we don’t have any.” He fished around in the saddlebags for the black oilskin. He looked at it for a long time, debating.

“And what’s that? More coin?”

Moons above, could he not just think in peace for one minute?

“This is something that’s very dangerous. It’s illegal, against the law to have it. If the Interrogers find it, we’ll be in trouble. The Interrogers will arrest us and interrogate us. We could end up in those crow’s cages we saw on our way into town.”

Songbird’s eyes went wide with alarm. Finally. That seemed to get her attention.

“I will keep it on me and you won’t need to worry about it. Don’t ask any more questions about it. Just forget that I have it. This is very important. If you don’t listen to me about anything else, please for Skylae’s sake, listen to me about this. Alright?”

“Okay, okay. I don’t want to end up in a cage.”

“Keep your mouth shut and you won’t.” He stuffed it into his breastplate and then they were off again. 
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Songbird felt overwhelmed by the number of people in Aixell. In Mulk, it had felt deceptively sparse due to the sprawling nature of the town. Here, people crammed into the tight lanes, pinned between buildings and narrow alleys. Songbird felt crowded and anxious, and she pulled the hood on her cloak up, keeping close to Jaren, doing her best to remain unobtrusive as he led her through the city. Even so, she felt the hairs on the back of her neck prickle. She looked over her shoulder, but all she saw was a man in a brown robe shuffling in roughly the same direction as them through the crowd.

Eventually, they arrived in the artisan’s district. Here she was assaulted by a variety of strange and unfamiliar sounds and smells. Hammer on metal rang in the air as blacksmiths pounded away on anvils. She could smell the burning of the coal in the forges and heard the hiss of a blade as it was quenched in a trough of water. There was a grating of a dull axe head being sharpened at a grindstone. She caught the acrid smell of tanning solution, like rotten eggs and urine mixed with oak bark, and the biting scent of lye soaps as they passed the tanner’s section of the district. The steady sound of a planer moving over wood as a carpenter was working made for a subtle, underlying rhythm. Craftsman called out to passersby, hoping for a sale.

It was amidst all this chaos that Jaren somehow found people called a bowyer and a fletcher. As they were looking at bows the bowyer came over to assist them. Songbird loudly and politely reminded Jaren that they didn’t have any coin, pretending just like he had instructed. Jaren had to show the merchant three of his shiny gold coins before he could get any further assistance. After some discussion, he traded those coins for gear. Songbird received a Gazean short bow, extra bowstrings, and a small glove for her drawing hand, as well as two sheaves of arrows and a quiver, topped off with a lecture from Jaren.

“Stop helping. Don’t say anything about coin. Don’t say that we don’t have it, don’t say that we do, just don’t mention it. Are we clear?” Jaren whispered as he ushered her out the door and down the street.

Next, he found a leatherworker. As Jaren was inspecting the armor in the shop, the leatherworker made his way over to them. He appeared quite a bit older than Jaren, with gray hairs streaking his dark hair, especially at his temples. His face was careworn and beginning to wrinkle, but he had a pleasant demeanor.

“Good day to you. May I say, that’s very fine armor you’re wearing. Such exceptional craftsmanship.” The leatherworker admired. He nodded at Jaren’s cloak pin. “Wolves are always welcome in my shop. I’m Attius. Can I help you find anything, sir?”

“I would like to get my companion something a bit more suitable than this vest.” Jaren gestured to Songbird before holding out the soft vest she had worn into the crypt that morning.

Attius took the item in his hands and examined it. “I think we can find something. Are you looking to trade?”

Jaren nodded. “Yes, we need to travel light. For her, probably hard leather. I’m only looking for a breastplate. She’ll be using a bow so pauldrons might get in the way. But a bracer for her drawing hand would be appropriate.”

Attius nodded knowingly. “Have you considered a single pauldron, for her bow arm?”

“I’m just worried about things being too cumbersome for her,” Jaren spoke easily with the man. Songbird studied Jaren’s posture, relaxed and at ease as he conversed with Attius about different styles of pauldrons and armor combinations. She was trying to follow the discussion but didn’t understand much of what they were talking about, and her attention wandered.

She took a tentative step away from Jaren. Then another. He was deeply engaged in his conversation with Attius who was asking something about what sort of combat Jaren’s armor had seen. Curiosity tugged her away to examine the shelves. There were stacks of bracers in various shades of brown and black, some were studded with dull iron, but most were not. There were squares of unfinished leather laid out for purchase, leather bags, and saddlebags, boots, and gloves.

Jaren had a pair of gloves, and she found them fascinating. Hands were still something of a novelty to her and everything that went along with them. She checked again to make sure Jaren and Attius weren’t paying attention before slipping her hands into a pair of leather gloves. They were, of course, too large for her. But she wiggled her fingers anyway feeling the soft leather betwixt them.

Then she saw it. A leather helmet with a plume of horse hair from the top and beautifully embossed horses on the side. She reached out with her gloved hands and picked it up, putting it reverently on her head. The armor was also much too large for her, and it nearly covered her vision, the nose guard extending down to her chin. She turned, and it slid to the side, resting crooked. How do warriors wear these things? Still, she straightened the helmet, fumbling to do so with oversized gloves, wishing Attius had a mirror like Illina’s so she could see how she looked.

Though the helmet had muffled her hearing slightly, Attius’ voice suddenly caught her attention.

“Not to worry, I have just the thing. Lass, I need to take your measurements.”

She froze, but Attius’ laughter filled the shop. Turning slowly, she saw Attius doubled over at the sight of her. Jaren’s eyes were dark, his brow drawn, arms crossed. That was a face that told her a lecture was coming. Songbird pulled the helmet off and put it back on the shelf, followed by the gloves. Jaren stared her down the entire time, frowning

“It’s quite alright,” Attius assured Jaren, wiping his eyes. “Let the lass be.”

Jaren held out his hand, and she relinquished her bow and her quiver. Determined to be undaunted by Jaren’s dour attitude she straightened her shoulders and faced the leather worker.

Attius used a string to measure from her neck down her back, jotting down notes as he went. He had her turn to face him and put her arms out to the sides. “Are you training to be a Wolf as well?” Songbird was about to explain that she wasn’t a wolf, she was a bird when Attius pulled up his sleeves. She let out a sharp gasp. His forearms and hands were crisscrossed with a multitude of faded white marks, more scars than skin.

Jaren shook his head, his eyes warning. Songbird bit her bottom lip and tried not to look, but she couldn’t tear her eyes away. She’d never seen anything quite so grisly.

“It’s quite alright, miss, I know they’re ghastly,” Attius reassured her as he wrapped the string around her bust.

Songbird couldn’t help herself. She gently touched his forearm as he measured around her waist. Attius paused. She carefully took his hand in hers, her fingers tracing his scars. The scars, smooth and hairless, pulled his skin taut. She furrowed her brow, trying to understand. “How?”

Jaren put a hand to his forehead and shook his head. She glared at him in response. Let him be embarrassed or angry or whatever miserable emotion he was ruminating on. He couldn’t stop her from asking questions all the time.

“Interrogers,” Attius explained, placing his other hand over hers as if that one word should have answered her question entirely. She looked at him blankly, not understanding.

“They were trying to root out a cult in Aixell many years ago. It was a group who called themselves ‘The Scourging Flames’. They were determined to bring freedom to Tigraen by taking down the Interrogers and Tyrant. Utter nonsense if you ask me. We need the Tyrant and his Interrogers; their strict laws and diligence keep us safe. They’re willing to do what no one else will to protect us.” He let go of Songbird’s hand.

“They had an especially strong presence here in Aixell. They had done a good job spreading rumors and working the city up into a strong state of paranoia. It was not a good time for us. Toward the end, they were getting bold enough to attack the Interrogers directly. They managed to murder an Interroger and set his body on fire in front of the barracks to send their message. It didn’t take long for the Interrogers to resort to more thorough measures to determine cult members and sympathizers from citizens. They couldn’t take any chances.” Attius held his arms up. “These scars prove my innocence. I can be proud that my suffering helped them root out the evil in the end. It’s a constant reminder to me that I helped keep Tigraen safe.”

Songbird tried to wrap her head around it, but it didn’t make sense. She just looked at him sadly. He gave her a reassuring smile and patted her on the shoulder. “It’s alright, miss, don’t let it upset you. As I said, I consider it a privilege to bear these scars. Don’t give it another thought.”

Songbird just looked away. Attius finished taking measurements and disappeared into the back room.

“You can’t ask questions like that,” Jaren told her sharply.

“Why?” Songbird snapped. She was running out of patience. She’d had quite enough of Jaren bossing her around. Not to mention how hungry she was and anxious. Her nerves were on edge from all the sensations bombarding her. It hit her suddenly that she desperately wanted to be alone, somewhere quiet where she could process all her thoughts.

“Tigraeners don’t talk about these kinds of things. You just can’t go asking complete strangers whatever you like. Stay next to me, keep your hands to yourself, and keep quiet.”

Attius brought out a leather breastplate, a pair of leather bracers, and a single leather pauldron. Jaren had her try them on, and move about. Bend over, twist this way, pull your bowstring, and now turn. When at last he was satisfied, they traded her vest and a few more of Jaren’s gold coins for the armor.

Songbird knew she should be happy, and somewhere deep down, she was indeed very excited; she had a weapon and armor. She was in this now, she could feel it. But her elation was at war with her distress. She was incredibly distraught over Attius’ arms and the story he had told. There was so much she didn’t understand. Her senses felt raw from so much stimulation. She could hear the hammer striking metal against the anvil over the continuous racket of the merchants; the harsh scent of the tanner’s mixtures still stung her nose. People were crammed uncomfortably close most of the time. She missed the quiet of the woods. She felt like she wanted to escape.

As they were getting ready to leave, she paused at the door before going back over to the leatherworker. Songbird touched his forearm lightly. “I’m sorry this happened to you.” She hugged him. Jaren crossed the room and pulled her away from Attius, but the man laughed delightedly. “If I were fortunate enough to have had a daughter, I hope she would have been as dear as you. Tigraen is a harsh place. Please be careful, lass.”

Their last stop was a large stable. Songbird saw large draft horses like Gallop and light horses as well as small ponies. Jaren asked to speak with the stablemaster regarding any horses that might be for sale.

“Hail, Wolf!” A large, burly man in an apron had come to greet them. He was every bit as tall as Jaren, but twice as wide. His hair and beard were dark, but his eyes were kind. He and Jaren began to discuss things like weight and hands and age and temperament, all of which sounded incredibly boring to Songbird’s already tired ears. She was watching one of the stable hands using a strange tool to clean a horse’s hoof. The horse stood obediently as a young man in an apron identical to the stablemaster’s scraped dirt out of the horse’s back hoof.

“— easy temperament, for her to ride.” Jaren’s request suddenly filtered through to Songbird, snapping her attention back to his discussion.

“I can ride Gallop. She’s my horse. You should get a horse for you.“ She looked pointedly at Jaren.

He crossed his arms. “Gallop is too big for you.”

She lifted her chin. “Gallop is perfect for me.”

“You can’t even get into the saddle without my help.”

“It doesn’t matter. I could figure it out.”

Jaren scowled. “Don’t be difficult.”

“If I may.” the stable master interjected as politely as possible. “If the young lass already has a bond with the horse, you may as well let it be. A horse may well choose its own rider. Best to trust the horse’s decision. For you, my good Wolf, I have a spirited gelding who would make an excellent cross-country mount.”

The stable master put his hand on Jaren’s shoulder and turned him away, discussing the prospect of the gelding. Songbird watched as the young stable hand moved to the horse’s other hoof. It wasn’t long before Jaren returned from the stable, leading a young red chestnut gelding with a black mane, tail, and black socks.
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As the sun set over the streets of Aixell, people took to their homes. Jaren led the way back to the Virulent Viper, his new gelding, Deshyr, in tow. Songbird lagged behind, wearing her armor and carrying her bow, staring at her feet as she walked. Her body ached, her stomach growled, her head pounded. Jaren’s stride was so long and so hard to keep up with.

“I hate this town,” she muttered.

Jaren turned around. “What?”

“I hate this town. I hate this. I don’t understand any of it. There’s too much noise! It’s too crowded. I don’t know what the Tyrant is or the Interrogers but they sound terrible. It’s like a den of vipers. Everything seems treacherous. There are so many rules I don’t understand and there’s no escaping anywhere. It’s awful.” She felt herself on the verge of tears.

“You wanted this,” Jaren reminded her callously.

“And I still do!” She retorted. “But I got attacked by some horrible undead thing I never even knew existed until this morning, you got set on fire by a ghost, and I thought you were going to die, leaving me stranded underground; we haven’t eaten since breakfast this morning, much less stopped to rest!“ She put a hand over her left side. “My side hurts, my feet hurt, my chest feels tight. There’s so much going on, I can’t see or smell or think in this place. Can’t we sit somewhere quiet for just one minute!?” Unbidden, tears began to roll down her cheeks.

Jaren winced. “Don’t cry.” He walked over and put an arm around her shoulder, shielding her from any onlookers, glancing around to see if anyone had noticed her outburst. He ushered her down the street in the direction of the Virulent Viper. Deshyr’s hooves were loud against the cobblestone streets. “I didn’t think about what this would be like for you, never having been out of the forest. If it makes you feel any better, I hate cities too. I thought you said Ficiun told you all about this kind of thing?”

“None of Ficiun’s stories were like this.“ She sniffed, wiping her eyes. The weight of Jaren’s arm across her shoulders was reassuring.

Jaren drew his lips into a thin line. “I’m sorry you’ve been so misled. Chin up, just a little bit further till we are back to the tavern where you can eat and rest. Okay?”


Chapter nineteen
Bard
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SONGBIRD FOLLOWED JAREN’S LEAD, pulling the hood on her cloak up as they made their way through the narrow streets in the dusky twilight. Stars were starting to appear in the darkening sky. Uhel was still low on the horizon, his crescent shape gradually fattening each night. The streets were sparsely occupied by now, but that did not stop Jaren from frequently checking over his shoulder or looking down alleyways to make sure they were not being followed. Once Deshyr was safely in the care of the tavern stable, he led Songbird through the courtyard to the main entrance.

A cold wind gusted, a reminder that summer was not yet upon Tigraen. The tavern sign creaked, the viper menacing in the evening light. Jaren pulled the door open and the empty street was flooded with light and noise. Songbird took an involuntary step back, inside seemed worse than outside. But Jaren ushered her over the threshold. Immediately her senses were bombarded with the clamor of patrons talking, shouting, and laughing; dishes and tankards clattered at tables. Barmaids made their way through the crowded common area delivering food or whisking away empty plates. All the lanterns had been lit and a fire was burning in a large fireplace against the far wall.

And then she heard it. In the far corner, a minstrel began to play the lute. Conversations quieted as he began to sing. Songbird was completely mesmerized. The minstrel’s strong voice carried over the din of the tavern, proud and fair as any birdsong she had ever heard. He played beautifully, his fingers dancing across the strings of his lute. Songbird had never heard this kind of music before, and she was utterly captivated. Jaren nudged her toward the stairs, “Do you want to go to the room?”

“I want to listen”—she glanced up at Jaren—“and eat. Can we please eat?”

Jaren shepherded her to a small table out of the way where she would still have a good view of the minstrel. She couldn’t stop staring. He was dressed in the Tigraen fashion but with far more flair than she had seen on anyone yet. His bright red vest was heavily embroidered with all colors of thread, patterned with floral shapes and designs. He had adorned himself with gold and silver jewelry, more than Songbird had seen on anyone. Rings sparkled on his fingers as he plucked his lute strings, bracelets shimmered like sunlight on the water, and his hand moved up and down along the frets. What Songbird found most intriguing was that his skin had a strong red tinge to it and a pair of black horns swept back gracefully from his forehead. Even his horns were decorated with small silver cuffs, the tips were capped with gold. His dark hair was pulled back into a long tail.

His eyes scanned the room, and when they met hers briefly, she saw that they were a striking yellow. He winked and began to sing. Songbird could see long canines in his mouth.

She turned to Jaren to ask, and he caught her hand as she was raising it to point. “He’s helltouched,” he explained quietly as they arrived at the table.

Her eyes widened. “What does that mean?”

“Someone in his ancestry was from Gorothka. A demon, or succubus, or some such.”

Just then a barmaid arrived at their table. Her long skirts had been pulled up and tucked into her belt, and she wore a corset instead of a bodice to accentuate the curves of her breasts and her hips. Clearly, this woman is on the hunt for a mate, Songbird thought as she took in the woman’s appearance.

“Evening! Will you be wanting food, or just drink tonight?”

“Supper for both of us. Mulled wine for her, beer for me.” Jaren answered. Songbird gauged his response carefully. He didn’t seem particularly impressed by her appearance. She wondered what made a female human attractive.

“Just so.” The barmaid smiled, leaning forward and winking at Jaren before heading back to the kitchens, weaving through the crowded room.

Songbird made a face. “How ridiculous. Females should not be flaunting themselves like that for a male’s attention. She’ll never attract a suitable mate that way.”

“No?” Jaren was giving her a curious look. “Seems there is plenty of interest.” He nodded to the center of the common room. The two of them looked to where the barmaid was managing the attention of several male patrons on her way back to the kitchens who appeared very interested in how she was flaunting herself.

“Sure, she’s getting attention, but it’s all the wrong kind of attention. None of those males look like suitable mates to me.” Songbird wrinkled her face to emphasize her disapproval.

“She can earn more coin if she leads them to believe she’s interested. Or maybe she just likes the attention. Or maybe she’s looking for a roll in the hay, and she doesn’t care how suitable he is.”

Songbird tilted her head. “Roll in the hay? Sounds itchy. And what does that have to do with looking for a mate?”

The barmaid returned just then, setting down a tankard of beer for Jaren and a cup of mulled wine for Songbird, followed by two platters of hearty braised oxtails with generous helpings of potatoes and mushrooms in a savory sauce. The minstrel began another lively ballad, and Songbird’s attention wandered from their conversation back to the music. She was ravenous, but she hardly looked at her food while she ate, keeping her eyes fixed on the minstrel with his brightly colored garb and his beautiful music.

Partway through her meal, she tried her mulled wine. Cinnamon, nutmeg, and clove mingled on her tongue as the dark liquid warmed her throat. She wrinkled her face. “First coffee and now this? Why do you humans insist on drinking the most disgusting things?”

“I hoped you would like it.” Jaren gestured to her cup with his tankard, “If you can drink a little, it might help you not feel quite so anxious.”

She pushed the cup away from her in response. “I don’t like the flavor, something doesn’t feel right against my tongue.” She struggled to explain. Her mouth felt dry, and her tongue prickled as the spices lingered on her palette.

“You don’t like how it’s seasoned I would guess.” Jaren sipped his own beer. Aixell, along with most of the northern regions, was infamous for heavy, dark, stout beers. “Would you like to try mine?”

Songbird shook her head remembering the horrible coffee from that morning. “No. You certainly can’t be trusted when it comes to drinks. I’ll stick to water.”

The minstrel paused, taking a long drink from his tankard. He adjusted the tuning pegs on his lute. “Now then my fine ladies and gentlemen,” he shouted above the noise, “the time has come. Let us sing a song of Tigraen.” The patrons had been moderately attentive until now, but even the most disinterested among them raised their cups in response.

The minstrel stood and began strumming his lute, humming the melody. A hush fell over the tavern as the melancholy notes filled the air. As his fingers plucked the strings, a few people began to hum as well. The minstrel continued the notes of his lute keen against the deep humming in the tavern. The air came alive with sound, and it stirred something deep within Songbird. This was special; she could tell.

Then the minstrel began to sing. The whole tavern was humming now, creating a low thrum in the air. The bard’s tenor voice rose above the patrons’ deep resonant sound, strong, proud, and sad. People began to pound their fists against the tables, adding a slow, steady undertone. Songbird closed her eyes as she listened.

Blood on the snow and a village aflame
And a horde turning southward to ravage the land
But there on the road stands a small lonely figure
Just a girl from the farm, her staff in her hand

Loud laughs the demon commanding the hellions
Tall stands the farm girl, determined and still
He speaks in a voice full of brimstone and thunder
“Tell me how many more of these fools must I kill?”

How many souls must fall to the fire?
How many souls must the dark overcome?
How many souls till Tigraen must fall?
Said the girl to the devil, “Every last one.”

Though heavy the odds that are weighted against us
The last chance for victory long dead and gone
When others would quail and when all hope has failed
With the spirit of steel, we keep soldiering on.

How many souls must fall to the fire?
How many souls must the dark overcome?
How many souls till Tigraen must fall?
Said the girl to the devil, “Every last one.”

So stand in the fire and sing in the shadows
Scream out defiance in the teeth of the storm
And should the day come when our nation is conquered
Damn sure there’ll be none of us left here to mourn.

How many souls must fall to the fire?
How many souls must the dark overcome?
How many souls till Tigraen must fall?
Said the girl to the devil, “Every last one.”

So, we shout to the devil, every last one!”


All the patrons sang along with the chorus. The barmaids sang. The barkeep sang. Jaren added his own deep, sonorous voice to the mix, startling Songbird. She studied his face carefully in the warm light, and the sound of his voice ran through her. His was a song of strength and of sorrow, of fortitude, of courage, of victory at great cost and bitter loss; it was the song of one whose mettle had been tested time and again. Here, before her, was a man whose worth could not be determined by colorful clothing or jewelry but whose worth had been forged in battle and tempered in the wilds. A man who would fight to defend her unto his dying breath, if necessary, not for glory or gold, but simply because the Powers had shaped him thus.

Songbird was suddenly very aware of her body. Her stomach betrayed her, fluttering like a hummingbird. She thought maybe she understood a little better why Illina said that women had competed for his attention.

With the last line of the song everyone in the tavern shouted “Every Last One!” Drinks were raised, tankards clanked together, and cheers erupted from around the room.

With the song was over, Songbird felt deeply saddened. She couldn’t explain exactly why, but something in the song had moved her. It was similar to the feeling she had experienced when she had been talking to the man in the leather shop earlier. She felt small and alone in a sea of noise and chaos. The urge to be somewhere quiet resurfaced. She turned to Jaren, “I’d like to go back to the room now, please.” There was something plaintive in her tone.

He raised an eyebrow at her. “Very well.” Taking one last sip of his stout, he pushed back from the table and led Songbird through the crowd to the stairs. As they headed up, Songbird gave one last look across the common area, trying to take in every detail to imprint the hell-touched minstrel’s face and his voice into her memory.
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Jaren leaned up against the wall smoking his pipe. The noise of the common room was muffled and distant. He watched Songbird unbuckle her pauldron and carefully set it aside. She had surprised him earlier, asking to help him don his armor. She was the first woman who had ever asked to help him into his armor. Usually, women were only interested in helping him out of it. Songbird twisted, unbuckling her breastplate. She pulled it over her head and set it down against the wall before turning to Jaren.

“That last song, there’s something special about it, isn’t there? Where did it come from?”

“It’s been a part of Tigraen since we were first plagued by the Gorothkan forces.” He exhaled, smoke drifting toward the ceiling in lazy wisps.

“And what about the farm girl? The one who stood against the demon. Who was she? What happened to her?” She was looking at Jaren, mid-way through unlacing her bracer. “Did she fight? Did she win? What happened?”

Moons above, so many questions. Jaren took a long draw on his pipe before slowly exhaling. “Perhaps she inspired courage in others, and they rallied to her aid, and she changed the course of battle. Perhaps she held off the horde long enough for a child to have a chance to escape. Perhaps she died, but perhaps she lived and went on to do more good things.”

“Why didn’t the song tell us?” She lamented as she went back to unlacing her bracer.

Jaren considered. “Not all questions get answers. There’s a good lesson there. We’ll never know the results of our actions in advance; we can only do the best we can do and hope the outcome is fortuitous. Tigraeners sing this song for courage, for strength in the face of overwhelming odds. What happens to us in the end isn’t as important as the difference you can make in the present. What can you do right now in this moment to defeat the darkness? Because you never know when your demise will come. The song reminds us to consider that. That taking action is better than not.”

Songbird pulled her bracer off. “But how do you know what the best thing to do is? How do you know if what you did made any difference? What if you make a mistake? What if you make a mistake and someone gets hurt or dies?”

That hit a little too close to home. A hailstorm of sorrow, regret, and shame pummeled him. How dare she? She’d never had to face anything like what he’d been through, never had to make decisions where someone’s life was at stake. Anger burned in his chest. “You’re worried about someone getting hurt. Like someone close to you? Like family?”

Songbird wouldn’t look at him, perhaps sensing her misstep. She picked absently at the cord on her other bracer.

“Why do you want to go face Arzinock?” He asked, pinning her with his stare.

“Well, because…” Songbird stammered, “I… I have to. It’s my quest.”

“Why do you have to?“ Jaren pressed. “This isn’t a game or happy fey story. I don’t know what kind of nonsense Ficiun filled your head with, but sometimes we do make mistakes, despite our best intentions, and sometimes those mistakes cost lives, sometimes even the lives of those closest to us.” Jaren’s voice cracked. He took a breath and cleared his throat, trying to douse the fire of his anger. “I need to have someone with me who I can count on. If you’re going to take on a denizen of Gorothka, you’ve got to have conviction, Songbird. You can’t just be in this for the fun of it. There are risks involved. Serious risks. So, I’ll ask you again, why do you want to come with me?”

“I want to help!” She was suddenly fierce, matching his energy. “I want to be someone who made a difference. I want to do what others can not or will not. I want to do something good in this world!”

That was not the answer he had been expecting, and her sudden intensity surprised him. He felt something inside him soften as he looked at her. She faced him, hands balled into fists, jaw set, eyes hard. Moons above, she was so naive, but she burned with such determination.

Jaren crossed the room and gently took her hand. He turned her arm over and began to unlace her right bracer for her. “I want you to really think about this,” he said around his pipe clenched in his teeth. “Who are you helping? What risks are you willing to take for them? By the end of this, we’re going to face much worse than what we encountered this morning. Are you prepared to see this all the way through knowing that? Is your reason enough for you to stay the course, even when it gets difficult, even if all hope seems lost?”

Songbird opened her mouth to respond, but Jaren put his hand up, halting her. “Don’t answer me now. I want you to really give it some consideration. Understand?”

She nodded.

“Good.” He gently pulled the bracer off her wrist and handed it to her. “You should get some rest.”
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Songbird lay awake for a long time. She was exhausted, her body was tired, but her mind would not settle down enough to let her fall asleep. Maybe Jaren was right, and I should have tried to drink the wine, she thought. The song echoed through her mind, the haunting melody continuing to tug at her heartstrings. She shifted her thoughts to Jaren’s words, replaying their conversation in her head. Did she want to do this? Did she have any idea what she was really up against? What was her alternative?

She pictured herself going back to Reven Wood and asking Ficiun to turn her back into a bird. No. She certainly wasn’t ready for that, and she couldn’t leave Jaren all alone. She had promised to look after him. She thought about what would have happened if Jaren had left her back in Mulk with Illina. She pictured herself bringing bolts of fabric to Illina, and washing laundry, and learning to sew. She frowned. That left a bitter taste in her mouth. Surely, she was made for more than sewing. But was she willing to risk her life? She looked over at Jaren who was snoring softly, sound asleep, and then back up at the dark ceiling.

Ficiun had always taken care of the woods and the creatures in it. Why hadn’t he told her what to expect? She was feeling less and less sure about his reasons for changing her. If those from Shalokar’s court couldn’t be trusted, who else could she turn to? She remembered the marble pillar outside of Mulk and the carving of the winged man with the falcon and the bow.

“Tolkern, Swift Lord of the Sky, the falcons and the owls revere you. The eagles speak of your strength and the hawks of your skill. I’m not a mighty eagle or a swift falcon. I don’t know if you can hear me or even if you would listen to a little songbird.” She felt a little silly. She’d never prayed before, not really. She’s seen Jaren do it, but she wasn’t sure how it was supposed to work, exactly. Determined, she pressed on, “Tolkern, please watch over us. Please help me to find my path. And please take care of Jaren. Thank you.” Satisfied with her prayer she rolled over and tried once more to go to sleep.


Memories – The Approach


HOT WIND HOWLED THROUGH the arid countryside. Jaren’s pack trudged their way up the mountain toward the ruined fortress, making their way through tall, dried grasses and scraggly bristlecone pines. The trail was steep, and the going was slow.

Pausing to catch his breath, Jaren looked up the trail to see his brother Feyn had also stopped. Jaren had always been told they could have passed for twins, but he felt the two of them could not have been more different. Feyn was outgoing and expressive, quick to smile or laugh. Jaren preferred a beard while Feyn rebelliously shaved his face near daily. Jaren kept his hair shorter, just long enough to pull it into a tail, while Feyn’s hair was longer than Wrinnit’s. Jaren snorted. Twins indeed. But Powers save the man who tried to harm his little brother.

Their fighting styles were as different as their attitudes. Feyn wore the trademark robes of a wizard, dark green to match his eyes. He was currently leaning on his ornate staff. He’d always been bookish by nature, and magic seemed to suit his curious and enigmatic nature. Jaren, by contrast, wore heavy studded leather armor with a wolf emblazoned on the chest. He gripped the hilt of his sword in one hand, breathing heavily from the climb.

Jaren looked ahead, past Feyn. Wrinnit was in the lead. She was wiping her brow, looking back to see how the rest of the pack was fairing. She was dressed for ranging, with a light leather breastplate over her tunic, loose pants, high boots, and a cloak that flapped in the breeze. She held a short bow in one hand.

Jaren turned behind them. Alceas brought up the rear. The cleric wore a metal breastplate emblazoned with Skylae’s flaming sword; the cross guard of the hilt acted as the beam for a set of scales. His chainmail clinked against the inside of the breastplate as he huffed his way up the mountain pass. He paused, pushing his dirty blonde hair out of his sweaty face. He grinned up at everyone before putting his hands on his knees and gasping for breath. Climbing a mountain in chainmail and half plate was no easy task. But Alceas had an easy nature and was slow to complain. He’d been Jaren’s best friend since they were boys.

The ruins loomed ahead, jutting out of the mountainside. The fort had long fallen into disrepair but was far from abandoned. As the pack reached the castle wall Wrinnit held up her hand in a signal to stop. She disappeared into the scrub for several minutes, scouting the way ahead. When she came back, everyone pulled together in a tight circle.

“There’s a hole in the wall just ahead. I didn’t see any guard posted, so it should provide us an easy way to slip in undetected.” She said quietly.

“Let’s go over the plan again.” Jaren pulled out a piece of parchment.

“Tolwyn’s Truth, Jaren. How many times are we going to go over it? You lectured us through breakfast this morning.” Feyn complained.

Undeterred, Jaren unfolded the paper revealing a crudely sketched map of the castle’s layout. “I will not compromise the safety of our pack. Now, we should be about here.” He said tapping the parchment. “My informant told me that Arzinock’s lair is down in the lowest level of the fortress, in the dungeon. The cultists should be preparing to summon him fully into this realm very soon now. We need to make sure we kill the head priestess to stop the ritual.”

“How many cultists are posted here?” Alceas asked, lightly tapping the head of his mace into the palm of his hand.

“The last I heard from our informant, there were only about two dozen, and for them to cover this whole fort means they’ll be stretched pretty thin,” Jaren answered. “However—”

“Why don’t we go in like we did that one time in Kolja-Sorja when we went into that bandit’s fortress on the coast?” Feyn interrupted. Jaren scowled at his brother.

“No.” Alceas countered. “We should do as Jaren talked about this morning. We do this like we did the Basilisk lair down in Draklund. Hit them hard and fast before they have a chance to react. Our top priority should be to kill the priestess before she can summon the demon. We cannot let her complete the ritual no matter the cost.”

Jaren rubbed his forehead. “Look, I don’t know how reliable our informant is. They claimed they defected, but it was weeks ago, and I really don’t know if much of their information is still accurate, so I think we need to be as cautious as possible.”

“All the caution in the world won’t help us if she succeeds in summoning the demon,” Alceas insisted. “There is an artifact that she’ll be using to help her summon him. That or it gives her some sort of leverage over the demon, if we can destroy it, we should. Right, Feyn?”

Feyn nodded. “On that at least, we agree. But I still think going in quiet-like will be the best way to get that done. If we need to hurry, then we don’t want to waste time fighting. We risk letting them know we’re here.”

“I’m in agreement with Feyn on this,” Wrinnit said before looking over her shoulder. She had an arrow nocked on her bowstring.

“Of course, you would side with your husband.” Alceas teased. “Jaren, you’re going to be the deciding vote. Stick to the plan with your best friend, or change our strategy and go with your brother’s recommendation?”

Jaren pinched the bridge of his nose and shut his eyes. “This has nothing to do with choosing sides, and everything to do with what is going to get the job accomplished the fastest. There’s a lot at stake here and the longer we stand here bickering the less time we have to actually do what we came here to do.”

Alceas held up his hands in mock surrender. “Fine, I concede, we go in quiet-like. Get the jump on these skarkbrains and send them straight to Geth’s door, but only if we can go straight for the ceremony, no slinking around in the shadows too long. We go quick and quiet.”

“It’s settled then.” Jaren decided. “We take the best of both plans.”

Alceas raised his hands over his three companions. “Skylae, holy maiden of justice, please bless us, your humble servants, as we do your work. Watch over us as we march into the lair of evil. Guide us to a swift victory. Grant us your protection, keep these warriors safe from harm, and should any of us fall, bring us swiftly into your fold. Praise be to Skylae.”

Alceas touched each of the party members on the top of their bowed heads. Jaren felt the familiar tingle of divine magic upon him as Alceas placed his hand upon his shoulder. When the blessing was over, everyone looked up at each other, nodding again. Wrinnit stepped next to Feyn, and he touched his forehead to hers. “This is the last one.” he whispered to her, “We’ve got more than enough, we’ll buy a farm back in Mulk, settle down, raise our family.”

Despite their whispering, Jaren caught most of what they had said. He watched as both of their eyes drifted down toward Wrinnit’s stomach. Sweet Mersey Jaren thought, as Feyn and Wrinnit stole a tender kiss.

Jaren felt his conviction waiver. Perhaps they should go back. Jaren could find someone else to help him, request help from the Black Bulls or the Interrogers. Maybe he had misunderstood. Surely Feyn would have told him if Wrinnit was—

“Alright,” Alceas said, interrupting his thoughts. The cleric stepped through the group, taking the lead. He made for the broken part of the wall. “We go to smite a demon.”


Chapter twenty
Interrogers
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JAREN DREAMED OF HIS BROTHER last night. He was having a hard time stomaching his breakfast. Songbird, on the other hand, slathered a heaping gob of butter onto the hot bread and attacked her breakfast with wild abandon. Jaren shook his head as he bit into a savory sausage, seasoned with fennel and oregano, trying to force the food down.

“I love bread,” Songbird sighed wistfully as she took another bite.

Jaren sat across the small table, studying her. She had put on the dress that Illina had given her and then insisted on wearing her leather breastplate over it instead of the bodice, as well as the bracers. It certainly wasn’t a style common among the women of Tigraen, but Jaren decided it seemed to suit Songbird well.

The tavern door opened and a woman in a black dress walked into the common area. She had a red surcoat over her dress which sported intricate embroidery across the back. The embroidery depicted the image of a sort of ouroboros, a snake curled in a circle. But instead of eating its own tail, the head of the snake was being cleaved from its body by a sword. This was sigil of the Interrogers. This snake was only coiled one time. The few patrons seated throughout the room turned their attention steadfastly to their breakfast and conversations lulled to quiet whispers.

Jaren watched the woman cross the room and approach the barkeep. Her mousy brown hair had been braided and wrapped around like a crown to keep it out of her face and to prevent anyone from getting a hold of it. She walked with confidence, despite her apparent lack of weaponry, and Jaren wondered if she was perhaps a caster. She exchanged words with the same nervous looking man who had attended to them yesterday. The barkeep nodded several times before he scanned the room and pointed directly at Jaren and Songbird. The woman crossed the common room heading straight to them. Jaren groaned. Songbird looked up from her breakfast to see what was going on.

“Interroger. Don’t say a word,” Jaren warned under his breath, “let me do the talking.”

Before Songbird could ask any questions, the woman stopped next to the table. “Jaret of Bariz?”

“How can I be of assistance?” Jaren placed his hands on the table, in plain view, attempting to appear as nonthreatening as possible.

The woman glanced at Songbird. “Who’s this?”

“That is Salvya of Bariz,” he explained politely. Songbird wrinkled her nose but took another bite of her breakfast and said nothing. The woman looked them over before lowering her voice. “I’m looking for Jaren of Mulk and Songbird. You seem to fit their description quite well. We’ve received word from Tibus, apothecary of Mulk on behalf of Sir Hardric, that they were in need of assistance and might be coming this way. You wouldn’t happen to know where I could find them, would you?”

Jaren kept his expression carefully neutral. If Tibus had sent word ahead of them by pigeon, and notified the Interrogers here, it was entirely likely that they were on the lookout for him. But then why had they not stopped him at the gate? Should he have stopped and checked in with the local office yesterday? He had no reason not to trust the Interrogers, but he was suddenly hesitant to explain his situation in its entirety. Something felt off about this exchange.

“We just want to discuss what happened in Mulk and get a description of the culprits so that we can notify our other sects and begin searching,” the woman added reassuringly.

Jaren nodded slowly. “I didn’t quite catch your name?”

“Briarine, Interroger of Aixell.” The woman gestured to the door. “If you’ll both come with me.”

Jaren slowly stood up from the table. There was a nagging doubt in the back of his mind. He didn’t remember telling Tibus he had planned to make for Aixell. Had Tibus just sent pigeons in all directions? That didn’t seem like Tibus at all. As he couldn’t think of a good excuse not to go, the safest thing to do was to go along quietly for the time being.

He had donned his armor before breakfast, but his sword was upstairs. Songbird was also wearing her breastplate, and he could see her dagger buckled to her side. Just so. We have one weapon at least. She looked at him, confused. Jaren nodded subtly to her, and she stood as well.

The Interroger Briarine led them out of the tavern and into the morning.
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Something felt amiss, but Jaren couldn’t place his finger on it. His gut told him that he was missing something crucial. Listening to his intuition had saved him more times than he could remember so he knew not to ignore it. Interroger Briarine led them down several side streets and narrow alleys. It wasn’t long before he realized that they were headed in the direction of the industrial district, where bulk grains and goods were stored by wealthy merchants.

“With respect, Interroger Briarine, I seem to recall the barracks being in the opposite direction.”

“Just so,” she said lightly. “We’re circling around the long way.”

Jaren frowned. “For what reason?” He noticed Songbird seemed to perk up beside him, attentive.

The Interroger scowled, doing nothing to hide her irritation. “Are you questioning me?”

They came out of the alley into a small courtyard of sorts. Jaren gauged their surroundings. There were storehouses to the front and right of them with a large stack of crates to the left blocking most of the main road. It appeared as though a large shipment was being delivered to one of the other storehouses in the district and the half-loaded cart had broken an axel, delaying the whole process, and creating a crude but effective blockade. There was a distinct lack of workers in the immediate area. He didn’t like this.

He crossed his arms and looked at the woman. “I am, in fact.” She turned to face him. He was finally able to get another good look at her and silently berated himself for not realizing sooner. “Where’s your ranking pin?” Jaren gestured to her surcoat. “And shouldn’t you be working with a partner? I didn’t think Interrogers worked in the field independently.”

Slowly the pieces started clicking into place. He kept his voice calm and level. “That barkeep, the nervous one with the shaved head, he’s with you, isn’t he? The Interrogers aren’t really requiring tavern ledgers. Even if your network is that large, do you have any idea how much trouble you could be in for impersonating an Interroger? You just go your way, we’ll go our way, no one has to get hurt, okay?”

The woman put her fingers to her lips and whistled. One of the warehouse doors opened and men poured into the street. Jaren counted at least eight. He could see Songbird in his peripheral vision. Maybe if he could create an opening she could run for help. Except, she would have no idea where to go, or how to get help, and there was no time to explain to her how to ask for the real Interrogers. Jaren looked over his shoulder at the narrow alley they had used to enter the street, which was now occupied by three large men, cutting off their escape. He turned, pulling Songbird’s dagger from its sheath at her hip.

“Five-hundred gold to the man who brings him in alive,” Briarine shrieked.

These were all large, brutish men; hired thugs, by the look of them. They were armed with clubs, but none of them had any armor. Past experience dictated these men would likely try to win by brute force and numbers, not with skill or tactics.

Sir Hardric’s voice found its way to the surface of Jaren’s memory, “When faced with overwhelming odds, use overwhelming violence to give yourself the upper hand.” He gripped the hilt of Songbird’s dagger. So be it.

The first man advanced on Jaren, a second one close on his heels. The thug hefted his club in a slow but flashy overhead swing. Jaren rushed forward and jammed the dagger deep into the side of the man’s neck. His blue eyes widened in shock, and Jaren yanked the dagger out and stabbed him again, and again, warm blood splattering his face with each blow. The man grabbed at his throat and fell to his knees.

Jaren immediately went for the second man, who only managed an awkward swing. Jaren ducked under the club and stabbed the man in the soft flesh of his armpit, he jerked the blade backward and forwards before wrenching it out of the wound. The man stumbled away, blood pouring from his armpit. Jaren advanced and stabbed him in the face, the blade skidding off the skull leaving a long gouge through the man’s cheek. Not lethal but certainly terrifying.

The remaining thugs looked at each other, suddenly hesitant to advance on Jaren. That second of hesitation was all he needed. Jaren grabbed Songbird’s hand and broke into a run. Just maybe they could make it.

“Get them!” Briarine screamed, but the men were already moving after Jaren.

One of the thugs darted forward, grabbed Songbird’s long braid, and pulled her back. She shouted as her hand was ripped from Jaren’s. With all the fury of a wet cat, Songbird turned on the thug as he tried to pin her arms to her side. He struggled to hold onto her as his comrades went after Jaren. Jaren spun around as soon as he felt Songbird’s hand leave him, and one of the cultists clubbed him right in the chest, knocking the air out of him. Struggling to breathe, Jaren staggered sideways, but it was too late. He was surrounded.

They descended on him like a pack of wild dogs. Jaren did his best to keep his guard up, swinging wildly with Songbird’s dagger, and leaving several bloody gashes in his wake, but he was quickly forced to take a knee as clubs rained down on him from all sides. Desperate, he lunged at the closest man to him driving Songbird’s dagger into whatever flesh he could find. Stars exploded across his vision as a blow landed against the side of his head. He dropped to all fours. He took a vicious kick in the gut that knocked him down. Jaren curled into a fetal position trying to protect his head from the onslaught of blows. Somewhere beyond the thugs, Briarine was shouting. “Don’t kill him, we need him alive!”
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Songbird struggled to breath. The brute had managed to get one arm wrapped around her neck. She kicked frantically. She tucked her chin and bit down on his arm as hard as she could. The tang of warm salt and iron filled her mouth as she drew blood. “You Hylarrscat!” The thug grabbed a handful of hair at the back of her head, dropped to his knees, and shoved her face against the ground. He straddled her, forcing her head down, jamming her cheek against the cold, dirty cobblestones, his other hand pulling one of her arms behind her back, wrenching her shoulder. Songbird tried to suck in a breath but choked on the stench of horse piss and refuse.

“Interrogers!” Someone shouted.

All at once, everything stopped.

Songbird could see two people at the edge of her vision. They were wearing long red coats, and as they passed her, she was able to make out the Interroger ouroboros emblazoned in beautiful embroidery across their backs. She hadn’t been able to get a very good look at them, but even from this angle, she could see that one of them was hell-touched.

The men who had been attacking Jaren dropped their clubs and fled. Songbird was suddenly able to breathe again as the man on top of her let go of her, got to his feet, and ran. She immediately scrambled over to Jaren. She cringed when she saw him. He was covered in blood, his face already starting to bruise. He wheezed a little when he breathed.

“Oh Jaren…” she gingerly touched his shoulder. He struggled to open his eyes. She glanced over her shoulder, maybe these Interrogers could help her. They were advancing on Briarine, their backs to her. The shorter of the two of them had a mace, while the taller one held no visible weapon, though they both had daggers on their belts along with an assortment of pouches of varying sizes.

“Songbird,” Jaren managed.

She whipped her attention back to him. “What do I do? How do I help you?”

“When they talk to you… be polite no matter what. And… do what they tell you to do… Don’t lie to them… they’ll know.” His speech was labored. He winced, obviously pained as he reached under his armor and pulled out the black oilskin cloth and pressed it into her hands. “Whatever you do… do not let them find this. We need this… and if they find it… we may very well hang. At best, it’ll end up in some Interroger vault… and our quest will be over. If they get this… we fail. If we fail, all of Tigraen will burn.”

Songbird felt the blood drain from her face as she stuffed the oilskin under her armor the same way she had seen Jaren do. She felt sick. Jaren closed his eyes and put his head down. “Jaren?” She tried to keep her voice from quivering. He didn’t answer, but he was still breathing. Shaken, terrified, but determined, she pulled her dagger out of his bloody hand and turned her attention to the Interrogers. Their backs were to her and they had cornered Briarine. She could see on their coats the same snake, except instead of being coiled just one time in a circle like on Briarine’s clothing, their snakes were coiled many times in a twisting design.

“Well, Istvan, what do you think we have here?” the stocky Interrogers asked as he turned to the helltouched.

Istvan, the helltouched man, was tall and well muscled, even under his robes. His skin was tinged much darker than the minstrel’s had been. Black horns, which were almost as long as Songbird’s forearm, grew straight upwards. There would never be any hiding of his heritage. “Cultist scum. Impersonating an Interroger no less!”

Briarine retrieved a small vial out of a pocket, pulled the stopper, and downed the contents.

“Oh. Now that’s a shame,” the first Interroger said, shaking his head. Within seconds, Briarine began to convulse. She dropped the vial and staggered backward. Istvan bent down and picked up the vial. He sniffed it and gave Briarine a disgusted look. “Pathetic.”

Istvan dropped the vial and opened one of the pouches on his belt. He pulled out another small vial and advanced on Briarine. He grabbed her roughly by the chin and forced her head back. “You don’t get to die until I say you can die.” He pulled the cork with his teeth, forced her mouth open, and dumped the liquid down her throat. He immediately dropped the vial and clamped his other hand over her mouth, pinching her nose shut with his thumb and index finger.

The first man shook his head again. “They always choose the hard way.” He turned his attention to Songbird, who had not moved. She was sitting next to an unconscious Jaren holding her dagger defensively. The Interroger had a salt and pepper beard though his head was balding. Songbird saw that his face was not unkind. In a way, he reminded her of Pa Tibus.

Two more Interrogers made their way onto the scene and moved to help Istvan as Briarine continued to convulse. They nodded as they passed. “Hail, Modo.”

He nodded back to them. “Benif, Rufon.”

Songbird had positioned herself between Jaren and the Interrogers, warily eyeing Modo as he approached.

“Hello there. Seems like you’re in a bit of trouble, aren’t you?” His voice was surprisingly gentle. Songbird nodded to him. He crouched down in front of her, but well out of reach of her dagger, approaching her the same way someone might try to coax a wounded animal out from hiding. “What’s your name, lass?”

“Songbird.”

“Alright Songbird, now I want you to give me the dagger.” He spoke slowly, in a low voice. Songbird found it oddly comforting despite the situation.

She started to hold her dagger out, then hesitated. “Will you help Jaren if I give it to you?” Modo raised his eyebrows in surprise. Songbird immediately sensed she shouldn’t have tried to bargain. But what choice did she have? She wasn’t going to let Jaren die in the streets like this.

“Things will go very, very badly for you if you don’t give me your weapon,” he told her in the same, low, calm voice. She sensed he wasn’t threatening, merely stating the facts. Songbird swallowed but didn’t move. Could he tell how scared she was? She tried not to show it and fought to keep her hands from shaking. The Interroger looked at Jaren. His nose was bleeding, and one of his eyes was beginning to swell shut. “Is this Jaren? He’s your friend?”

“Yes.” She set the dagger down in front of herself and slid it across the cobblestones to Modo. “Please help him.”

“Good decision, I knew you were a smart lass.” Modo picked up her dagger and tucked it into his belt. “Do you have any other weapons on you?”

“No.”

“I need you to move back,” he instructed. Jaren had done nothing but warn her about how dangerous these Interrogers were, and to stay away from them. “Just move over to the other side of him.” Modo gestured, his voice low and calm and steady. Songbird reluctantly crawled to the far side of Jaren. Modo moved forward to check Jaren’s pulse. He had to adjust Jaren’s breastplate to reach his neck and saw Jaren’s old silver wolf cloak pin catch the sunlight. Modo unclipped it and held it up, examining it in the light.

Songbird found that she had clenched her fists. Be polite, she reminded herself. “That’s Jaren’s. Please don’t take it.”

“Your friend Jaren is a Silver Wolf?” Modo seemed surprised.

“He is, or, he was, I think. He didn’t talk about it much the last few years, but his sister told me he used to be one,” she explained nervously. Be polite, Jaren had told her, and honest. She was trying her best to do both. Putting her thoughts together to make a coherent statement seemed harder than it should have been.

“This is an old pin,” the Interrogers told her as he tucked it away into one of the many pockets in his coat. “I’ll see what I can do for your friend. I’ll give it back to him when he wakes up.”

One of the Interrogers who had come late to the scene passed them on his way out, dragging Briarine along, who was sobbing. She had vomited all over herself. Modo stood up as Istvan approached. “This is Jaren, he’s a Silver Wolf. I’ll take him to Mersey’s temple. Benif can help me. I assume you’ll be wanting to question our imposter right away?”

“Obviously.” Istvan snorted. Songbird got a good look at him for the first time. He might have been handsome if his expression wasn’t so cruel. His yellow eyes regarded her with some measure of disgust, or irritation. She couldn’t be sure which.

“This is Songbird. Will you take her back to the barracks with you and have her wait in our office?”

“Wait,” Songbird blurted. “What are the barracks? Can I go with Jaren, please? I promise I won’t get in the way.” The thought of being separated from him in this awful city was more than she wanted to stomach. She squeaked as Istvan grabbed her roughly by the arm and pulled her to her feet. Songbird looked desperately back and forth between Modo and Istvan. “Why can’t I go with Jaren? Is he going to be ok?”

Istvan shook her once, hard. “Quiet.” His voice was piercing and final, like the wind across a frozen lake. Songbird wondered what had happened to him to cut him off so completely from the emotions of others.

“Come now, Istvan, she’s bewildered and quite terrified. Go easy on the poor girl.” Modo looked at Songbird. “This is Istvan, my partner, he’s a little rough around the edges, but he means well. You’ll be safer with us for the time being, so we’re going to take you with us and ask you some questions; and then when your friend Jaren comes to get you, you can go with him.”

Songbird didn’t like this. She thought about running, but Istvan’s grip on her arm was painfully tight, and she knew there was no escape at the moment. Jaren had said to do what they told her, and she trusted Jaren. “Alright.”

Istvan grunted and pulled her away, heading around the crates and out of the alley. Songbird looked over her shoulder as Modo and Benif knelt next to Jaren, each one gathering an arm and pulling him to his feet.

Please Tolkern, she prayed silently, please keep him safe.


Chapter twenty-one
Truth
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SONGBIRD SQUIRMED IN HER SEAT. The bench was hard and uncomfortable, and she had been sitting for a very long time. She was in a small office; there was a large, dark, wooden desk to one end of the room opposite the bench she was on. A single high-backed chair, also made from dark wood, stood ominously in the center of the space, and it faced the desk. Modo, who arrived just recently, sat at the desk, his quill scratching across the parchment as he wrote his report. The room was otherwise bare save for a lantern hanging from the ceiling.

A new wave of screams echoed down the corridor. This has been going on for hours, sudden bouts of screaming and pleading followed by long stretches of unnerving silence. There was a break in the desperate wailing, and Modo’s quill scraping the parchment sounded unbearably loud in the sudden stillness. Songbird shuddered.

Heavy footsteps sounded down the hallway, and Songbird sat up just as the door opened. Istvan strode into the room, his red coat flaring out behind him. “She’s told us all she’s going to tell us. Now, where’s that other woman?”

Modo pointed to Songbird with the feathered end of his quill as he glanced up from his work. “Gently, Istvan.”

Istvan turned, his hard yellow eyes falling on her. His gaze made her want to shrink away and hide. The white cloth Istvan was using to wipe his hands was turning red. He set the bloody rag on the desk and gestured for Songbird to come and sit in the chair.

Songbird sat frozen. She tried to make her body move, but she didn’t want to be anywhere near him. Istvan’s eyes narrowed, and he took a step toward her menacingly. After hours of listening to Briarine scream down the hallway, her imagination conjured up all sorts of terrible things he would do to her if she did not comply. Songbird scrambled to her feet and made for the chair as quickly as she could. This chair was somehow even more uncomfortable than the bench. The seat was narrow, and the back of the chair loomed behind her like a guard. There was no padding, though the wood had been worn smooth over the years. Istvan, who seemed appeased, leaned back against the desk and crossed his arms, his gaze moving over her, assessing her.

“Let’s start with some simple questions,” Istvan suggested. “What is your name?”

Jaren had told her she was supposed to tell people she was Salvya of Bariz. But he’d also instructed her not to lie to these people. She’d also already told Modo her name was Songbird. Which was the safest course of action? Istvan tapped his fingers impatiently against his arm. He was clearly not someone who was used to having to wait.

“Songbird.”

He continued to drum his fingers against his arm. “Songbird?”

“Yes. Songbird.”

“Okay, Songbird. Where are you from?” His teeth flashed as he spoke, like a hungry beast displaying his canines. His eyes held no mercy.

Songbird looked at the floor in front of his feet to avoid his gaze. “Reven Wood, near Mulk.”

“Reven Wood, near Mulk?” He waited, expectant.

Unable to stand the silence, she continued. “Yes. We stopped here to get supplies before heading back south.” She decided that the less she disclosed to them, the better.

Istvan pretended to examine his fingernails. “Here to gather supplies. I see.”

“Well, yes,” Songbird said. “But first we went to the temple of Kyleria.”

“The temple of Kyleria?”

“Yes, by the lake.”

“Curious.” Istvan mused. He continued to lean against the desk, relaxed, but Songbird decided he was more like a wild cat, ready to pounce at any moment. “What is your relationship with Briarine?”

Songbird blinked. “I don’t understand? We had never seen her before this morning. We don’t have a relationship with her.” She kept her hands in her lap, resisting her usual urge to fidget.

“No relationship to her?” Istvan picked a small piece of lint off the cuff of his red coat.

She was struggling hard to keep her answers succinct. Was this some sort of hell-touched magic? Why did she keep feeling the compulsion to fill in the details for him? She was sweating, despite feeling cold. The room seemed small, cramped even, and she longed to be outside. “Jaren thought she was an Interroger; we were trying to obey the law.”

Istvan straightened, bringing his attention fully back to Songbird. “Just trying to obey the law?”

“Yes?” Were these not the right answers? What did he want from her?

“If you’re just trying to obey the law, then why are you tangled up with a cult?”

“Huh? What cult?”

“The Arzyntine they call themselves, a revival of an old cult we thought had been eradicated some years back. They attacked you in broad daylight. They must be quite desperate to get something from you. What is it they want?”

Songbird shrugged. “I honestly don’t know.”

Istvan prowled toward her. “You really have no idea why a cult would target you?”

“No.” Songbird forced herself not to shrink back in the chair. It wouldn’t have done her any good if she had tried. The hardwood pressed against her back, the armrests were uncomfortably high, restrictive.

The hell-touched man put his hands on the armrests on either side of her, leaning forward. “You don’t have any information they might want?” Songbird shook her head ‘no’. He peered down at her, narrowing his eyes. “Or perhaps you are carrying something they want?”

Songbird was suddenly very aware of the pouch she had jammed up under her breastplate after Jaren had given it to her. It poked into her rib cage uncomfortably. “I really don’t know,” she said carefully. “I haven’t been traveling with Jaren very long. I only left the forest for the first time about a week ago.”

“Really? Only a week ago. And you’re sure you don’t know?” Istvan pressed.

“I don’t know!” Songbird insisted.

“If you lie to me, I’ll know. Briarine tried to lie. I got the answers out of her in the end,” Istvan said calmly. “I sense magic about you. There’s something you’re not telling me.”

Songbird felt goosebumps creep up her arms. Her mind was racing. Could he tell she was a bird? Would he torture her the same way the leatherworker had been tortured? What if they kept her from getting back to Jaren? Would they detain her? Hurt her? Kill her?

As if reading her mind, Istvan pulled a dagger from his belt. “I’m not above using certain… methods to get you to talk.” He told her, running the flat edge of the dagger along her cheek. The metal burned like ice against her skin. “I serve the Tyrant, and I serve the greater good of Tigraen, no matter the cost.”

“Istvan, that isn’t necessary.” Modo’s quill had stopped scratching in the background.

Before Songbird could react, Istvan grabbed one of her hands. Songbird instinctively tried to pull her hand back, but he was ready for that, and his grip was unforgiving as iron. Istvan carefully positioned the tip of the dagger under the very edge of one of her fingernails, applying just enough pressure to let her know he was serious. “What aren’t you telling me?”

“Enough,” Modo said, rising to his feet, his chair screeching loudly against the wood floor.

“I’m a bird!” Songbird blurted.

Modo blinked. Istvan’s face contorted with confusion. “What?”

“I’m really a bird. Ficiun changed me, but Jaren told me not to tell anyone, but he also told me not to lie. I don’t know anything about cultists or the Arzyntine or any of that, I’ve only been a human for about a week, and Ficiun, the fey, changed me, and Jaren took me to Mulk to get clothes because I was naked, and then I got a dress, and then we stayed with Illina, and then we went back to the cabin, and he got into a fight with these men, who must be your cultists, and one was Rathal and he was really mean, and he hurt me, and then Jaren took me back to Mulk and Pa Tibus healed me. I have a scar, I can show it to you if you need me to, but he said we had to leave town, and then we went to the crypt at the temple and saw Jaren’s brother, and now here we are.” The words tumbled out of her faster than she could think. She took a deep breath and felt much relieved at having told him everything.

Istvan looked at her, genuinely vexed. It was obviously not the answer he had been expecting. Modo was staring at her as well, a curious expression on his face.

“That’s everything. That’s the truth.”

The helltouched man lowered his dagger, but he did not let go of her hand. “You expect me to believe that?”

Songbird nodded. “Yes, I expect you to believe me! Jaren told me you would know if I lied, so there it is. That’s the truth.”

Modo and Istvan exchanged glances. Istvan narrowed his yellow eyes on Songbird. “There has to be more to it than that.”

Songbird furrowed her brow, thinking. “We took Rathal’s horse. I named her Gallop.”

Istvan’s lip curled into an irritated snarl. He slammed his dagger, point down, into the arm of the chair, causing Songbird to jump. She tried to pull her hand back, but Istvan still held her wrist tightly. He yanked her forward, bringing his face inches from hers. “Do you think this is a joke?” He hissed, his breath hot on her face.

“No!” Songbird cried, “I don’t. I’m telling the truth, I swear. I told you everything, just like you asked.”

Modo had come around from behind the desk. He laid a hand on Istvan’s shoulder. “Friend Istvan, you and I both know a lie when we hear one. Unlikely as it sounds, I believe the lass is being truthful.”

Istvan let go of Songbird, pulled his dagger from the chair, and turned away. “Ridiculous.”

“Come along,” Modo gestured with an open palm toward the door. “I’ll take you someplace you can wait for Jaren.” Songbird hurried to follow Modo, hoping she never had to be in a room with Istvan ever again.


Chapter twenty-two
Tetsu
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SHE WAS IN A CAGE. Modo had called it a ‘holding cell’. It was a very small room in a hallway of rooms. Each cage with three walls and bars facing out into the hallway. There was a straw pallet and a blanket to the right and a bucket to the left. Everything was either thick, gray stone, or cold iron. There was a very small window high in the outer wall. The place had a sharp citrus and salt scent, mixed with lye, like it had been scrubbed too many times to try to rid the place of other more unpleasant odors.

While the experience with the Interrogers had left her shaken, a mixture of curiosity and boredom settled over her quickly. Songbird dusted herself off and explored her small cage. When she had determined there was nothing of interest to be found, she made her way over to the bars of her cell door. She pressed her face against them, trying to look up and down the hallway.

“Hellooooooo. Is anyone there?” There was no answer. She called again, “Are we in trouble for taking Rathal’s horse? He tried to kill us first, I think it’s only fair.”

Still no response. Frustrated, she went over to the outer wall and stretched her hands up, reaching for the window. It was far too high for her. She jumped, but it was still out of reach. She looked at her arms and scowled, missing her wings. She paced back to the cell door. “Hello?! Is there any bread? I’m really hungry and breakfast was forever ago.”

The door at the end of the hall swung open, and Songbird strained to see down the hallway. Several guards came down the hallway, their plate mail clanking under their red surcoats. In the middle of them walked a tall woman, hands tied behind her back. Even with her hands bound, all the guards had short clubs or staves out, attention fixed completely on the woman.

Despite her predicament, the woman carried herself calmly. She stood proudly; her silver hair pulled back into a strange looping topknot, which was pinned in place with several delicate hair ornaments. She wore a very fine silken robe, which was deep blue with white chrysanthemums. There was a wide strip of white silk around her waist, tied with twisted blue cord. Her strange wooden sandals clacked on the stone floor.

This was interesting enough that Songbird didn’t mind that it wasn’t food. The guards stopped at the cell opposite her and opened the door.

“This being quite rude, very disrespectful. Not appreciating this harsh treatment.” There was a strange singsong rhythm to the way the prisoner woman spoke, one Songbird had not heard before.

“Quiet!” One of the guards demanded as he shoved her into the cell across from Songbird’s. He slammed the door closed behind her.

The woman lowered her chin and fixed the guards with a cold stare. Songbird shivered, knowing a predator when she saw one. There was something about the way she held herself, even with her hands tied.

“Am being on a very important errand. Am not appreciating this delay.” Her voice was level, but just barely. She regarded the armored men the way someone might upon finding a fly baked into their pie. “Is there no one here understanding me?”

Songbird tilted her head. She understood the woman just fine.

“Is there anyone understanding me now?” The woman tried again, but this time her voice was deep and harsh, the words sounding almost guttural. “Am trying again, is there anyone understanding now?” Despite her evident frustration this time, the words came out light and harmonious, her voice flowing smoothly like a gentle brook.

Yes, I can, Songbird thought to herself. I wonder if that was a gift from Ficiun?

The guards looked at each other. Apparently, they did not. “Should we gag her before we fetch a sixth coil?”

“Am demanding to speak to one who is in charge!” The woman finally snapped, unable to contain her frustration. “Having suffered this indignity long enough. Will burn this city to the ground if that’s what it takes to be on my way.”

“Please don’t burn the city down!” Songbird cried. “At least not until after I get out of here and find Jaren.”

All the guards turned to look at Songbird. “What?”

“She’s going to burn the city down if you don’t let her go, didn’t you hear her?”

The guards exchanged nervous glances. The one who had pushed the woman into the cell shouldered past his men to get a good look at Songbird. “Then you’ll translate.” He nodded to himself, turning to one of his men. “You, go get Araltgar and we’ll get this business settled.”
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There was a flurry of activity as Araltgar arrived. The way everyone deferred to him, Songbird guessed he was someone very important. He wore a breastplate of darkly polished metal underneath his red surcoat, as well as a longsword sheathed at his belt. Unlike the other guards, he did not wear a helmet. His dark skin spoke of his Gadorn ancestry. His hair had long ago turned gray, and his hard blue eyes were icy in his deeply wrinkled face. The gold pin near the collar of his surcoat was a serpent with many coils; more than Songbird had seen on anyone so far, and a tiny ruby glittered in the snake’s eye.

He glanced at Songbird. “You will tell me exactly what this woman says, otherwise I will be forced to bless you with a truth-telling spell, and it will not be pleasant. Understood?”

She swallowed but nodded. The old Interroger turned back to the silver-haired woman.

“What is your name and where are you from?”

“As for me, am called Tetsu. Am of the royal family of Sho, my mother being Grand Empress. Having urgent business with the dwarven clan Crownbreaker. As for my diplomatic envoy, they were not awaiting my arrival in Krolmar as planned. Am making my way to the stronghold on my own. Having no business in Aixell, am just passing through.” She stood poised in the middle of her cell as she spoke, hands still bound behind her back.

Songbird dutifully translated. Araltgar shifted his weight, hand on his sword hilt, unimpressed. “You set off the wards when you entered the city. Shattered them, actually. Care to explain that?”

“No.”

“Then you’ll stay locked in that cell until you decide to explain.”

Tetsu pulled her wrists apart and snapped the ropes, which had bound her as if they were strings. “Or until I let myself out.”

Songbird nearly jumped in surprise. All the guards around drew their swords. Tension crackled in the air.

“Enough!” Araltgar barked. “I can’t have anyone threatening my city. If you won’t cooperate, then you’ve forced my hand. I’ll see for myself what you really are.” Araltgar positioned his hands together. As his back was to her, Songbird moved to the side of her cell so she could get a better look at what was happening. Araltgar had curled his fingers into a strange gesture and was muttering under his breath. Tetsu crossed her arms, looking bored as she waited.

Songbird felt the familiar tingle of magic in the air. When Ficiun would cast magic, he would gesture wildly and chant loudly. By contrast, Araltgar was still. His words were quiet, monotone. Unlike the fey magic she was used to which smelled of earth, she scented sharp ozone. The Interroger continued muttering for a long time. Beads of sweat began to form on Araltgar’s forehead. Songbird could feel the pressure in the air growing like a storm cloud before the rain. Whatever he was doing, it must be powerful magic.

Tetsu had not moved.

There was a rush of energy toward the Interroger as the building pressure in the air finally broke. He opened his eyes, which glowed with blue arcane energy. Araltgar jumped, making a strange sort of yelp as he backed away, bumping into the bars of Songbird’s cell. “By the Powers!”

The silver-haired woman smirked. “Are you satisfied with what your sight spell has revealed? Am not like the uncultured, heathen beasts of your northern countries. Am having a sense of honor and dignity. Despite being treated very poorly, have been cooperating as a show of good faith. Am trusting this confirms my identity and resolves the matter? Would very much like to be on my way.”

Songbird tilted her head, squinting at Tetsu as she translated. The woman didn’t look any different. Just what had Araltgar’s magic sight revealed to him?

“Unlock her cell,” Araltgar ordered, regaining his composure. The guards hesitated, but one reluctantly took the keys and opened the cell door. Tetsu nodded to him amicably.

“We are simply doing whatever is necessary to protect Tigraen, I hope you understand our caution.” The old Interroger continued, stepping to the side as Tetsu exited the cell.

“Caution is understandable, perhaps learning some manners would serve you well?” Her tone was cutting, even if her words were not understood, though Songbird continued to translate. The woman fixed her attention on Songbird. This close Songbird could see that Tetsu’s pupils were slit like a cat’s eye. Oh, Songbird thought, maybe this wasn’t a good idea after all.

“As for you, little bird, you will be coming with me.”


Chapter twenty-three
Kroegan
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JAREN GROANED AS HE OPENED HIS EYES. He was in a small room, which had been whitewashed. He lay on a cot and had been stripped down to just his pants. There was an empty chair on the far wall. The room was just large enough to hold the cot and the chair. His mouth was dry and filled with the bitter taste of an herbal potion that had likely been forced down his throat while he was unconscious.

Sun streamed in the window, and there was chanting from down the hall. The smell of incense and apple blossoms was heavy in the air. Experience told him that he was likely in a temple of Mersey. He forced himself to sit up. Everything ached. The white marble floor was cool against his feet. There was a small table and a delicate porcelain pitcher of water next to his cot. Jaren drank. He drained most of the pitcher before setting it back on the table. Jaren held his head between his hands, hoping the pounding would subside. It did not.

“Good. You’re awake.”

Jaren looked up to see a middle-aged Interroger standing in the doorway. The morning’s events came flooding back to him. Following an imposter Interroger, getting attacked in the alleyway. Oh, Powers. Songbird! “Where’s Songbird?”

“I’m Modo of Rugaan, Interroger of the fifth coil. Your companion is fine; she’s with Istvan at the barracks. I came to take your statement.” Modo walked into the room and sat in the chair. Jaren was trying not to feel sick at the thought of Songbird in the hands of the Interrogers. Modo tossed a small, silver object to Jaren which he managed to snatch out of the air. It was his silver wolf pin, which had been polished.

“That pin was issued what, eight years ago, maybe ten?”

“Something like that.” Jaren ran a hand through his hair, absently pushing it out of his face.

“That’s a long time for someone in your line of work.” The Interrogers and the Silver Wolves had a begrudging but respectful arrangement. Interrogers vetted and licensed the Silver Wolves, issuing cloak pins to those they deemed worthy of the title and the ability to safeguard Tigraen. In return, the Silver Wolves were able to operate with less scrutiny or interference than a common mercenary. It was not a career that carried a long life expectancy. For Jaren’s pin to be as old as it was, that might buy him an additional bit of leeway, but he was still subject to the absolute law of the Interrogers and the Tyrant. If they thought for an instant he had changed sides, Jaren had no doubt they would arrest him, interrogate him, and likely put him to death.

Jaren leaned forward and looked under his cot, where the rest of his clothing and armor were waiting for him. “Well, I was retired for a few years,” Jaren muttered as he grabbed his clothes. He pulled his stockings on, followed by his boots. Jaren stood and donned his tunic, feeling a deep ache in his muscles as he pulled the fabric over his head. The potion had done its work, and the injuries he had sustained during the fight in the alley had been healed, but there was still some residual soreness.

Modo folded his hands and set them on his belly. Jaren noted Modo’s fingers were thick, the knuckles calloused; a brawler’s hands. “So you’re out of retirement then. Tell me what you’re doing in Aixell. Tell me about what happened this morning, Jaren of Mulk.”

Jaren tucked his tunic in and wrapped his wide belt around his waist. “Songbird and I came this way to visit the old temple of Kyleria. We’ve simply stopped in Aixell to get supplies before heading south. I do not know the woman, Briarine, from this morning. I admit, I should have been more vigilant and recognized her for the imposter she was sooner. But it has been a few years since I’ve traveled, and we don’t get many Interrogers down in Mulk.” He pulled on his breastplate and twisted around to buckle the straps. “But she did have an Interroger surcoat. Either a stolen one or a very good replica as I’m sure you know by now.”

“Your companion, Songbird, where is she from?” Modo asked.

Jaren slowed in the middle of buckling the last strap. Modo was likely here to get his story so they could compare it to what Songbird told them. Otherwise, they would have simply waited for him to get her from the barracks and taken his statement then. Had they questioned her already? How much had she told them? Resigned, he finished buckling his armor. “She’s from Reven Wood, just outside of Mulk.”

The Interroger nodded. “And do you have any idea what these people want from either of you?”

“No.” Jaren crouched down and pulled the rest of his armor from under the cot. He began to put on his bracers. “There was an attack before I left Mulk. I was ambushed at my house. I suspect it was the same group of people that Briarine works for. Tibus, apothecary of Mulk, may have sent word of our coming, Sir Hardric and his Black Bulls were summoned south by the Tyrant. Mulk may be in need of Interrogers. I take it you never received a message?”

“No, we did not.”

Jaren held the end of the leather cord in his teeth as he cinched his bracer tight. Lastly, Jaren swept his cloak over his shoulders and fastened it with his wolf pin.

Once Jaren had finished getting dressed, he turned and looked at the Interroger. “Will there be anything else, sir?”

“Your companion, Songbird, she told us quite a tale this morning. Under normal circumstances, I would detain you both to get the full story. However, there is indeed trouble in the South. We have bigger matters to worry about. Part of the reason the Tyrant allows for Wolves is to handle things that we Interrogers can’t always get to. Whatever this is that you’re involved in, best get it sorted out quickly. If I could, I would dispatch someone to Mulk to meet with your Tibus, but our resources are stretched thin. There is just no help to be had at the moment, I’m afraid you two are on your own. Stay alert, and if you learn of anything that could be useful to our investigation, I trust you’ll report it?” Modo took a step forward and held out Songbird’s dagger.

Jaren took the dagger and tucked it into his belt. “Of course, sir. Thank you for bringing me to the temple and for looking after Songbird. As soon as I pay my respects here, I’ll be along to collect her.” Jaren checked his armor one more time as Modo left. Everything seemed to be in place; although, Jaren found he was greatly missing his sword. He hoped their room back at the Virulent Viper hadn’t been ransacked. Jaren left the room and walked down the hallway. His footsteps were the only ones echoing in the passageway, and he was surprised at how keenly he felt Songbird’s absence.

Mersey’s temple complex was made of white marble, and anything that had not been made of white marble or stone had been whitewashed. Candelabras lined the halls, and burning candles were tucked in every corner, resting in puddles of wax. Shadows were few and the scent of beeswax mixed with apple blossoms and honey. Jaren passed an acolyte who was dressed in a white robe, scrubbing the floor in the hallway. Mersey’s temples were always meticulously clean.

He made his way from the annex toward the main temple. The temple was open to the air, with rows of large pillars supporting the roof. He passed an orchard in the courtyard where carefully tended apple trees were beginning to bloom. Bees busied themselves, buzzing from blossom to blossom, collecting pollen, before returning to the nearby apiary. In the center of the courtyard amidst the apple trees was an exquisitely carved statue of a beautiful woman weeping, her wings draped about her sorrowfully: Mersey, patron of love, mercy, and the healing arts.

Sitting on the steps of the temple was an elderly woman. She was also dressed in white robes, and her gray hair was braided and wrapped into a bun. She held an old wooden box with tarnished hinges and a hole cut into the lid. “Hello young man,” she greeted him with a smile, “Mersey’s blessings upon you. I’m glad to see the temple has restored you.”

“My thanks to the healers,” Jaren said as he opened one of the pouches looped through his belt. He dumped a handful of coins into his hand and dropped them into the box the old woman was holding.

“All of Mersey’s blessings upon you.” The old woman bowed her head appreciatively. Jaren continued putting coins into the box. It was considered to be in extremely poor taste to utilize the services of the temples of Mersey and not to make an offering; although, the temples never charged for their services. Jaren wasn’t fully aware of the extent of his injuries, so he wagered a large donation was in order. He had always felt it was better to err on the side of generosity when it came to making an offering to Mersey.

As the last of the coins clinked into the box, the woman bowed her head again and began to shower Jaren with more thanks, but her words trailed off. “Sweet Mersey, now there’s something you don’t see every day.” She muttered. “Can’t remember the last time I saw a dwarf.”

Jaren turned, following her gaze to the entrance to the temple complex and was surprised to see a short, brawny male with a long blonde beard making his way into the complex. Half the height of man, but twice as thick, dwarves were an incredibly strong and resilient race. Built like a barrel, their girth was all muscle. Their beards often grew past their belt line. It was rare to see them above ground.

This particular dwarf was wearing elaborate armor, composed of many overlapping layers, with intricate geometric patterns fashioned into the metal. His beard was braided, adorned with golden beads, and tucked into his belt. Four dwarves of similar stature followed along behind him in formation, all bearing similar armor, and carrying large axes or war hammers. On their breastplates, amidst the geometric patterns, the image of a broken crown had been worked into the metal.

Dwarves were a private people and tended to keep to themselves. They generally isolated themselves to their strongholds hidden deep below the mountains where they could mine precious metals and gems unendingly. Dwarves were the preeminent craftsmen in all of Nova Eian, their metalwork was second to none. Dwarven weapons and armor were the pinnacle of combat equipment, provided you could actually convince them to smith for an outsider. Their love for their craft and their beards was surpassed only by their loyalty to their clans and their sense of honor.

The dwarf looked around before making his way toward them. He removed his helmet and bowed very low to the elderly woman.

“Greetings gray mother.” He said in thickly accented Eastron. “As for me, I am called Kroegan. Am searching for my companion. Her appearance is that of a woman with silver hair, being of taller stature, but having ears like an elf. Would be wearing clothes that are strange to this land. “

The old woman shook her head. “I’m afraid not. I cannot recall seeing anyone who fits your description.”

The dwarf bowed again. “Thank you, gray mother.”

Jaren thought he had recognized the dwarf, but the name was a giveaway. “Kroegan? Kroegan, who is son of Thurgeda, who is daughter of Euline?”

Kroegan’s bushy eyebrows went up in surprise. “As for me, do I know you, human?” he asked.

Jaren hastily bowed, the rules of dwarven etiquette slowly coming back to him. “I am Jaren of Mulk. We crossed paths when I was on campaign with the Black Bulls of Mulk years ago at Craggap.”

“By the mothers!” Kroegan exclaimed. “Jaren? Jaren, of Mulk, son of Inerja. Am remembering you now. As for humans, you age so quickly. As for me, I barely recognized you.” The dwarf held out his hand. Jaren grabbed it and Kroegan pulled him into a rough embrace. “Has been many years. As for this, it is wonderful, fortuitous, even! Am hardly believing it, friend Jaren.”

“It has been a long time.” Jaren agreed. “I couldn’t help but hear you’re looking for someone?”

Kroegan clapped Jaren on the back as he turned to the entrance of the complex. “Yes. As for me, I was supposed to meet our honored guest in Krolmar. Was delayed in setting out. Have missed my appointed date by several days now. Am hoping that our guest has begun to make her way to the stronghold and that we will cross paths on the way.”

The two of them reached the entrance to the temple, Kroegan’s honor guard close behind. Jaren turned to Kroegan. “I’m headed to the Interroger Barracks. We should go together. The Interrogers sometimes detain travelers, or at the very least, they may have information on someone who has seen her. From the description you gave that woman, it’s possible someone has reported her to them.”

“Would like that very much. Sounding like a very good idea, and I am not familiar with this city.” Kroegan said as they started down the street together. “As for you, Jaren of Mulk, you will fill me in while we walk. Knowing you, you are likely involved in some trouble, as is evident by your presence in the Temple of Mersey. Am seeing nothing has changed since you were a lad and last our paths crossed. Please, am inviting you to tell me what you’re undertaking at the moment.”

Jaren directed them to turn as they approached a crossroads. The tall buildings cast half the street in shadow. “That’s a rather complicated story, which I would rather not discuss in the open. Please understand I mean no disrespect.”

Kroegan waggled his eyebrows at Jaren. “Ah so, was right then. Worry not. There are other matters we can discuss. As for you, friend Jaren, have you found yourself a woman yet?”

“I have not had the honor. Have you?” Normally Jaren would have been put off the topic of conversation, but dwarven culture valued their woman above nearly all else. The men outnumbered the women by three to one easily, so to secure a spouse and have children was considered a very great honor among dwarven men. Kroegan was simply being polite in his own way.

“As for myself, it is a matter of great fortune that I have. Will tell you all about her on the way!”


Chapter twenty-four
Reunion
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“UM. ME?” SONGBIRD STAMMERED.

“Yes.” Tetsu looked at the guards and pointed to the door of Songbird’s cell. “Open this.”

Without Songbird translating no one moved. Their armor clinked as they shifted nervously.

“Very well.” Tetsu grabbed the cell door and ripped it from its hinges; the metal shrieking and groaning in protest.

Songbird’s eyes went wide. Oh. Oh, dear.

Tetsu set the door aside as if it was the most natural way in the world to open a door. She extended her hand to Songbird. “Come along, little bird.”

“That’s very kind of you, but I’m waiting for Jaren,” Songbird explained.

Tetsu moved into the cell, and Songbird took an involuntary step back. The proximity of this woman made Songbird skittish. Tetsu moved closer, and Songbird continued to back away, right into a corner. The wall was cold against her back. Tetsu took a strand of Songbird’s hair in one hand, examining it in the low light. Songbird shifted her weight from foot to foot, wondering if she could make out the door before the woman would react. Tetsu dropped her hair and took Songbird by her chin, tilting her head back, and turning it one way, then the other, examining her face. “Most interesting.”

“Jaren and I are on an important quest. As much as I would like to go with you, I cannot. I really should wait here for him.” Songbird told the woman.

“As for this Jaren, is he a powerful wizard? Where is he now, and why is he not attending to you?” Araltgar shifted, his armor rattled noisily and Tetsu side-eyed him irritably, letting go of Songbird. “As for these Interrogers, is there no end to their rudeness? You are the only one who has been polite or helpful since having arrived in Tigraen. Have acted with honor by speaking for me. Let us go somewhere where we can talk.”

Songbird was desperate to get outside, but after seeing Araltgar’s reaction and watching Tetsu tear a metal door apart, she felt maybe some caution would be prudent.

“Will not hurt you. Come, perhaps I can help you find your Jaren.”

Songbird perked up at that. “Oh, would you? I’m really worried about him, so hopefully we can find him soon.”

Tetsu nodded before turning. Songbird hopped along as she followed Tetsu out of the cell. Tetsu glared at the guards as she pushed past them, heading for the door, and they spread from her like oil on water.

Once the women were gone, the guards all looked to Araltgar, who simply shook his head. “Let them go.” 
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The women walked down the hallway and out of the building into the afternoon sun. Songbird heaved a sigh of relief as she felt the warm sun and a gentle breeze on her face. “Why did you ask if Jaren was a powerful wizard?” Songbird asked as they made their way across the barracks.

“Am wondering if a wizard has made you?” Tetsu said as they passed a unit of guards marching in the opposite direction. The guards kept pace, but several heads turned to watch the women walk by.

“Oh, no. Ficiun made me. He’s a fey, not a wizard though, and Jaren doesn’t like magic.” Songbird worked to keep up with Tetsu, whose stride was almost as long as Jaren’s. They were headed for the plaza outside the Interroger compound. Songbird was so glad to be leaving the Interrogers behind, and more importantly, looking for Jaren.

Tetsu nodded, the jewels in her hairpins catching the sunlight. “Ah, so. That explains why the magic is incomplete. There are many things that Ficiun should have placed within the spell to give you a more robust understanding of the world around you, and, true to the trickster nature of the fey, it is evident to me that there are things missing. As for this quest, what is the nature of it?”

Songbird furrowed her brow. She didn’t feel incomplete. Trying to put it out of mind for the moment, she answered. “Jaren and I are going to fight a demon and save Tigraen!”

“Truly? Planning on fighting one who comes from Gorothka?”

“People keep saying that. I don’t know what Gorothka is, but I do know Jaren and I have to face a demon,” Songbird chirped happily.

Tetsu shook her head. “Then you are woefully unprepared. As for Ficiun, he has done you a great disservice in this matter.”

“Songbird!” a deep voice called. Songbird stopped in her tracks, immediately searching for Jaren. There was an open plaza outside the Interroger barracks with a small fountain in the middle. People were milling about, but Songbird spotted Jaren crossing the plaza, pushing through the crowd. Relief flooded her body and she raced to meet him.

“Jaren, I’m so glad you’re okay!” Songbird threw herself at him, and hugged him tightly. The warm scent of leather and soap embraced her. Jaren peeled Songbird off and held her at arm’s length. “Did they get the bag that I gave you?”

Songbird shook her head, grinning. “No! The Interrogers took me and they made me wait forever while they tortured Briarine, and then Istvan questioned me, and he was going to torture me, too, so I told him everything, well, almost everything. But, he didn’t believe me and then Modo stuck up for me but then they put me in a cage to wait for you and then Tetsu showed up, and her mother is the Empress of Sho, but the Interrogers couldn’t understand her, but I could, so I helped translate for the Interrogers, and so they let us go.”

“That sounds like a lot. But you’re okay, and you kept the bag safe?” Jaren tucked a stray wisp of hair behind her ear.

Songbird patted her side, where the relic was nestled under her armor. “Of course, I kept it safe, they never knew I had it, and Jaren,”—Songbird leaned close and whispered—“You were right. Interrogers are more trouble than foxes.”

Kroegan let out a joyous bellow and rushed forward, armor clanking. Pedestrians in the plaza dashed out of the way to avoid being trampled by the exuberant dwarf. Tetsu was smiling delightedly as she approached. The dwarf skidded to a stop and made a deep bow. “Salutations favored one. Am honored by your presence. As for clan Crownbreaker, we are all honored that you have traveled to partake in this most auspicious of occasions.” He spoke in the deep, rocky tongue of the dwarves.

Tetsu bowed in response, speaking the language of the dwarves in kind. “Hail, favored one, am honored by your presence, Kroegan Crownbreaker, son of Thurgeda Crownbreaker, daughter of Euline Crownbreaker, who is most exalted among the matriarchs.”

With the official greetings concluded, Kroegan extended his hand. Tetsu clasped his forearm before pulling the dwarf into an embrace. Kroegan and Tetsu launched into an animated conversation, like old friends who had never been apart. Kroegan let out a deep laugh that carried across the plaza, gaining him several curious glances. His honor guard glared at anyone who passed them, daring them to interrupt. The pair of them walked back over to Jaren and Songbird while Tetsu continued with her story, gesturing to Songbird as she spoke, Kroegan nodding along.

“Jaren.” Songbird tugged on his sleeve. “Can you understand them?”

Jaren shook his head. “No, I don’t speak dwarven.”

“Neither do the Interrogers apparently, but I can understand all of it.” She beamed up at him.

Before Jaren could question her further Kroegan and Tetsu had arrived, the latter making a polite, shallow bow. “Salutations, friend of Songbird’s.”

Kroegan translated and continued with the introduction, “Am presenting Tetsu Sho, daughter of the Grand Empress of Sho, Yethenrie Sho, daughter of Yotsuo Sho, and most exalted among the daughters of Tiamat.”

Jaren paused mid bow. Songbird thought she saw him pale slightly. He kept his eyes on Tetsu as he spoke to Kroegan, “Did you say a daughter of Tiamat?”

“Great-great-great-granddaughter actually, but is much too difficult to say. Am knowing what you are thinking. Don’t be alarmed. As for the temperament of her ancestor, it has not been vested upon all of the descendants. Each is free to make their own choices. As for Tetsu, she is not the chaotic maelstrom of her progenitor. Am assuring you, Friend Tetsu is quite civil.”

Kroegan tucked his thumbs into his belt, getting a good look at Songbird for the first time. He continued to speak the common language, Eastron, so Jaren could understand. “As for you, you had told me there was no woman. Here is one throwing herself into your arms and claiming to be your companion. Am desiring an explanation.”

“Songbird is not my woman,” Jaren spoke carefully.

She felt a surprising stab of disappointment at that. It was as if the thermal under her wings had suddenly disappeared. This gave her pause. Why do I feel disappointed by that?

“As for that, it is not an explanation.” The dwarf persisted, looking between Jaren and Songbird.

Songbird was struck with a sudden realization. How nice of Jaren to remember, she thought. “I can’t be his woman because I’m a bird.”

Kroegan shook his head, misunderstanding. “Pity. At least, it appears you’re still cutting a wide swath through the maidens, ne?” Kroegan gave Songbird a wink. She quirked her lips to the side, still confused.

Jaren cleared his throat. “Songbird, this is Kroegan Crownbreaker, son of Thurgeda Crownbreaker, daughter of Euline Crownbreaker. And Kroegan this is Songbird of Reven Wood, Daughter of… well… um.” Both Kroegan and Jaren looked at Songbird expectantly.

Songbird looked back and forth between them. “What?”

“As for you, who was your mother?” Kroegan prompted.

Songbird turned her palms up, offering a small shrug. “I don’t remember my mother, I don’t know that my sister songbirds and I ever saw her again after we left the nest.”

First disbelief, then shock and dismay presented themselves on the dwarf’s face. He bowed his head, placing his fist over his heart as a sign of mourning. Tetsu stepped in, gracefully changing the subject. “Kroegan, are knowing this human?” She asked, still speaking in dwarven.

Kroegan straightened. “As for this one, Jaren of Mulk, who is son of Inerja, he saved my life many years ago during a siege at Craggap. Have never been very trusting of the human kind, but as for him, he’s one of the good ones. As for me, would call him Friend.”

Tetsu was clearly pleased by Kroegan’s words. Songbird looked at Jaren in wonder. There was so much she was learning about the life he had led before coming into her forest. It seemed there were a good many stories here to be told, and she would get them all out of him eventually. She reminded herself to ask him to explain this to her later.

“The afternoon is getting late.” Tetsu gestured to the west where the sun was low in the sky. “Would like to find respite somewhere soon.”

“Ah, so. Indeed. Marched nearly straight through to get here. Have not slept in two days. Would like a proper meal and a proper bed, but am not knowing this area well.” Kroegan looked to Jaren. “As for us, it seems we are in need of proper lodgings for the evening, would be most appreciative if you could guide us to someplace we could eat and sleep. Further, would be delighted if you would join us, Friend Jaren and Friend Songbird.”


Chapter twenty-five
Plans
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JAREN RECOVERED SONGBIRD as quickly as possible from Kroegan. The dwarf had pushed his way between them and started off down the street with his arm draped over her shoulder. Songbird was enough trouble on her own. He did not want the dwarf encouraging her. And how in the Books of Brand did she know how to speak dwarven?

They had returned to the Virulent Viper for their belongings. Kroegan and Tetsu were waiting in the common room. Songbird tugged on his sleeve. “Did Kroegan really walk for days straight to get here? Can dwarves do that? My feet would be so sore.”

“I doubt he was exaggerating. Dwarves are much hardier than humans,” Jaren said absently as he led her up the stairs.

“And did you really save Kroegan’s life?” She asked in an excited whisper.

“Yes, but now is not the time.” Jaren pulled her dagger from his belt, trying to stay focused and alert as they went down the hall.

“Hey, that’s my dagger. How did you get that?”

“Hush,” Jaren grunted in response. He stopped them in front of the door to their room, closed his eyes and placed his ear to the door. Songbird waited a long minute before Jaren finally straightened and placed the key in the lock. He glanced down at Songbird. “If there’s anyone in this room when I open the door, you run for Kroegan. Understand?”

Songbird nodded. Jaren turned the key. The locking mechanism clicked loudly. After a slight pause, Jaren threw the door open. Songbird nearly squeaked, expecting the worst. But the room was empty. Jaren stepped cautiously over the threshold. Nothing. No one. Songbird poked her head in the door and looked around. “Looks safe to me.” she shrugged.

“No.” Jaren said slowly, “Someone’s been here.”

Songbird tilted her head. “How can you tell? Everything’s in the same place it was this morning.”

“Details.” The quilt on the bed looked like it had been smoothed out. It should have been wrinkled from where Songbird had been sitting before they left for breakfast. His sword was still by the door, but it had been moved three inches to the left. Their bags were at the foot of the bed but stacked in the wrong order from how he left them this morning. He ushered Songbird inside and quietly closed the door behind her.

He knelt next to their saddlebags and began to unpack one, closing his eyes as he did so, feeling each item, rather than looking at it. He had unpacked less than half the bag before he opened his eyes, sighing. “No, someone has definitely been here, and they’ve been through our belongings although they’ve tried to cover it up.”

“But how can you tell?” Songbird queried. “You weren’t even looking.”

“I had to do things without looking for years.” Jaren reminded her as he began meticulously repacking the bag. “My clothing has been refolded incorrectly. And it’s out of order. My pants should be packed above my tunic, not below.”

Songbird raised an eyebrow. “I didn’t realize there was a wrong way to fold clothing.”

Jaren snorted in response. There’s a wrong way to do a great many things. Nothing had been taken, not even the bag of gold Jaren had hidden in the straw mattress of the bed. He wasn’t sure what unsettled him more, the fact that they hadn’t stolen anything in attempts to thoroughly cover their tracks or the fact that they had found Jaren so quickly. He gathered everything up and the two of them left quietly, joining Tetsu and Kroegan back in the common room before heading out into the twilight.
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Jaren was exhausted. It had been a miserable day. Despite Kroegan’s attempts to strike up a conversation, he just couldn’t muster the energy. He ate in silence, deep in thought. One of Rathal’s group had been able to imitate the Interrogers. For them to actually get an Interroger surcoat and sigil, it did not bode well. He hadn’t really wanted to go to the Interrogers in the first place, but now it was clear to him they couldn’t be trusted beyond this point. Further, Modo had told him that there was no help to be offered. He and Songbird were on their own from here on out.

Kroegan gulped down the beer in his third tankard before returning to his dinner. His appetite was matched only by Songbird, who had not spoken since their food arrived. She was happily making her way through a meat pie, filled with lamb and potatoes, the gravy seasoned with garlic and onions. Tetsu was eating meat straight off the bone, a leg of lamb, yet somehow managing to look delicate and dignified while doing it. Something about her set Jaren on edge, but he couldn’t quite place it. Surely Kroegan couldn’t have meant a literal daughter of Tiamat?

“As for you, how did you fare coming into town?” Kroegan asked before taking a bite of sausage. He had given up on Jaren and turned his conversation attempts to Songbird. “As for the road, finding it quite muddy. As for bridges of human construction, rather shoddy, are nothing compared to the architecture and engineering of the dwarves.” Kroegan took another bite, carefully wiping a drop of gravy from his beard.

“We didn’t take the road,” Songbird said between mouthfuls. “We went around the lake so we could go by Kyleria’s temple.”

The dwarf stroked his beard. “Interesting choice of route. Must have taken an additional two, three days? Am wondering why you would go by the old temple. Am seeming to remember that one has been abandoned many years now, yes?”

“Well, that’s because we had to—” Jaren shot her a warning glance from across the table. “pay our respects.” She finished carefully. He rubbed his forehead. She had no sense of discretion whatsoever. At least she wasn’t completely oblivious and was picking up on his non-verbal cues with more regularity.

“Ah, so.” Kroegan nodded. “It is good to honor the ancestors. As for you, where does your journey take you?”

Songbird looked up from her plate, her eyes alight. “We’re going south.”

“Ah, this being excellent news. As for us, our path is to the south as well. We should travel together.” Kroegan exclaimed, the beer having made him even merrier than usual.

Songbird, who had just taken a large bite, finishing off the last of her meat pie, nodded enthusiastically in agreement.

Jaren found it a little surprising how well she was getting on with the dwarf and his companion. Regardless, now that Songbird was done eating it was time to retire for the evening. Jaren stood, pushing his chair back. “Not a bad idea, actually. It will be much safer traveling in a group.”

“Excellent.” Kroegan raised his tankard in agreement and went to drink, but found it empty again. He turned to wave down the barmaid. Tetsu continued to tear into the lamb, remaining miraculously clean as she did so.

“If you’ll excuse us.” Jaren extended his hand to Songbird. She took his hand and rose from the table. They wove their way through the common room to the stairs. Without thinking, Jaren put his hand on the small of her back to guide her ahead of him. She glanced at him curiously over her shoulder but went ahead.

When they arrived at their room, she voiced her disappointment that this room looked much the same as the room at the Virulent Viper. There was a single bed, a small table with an oil lamp, and a chamber pot.

“Best get used to it. This is how pretty much all tavern and inn rooms look.”

“I miss your cabin, with all the neat things on your walls.”

Jaren lit the lamp. “It’s all gone now. I don’t think there’ll be anything left to go back to.”

“Well, then we’ll just rebuild it when we get back. And get all new things to decorate with.”

Ever the optimist, aren’t you? Jaren leaned up against the wall. He couldn’t decide if he found that more endearing or irritating.

“We need to talk about what happened today.”

Jaren pinched the bridge of his nose. The last thing he wanted to do was to answer questions right now. He was tired and frustrated, and he wanted to sleep. He started to say no but hesitated. I owe her some answers at least, he thought to himself. He heaved himself away from the wall with a sigh, then turned and reached for the buckles on his armor. “What do you want to know?”

She stepped close to him, reaching for the buckles. “May I?”

He looked at her in the dim light before answering slowly, “If you must.”

Songbird’s delicate fingers worked to unfasten the straps on his breastplate. “I don’t understand a lot of what’s happening, but I want to.” She moved to the other side. “Who are these people that keep coming after us? What do they want from you?”

The flame sputtered as it burned at the end of the wick in the lamp. Songbird came around to his front and began to unlace his right bracer. He really shouldn’t be letting her help him like this. He didn’t want to become any more attached to her than he already was. For her sake, he told himself.

“Arzinock is a demon from Gorothka. The people coming after us are his followers, the Arzyntine.”

“What is Gor-oth-ka?” She asked, tugging at the leather cord.

“Gorothka is the infernal moon, the one most red in the sky.”

“He’s a demon like the one in the song?” Songbird finished untying his right bracer.

Jaren obligingly raised his left hand, and she began to untie that one as well. He nodded. “Yes. And like that demon, he wants to bring fire and destruction to Tigraen.”

Songbird cocked her head to the side. “Why would these Arzyntine want to take sides with a demon? Do they know he wants to destroy Tigraen?”

With both bracers now untied and loosened, Jaren pulled them off and handed them to Songbird. “I’m not sure I have a good answer for you.” He lifted his pauldrons off and handed them to her as well. Then he pulled his breastplate off and placed it on the floor against the wall. “Different people have different beliefs on how things should be. Generally speaking, people in society come together and agree on common beliefs which benefit everyone. These form the rules of that society.”

Songbird placed his pauldrons and bracers neatly on top of his breastplate. Jaren pulled his pipe out and began to pack it with dried tobacco leaves before continuing. “However, there will always be people who don’t agree. Sometimes they think their ideas are better. Most of the time, even if these people have different ideas and beliefs, they still want the same things as their society. They want safety and prosperity for themselves and their loved ones. Sometimes these people believe in these things so strongly that they’ll go to extreme lengths to see their ideas brought to bear. Often, they think that power is the best way to get what they want, and they’ll seek it out from whoever is offering it. If people are desperate enough or have enough conviction, they’ll deal with demons without thinking twice.”

Songbird, who had been trying to untie her own bracer, paused and looked at him. “They try so hard to do something they think is good, that they end up doing something bad instead?”

He nodded. “I suppose you could explain it that way.” Jaren took several puffs as he lit his pipe and tendrils of smoke drifted lazily toward the ceiling. “Denizens of Gorothka can be tricky. They would not appear as a demon at first. Temptation often comes to us in the guise of something pleasant. Arzinock would not have revealed his true nature to his followers for quite some time, if ever. They likely believe they’re serving a benevolent power.”

Songbird was trying to untie her bracer. “How do you know you’re on the ‘good’ side, that you’re actually helping people? And how do you know when you’ve crossed the line and you’re no longer doing something good?“ She bit the cord, holding it in her teeth, and pulling. The knot finally let go, and she let out a small grunt of satisfaction as she pulled her bracer off. Crude, but effective.

“A worthwhile question.” Jaren puffed on his pipe as he considered how to answer. “Even the most villainous man or woman believes in their heart they’re doing right. The way I see it, if your actions bring harm to others in order for you to get what you want, then your actions are not good or righteous.”

Songbird crossed her arms. “We fought people today. You stabbed them.”

“You’re right.” Jaren conceded. “I killed some of them as well. They would have killed us if given the chance. Did they truly serve the Arzinock or were they just following orders? Did I perform an act of justice by smiting someone evil or did I just murder someone innocent who didn’t know better? I don’t care for moral or philosophical middle ground. It’s part of the reason I left military service and went into monster hunting. I knew who the bad guys were when I was fighting monsters. You’re not always so sure when you’re fighting other men.

“Beings from Gorothka are inherently evil, they revel in pain and suffering for the sake of it. They’re consumed with the desire for power and destruction. True monsters kill indiscriminately. Fighting those things is a cause I can follow without question. In the end, we don’t live in a perfect world, or even a fair one. We’re human, we might make mistakes, sometimes we choose the wrong path. As long as we continue to do our best to help people, and strive to take care of those around us, even if we endure hardship or suffering so that others may have an easier, more peaceful existence, that is how I know I’m doing something good.”

Songbird was quiet, thinking. The aromatic smoke from Jaren’s pipe filled the room, he had closed his eyes and leaned his head back against the wall, trying to will his headache to go away. He could hear the oil lamp flickering and sputtering on the table. He could make out leather sliding against buckles as Songbird undid her own breastplate and pulled it over her head. Next came the sound of something small and hard bouncing off the floor.

Jaren’s eyes snapped open. How could he have forgotten about it? Fool. Jaren sprang forward and snatched the bag off the floor. As soon as he touched it his mind burned with the image of smoldering eyes burning in the darkness. He saw a great maw opening, revealing wickedly curved teeth. A deafening roar reverberated through Jaren’s chest. Screams echoed in the distance. The scent of brimstone mingled with his pipe smoke. Jaren shuddered.

“What is that, anyway?“ Songbird set her armor down next to Jaren’s.

Jaren tucked the pouch away into one of the saddlebags. “I think that’s enough questions for tonight. For now, it’s enough for you to know that this is very dangerous. I don’t want you touching it. Ever.”

Songbird let out a disappointed sigh in response.

He stood, walked over to the corner, and tapped his pipe out into the chamber pot. Jaren returned to the saddlebags and unpacked one of their blankets. They would use the same sleeping arrangement as last night. She would sleep under the covers; he would sleep on top with his own blanket.

Jaren sat down on the edge of the bed and began to unbuckle his greaves. As he set them to the side, he caught Songbird out of the corner of his eye. She had stripped down to her sheer linen chemise and was unbraiding her hair. When she had finished she shook her head, her hair cascading down her back in waves, catching the lamp light, red and golden like wine being poured on a festival night. She turned to Jaren, her eyes dark amber amidst her long lashes.

“Jaren?”

He shook himself. “Nothing.” He returned to pulling his boots off, and then his stockings. He set these aside as well. Hells. He’d been staring. He lay down on top of the covers on the far side of the bed, his back to Songbird, using his own blanket for warmth.

Thunder rumbled low and ominous in the distance. She extinguished the lamp. He tried not to listen as her bare feet padded across the floor. He felt her lift the covers and her weight on the bed as she lay down next to him. Jaren shut his eyes and willed himself to fall asleep. He had no right to desire her affection.

The light patter of rain began to beat on the roof. Another peal of thunder rolled slowly across the sky, soothed his nerves. The steady rain muffled the sounds of the patrons below in the common room. He imagined he was back in his cabin, alone. Sleep began to creep over him, gentle as a wave caressing the shore.

“Do you know what I find interesting?”

“Go to sleep, Songbird.”

“Hands.” She continued, undeterred. “They’re so interesting. They can do so many things. Istvan was going to cut me under my nail if I didn’t tell him what he wanted to know. I was scared. One time I got a pine needle wedged under my talon; it was awful. I knew that it would hurt tremendously if Istvan went through with it. How can something so strong and so useful be so fragile at the same time?” She wondered out loud.

It occurred to him he hadn’t even really asked her what the Interrogers had done to her or what her time in their company had been like. Of course, she had been scared, it had to have been terrifying for her. He silently fumed, berating himself for not asking after her sooner. He’d failed his family. What made him think he could do any better for Songbird? These dark thoughts and darker memories still tortured his mind until sleep returned for him sometime in the early hours of the morning.


Chapter twenty-six
Bridge
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“I DON’T WANT TO WALK in the back next to Tetsu. I want to walk up front next to you.” Songbird whispered. They were on the road a few hours outside of Aixell. Jaren and Kroegan were in the front, followed by two of Kroegan’s honor guards, then Tetsu, and then the remaining two of Kroegan’s honor guards who led Gallop and Deshyr.

Jaren shook his head. “We’ve been over this. She’s not going to hurt you. You’re the one who wanted to help her in the first place.”

“I did help her.” Songbird looked nervously over her shoulder. “But she’s kind of scary. She makes me nervous.”

“Has she done anything specifically?” Jaren prompted.

“Well no,” She admitted. “I can’t explain it. It’s just a feeling.” She struggled to find the words to explain it to Jaren. If a hawk landed in your tree, it made you nervous, even if you knew it wasn’t hungry.

Kroegan leaned toward Songbird. “As for me, I can assure you that you are safer with Tetsu than anyone else in Tigraen. If you are with her, no harm will come to you.”

Songbird was skeptical. She did her best to show it, eyebrows up, lips pressed together tightly.

Kroegan chuckled. “Besides, Jaren and I have many things to discuss. Would appreciate some time to reacquaint with my old friend.”

“I’ll be quiet.” She offered.

“Am knowing that Tetsu would very much enjoy your company. As for you, would you deprive her of the honor of your presence?”

She sighed and turned to make her way to the back of the group, checking over her shoulder to see if Jaren had changed his mind several times. Large swaths of clouds were scattered across the sky, periodically hiding the sun. The day was pleasantly cool. A mixed herd of cows and sheep grazed in the fields along the road, the sheep bleating loudly in the morning light. Songbird glanced shyly at Tetsu before falling into step a little behind her.
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Jaren kept his eyes fixed on the road ahead. Kroegan looked back to make sure Songbird had settled in before giving Jaren a pointed look. “Jaren, would much appreciate you explaining how you came to be traveling with this beautiful young woman who keeps making eyes at you.”

“She’s not making eyes at me.”

“Oh, she most certainly is.” Kroegan insisted, “As for me, have noticed the way she looks at you, was watching very closely as she threw herself into your arms upon seeing you back in Aixell. Are you not interested in returning her affections? She has an adventurous spirit and seems well suited for you.”

Jaren ran a hand down his face. “It’s complicated.”

“As for us, it would appear we have ample time for a complicated tale.” Kroegan gestured to the empty road ahead of them. “Am even willing to start. Will tell a story of my own, just to stoke the forge. As for you, do you remember how we met at Craggap? Having been thinking of that this morning.

“Were surrounded, refusing to surrender, were resigned to die to the last dwarf. As for the fighting, it was furious. Shoulder to shoulder. Were losing ground, losing spirit, when all of a sudden, as for the enemy’s line, it breaks. As for what happened, this beardless boy leads the charge, having flanked the enemies and broken through.”

“I was not ‘beardless’ if I recall,” Jaren interjected, rubbing his chin. “In fact, I thought my beard was pretty respectable for my age.”

“Bah.” Kroegan waved dismissively, though he was smiling. “As for your ‘beard’ it was hardly the fuzz of a newborn fawn.”

“If you say so.”

“Where was I? Ah, as for this barely bearded upstart, he somehow finds me in the onslaught. Back-to-back we fought, were able to reunite with our troops. It broke the enemy’s morale, and they fled. As for this young human, he turns to me, grinning, having fought with great skill and focus for one so young, and he offers me his hand. Introduces himself as ‘Jaren of Mulk.’

“As for me, when we returned to the main force, learned the truth. As for the upstart Jaren, he received several lashings for convincing his unit to come to our aid. If he hadn’t done that, if he hadn’t disobeyed, and broken the rules, and stolen away in the night with his men, as for me, I would be dead. Of that, I am sure. As for him, that day, he became one of the few outsiders to be called Friend of Clan Crownbreaker.

“Now. Having told you a tale, you are owing me a tale of how you came to be in the company of this young maiden, ne?”
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Songbird kept a polite distance from Tetsu, equally fascinated and terrified by her. Songbird had been so caught up in everything yesterday she hadn’t really thought about the consequences of going with the strange woman. So much had happened in the last few days, and Songbird was still trying to wrap her head around everything.

She moved enough to the side that she could get a better look at Tetsu. The silver-haired woman was almost as tall as Jaren but her features were smooth and soft, whereas Jaren had a more angular nose and jawline. Her hair shimmered brilliantly in the sunlight. Today it was pulled up in a topknot, and then braided into several plaits, which were decorated with ornate jewelry at the ends. Her exposed ears were pointed at the tops. Songbird had asked Jaren if Tetsu was an elf, but Jaren had seemed skeptical. Kroegan had said she was ‘an honored daughter of Tiamat’, whatever that meant.

She was certainly not a fey. All of the fey Songbird had ever encountered had a very specific air about them: always fickle but usually playful and mischievous. This woman felt more ancient, more aloof as if she were above such trivial things as play. Songbird wished she could figure it out so she could explain it to Jaren.

“If you would like to ask me a question, would be welcoming of the conversation,” Tetsu said over her shoulder, speaking in the language of Sho. Songbird hopped to the side, startled.

“Am sensing both your eagerness and your hesitation. As for you, you are wise to be wary of me, but am assuring you, I will not harm you. Come. Walk with me.” Tetsu gestured beside her.

Songbird cautiously stepped into place beside the woman. “Back in Aixell, you said I was incomplete. What did you mean by that?”

“Ah, so.” Tetsu fixed Songbird in her crystalline blue eyes. In the bright sun, her pupils were thin slits. It was decidedly unnerving. “As for me, it is my belief that Ficiun has sent you into the world utterly defenseless. Whether for jest or out of cruelty I do not know, but why create a magical creature that cannot wield magic?”

“But I’m not magical. I’m just a bird.” Songbird was confused.

“As for you, you are a bird no longer. That which has been touched by magic can never truly return to the way it was before. You are something new, now bearing the shape of a woman. You are more than you were, but not yet as much as you could be.” Tetsu’s tone was contemplative.

Songbird wasn’t sure how to respond. How could she not be a bird? Although she was very much in the form of a woman at the moment, so she supposed anything was possible. They continued along without speaking. The dwarves’ armor made a rhythmic clanking as they walked. A cool breeze played through the fields and pulled lazy clouds across the sun, casting the road in shadow, and causing Songbird to pull her cloak a little tighter. She was sure she could hear the roar of rushing water in the distance.

“If I may ask, as for you, are you a willing participant in this journey?” Tetsu inquired, pulling Songbird from her thoughts again.

“Yes. It’s my quest in fact. I asked to go in Jaren’s stead.”

Tetsu arched a delicate eyebrow. “Truly, child of the arbor? You asked to shoulder this burden?”

“Yes. I understand now it’s bigger than I realized. But Jaren was blind and alone, and I wanted to help him. At first, I just wanted to have an adventure. But now I think I want to do something more meaningful, something good. I don’t fully understand everything that I’ve seen yet. The world outside Reven is a sad and complicated place, but perhaps I could help someone. Perhaps I could make it just a little less sad.”

Songbird’s eyes wandered towards the front of their group, settling upon Jaren. He was engaged in conversation with Kroegan. He smiled, laughing at something Kroegan said. It made her heart glad to see him so happy; he seemed more at ease in this moment than he had since the day that Ficiun changed her. Her joy turned to a sharp ache in her chest that nearly stole her breath. “Especially Jaren. He’s my friend. I’ve known him for a long time. He’s always had a sorrowfulness about him. I want him to be happy. I was never able to help him before when I was a bird, but maybe I can now.”

“Ah, so.” In just those two words Tetsu managed to sound as if she understood one of the great mysteries of the cosmos.

A call from Kroegan interrupted them. Jaren and the dwarf had come to a stop. Tetsu and Songbird ventured forward to see what had happened. A short distance ahead lay a wide river, which was swollen from the spring storms. The current was swift, and the water harried the banks. There were posts on either side of the river, partially submerged, and a few wooden planks remained on the banks, where an old bridge had been.

“Scit,” Jaren muttered under his breath, his mirth evaporating like mist in the sun. “It’ll take days to backtrack,” he told the dwarf.

“Was just having commented last night on the terrible construction capabilities of your race. Shameful.” Kroegan shook his head.

Songbird looked at the river. Angry white foam gathered around rocks where the rapids were strongest. “Is there no way to cross?”

“No. We can’t—” he started to tell her.

Tetsu stepped past him. “As for this, what poor craftsmanship that it cannot withstand the torrent of an angry river. Nonetheless, this should be quite manageable.” She continued down the road toward the banks.

Ever curious, Songbird darted off after Tetsu. Kroegan chuckled and headed after the ladies, Jaren brought up the rear with the horses and the honor guard.

When she arrived at the riverbank, Tetsu put a hand on her hip and looked up and down the river, surveying the situation. The spray from the river tugged at her hair and silken robes. She nodded to herself and knelt at the edge of the water. Songbird crept closer, stopping a few feet away, watching intently. Tetsu held her hands out over the water and spoke. For the first time, Songbird did not understand the words.

The air began to buzz with power, and the temperature dropped suddenly. This was unlike Ficiun’s wild fey magic or Araltgar’s controlled and methodical divination. Songbird felt a tremendous pressure bear down on her, crushing her lungs, and squeezing the breath from her body. The forces in the air felt primal and savage, like a thunderstorm or an avalanche, or a forest fire. She imagined it was like trying to wrangle the sun itself, or even Great Uhel, and force them to do your bidding. Her breath was coming in short gasps now and was visible in the frigid air. The river sounded muffled and far away.

Tetsu, who appeared completely unaffected by the immense amount of gathering energy, gestured slowly and intricately, speaking her strange, archaic words which seemed to hang in the air and reverberate. The water churned beneath her hands. Tetsu stood and in a quick, snapping movement drove one of her palms toward the ground and thrust her other hand out in front of her, palm facing the opposite shore. As she did, the water sprang out of the river and began to turn to ice. Songbird was mesmerized as the waves took shape, twisting and splashing as they found form and hardened.

The pressure in the air was gone, and the roaring of the river returned. Songbird found herself sucking in a deep breath. There was a bridge, roughly ten feet wide, well above the surface of the water, now spanning the river in a graceful arc. It glistened in the light as the clouds passed overhead, revealing the sun once again. The bridge appeared to be intricately crafted, with large supports descending into the turbulent river below. It had wide, sturdy railings on either side. The posts between the railings bore ice sculptures of beasts Songbird did not recognize, a strange combination of a large cat and a maned canine.

“As for that, it should suit our needs satisfactorily,” Tetsu said, nodding to herself approvingly.

Songbird tried to keep her jaw from dropping. “That was incredible!” she stammered as Kroegan strode up to the bridge. Jaren paused at Songbird’s side.

“As for you, you are showing off.” The dwarf teased as Tetsu joined him to inspect her handiwork. She gave a low bow in response and Kroegan started across the bridge. Tetsu followed Kroegan, and his honor guard was not far behind.

Songbird looked up at Jaren and pointed at the bridge. “Did you see what she did?!“ She was on her tiptoes, almost too excited to contain herself.

He frowned. “I did.”

Songbird started for the bridge, but Jaren reached out and caught her by the wrist, stopping her. “Magic of this magnitude… I don’t like it. You need to be careful around her.”

She pulled her wrist from Jaren’s grasp, irritated. “You’re the one who told me she wasn’t a threat, now you want me to be careful? Which is it?”

“I don’t think she’s going to hurt you, but she’s more powerful than I suspected. Power on that scale means trouble. Stay alert and be cautious.” He warned.

She gave an exasperated sigh. “I will.” She spun and raced toward the bridge before he could say any more. 
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Snowcapped peaks marked the horizon to the west, while clouds marbled in brilliant yellow, oranges, and reds painted the sky. Dusk was settling over the countryside and the group had left the road in search of a sheltered place to set up for the night. Jaren found a patch of flat ground near a small copse of oak trees.

Many hands made light of the load and in short order the dwarves had set up bedrolls, started a fire, and posted a watch. The dwarves worked with great efficiency and hardly spoke. When Kroegan’s honor guard did speak, it was only amongst themselves or to Kroegan, never to the humans, and they always bowed to Tetsu, giving her a wide berth.

Songbird, who was used to gathering wood as part of her routine, strayed away from camp, looking for more kindling. She was picking up sticks, humming to herself when Tetsu found her. “Oh!” Songbird nearly dropped the wood she was carrying as she turned around and almost walked straight into Tetsu. “You startled me.”

“As for you, child of the arbor, you were rather easy to sneak up on. Should consider being more vigilant.” Tetsu said softly, her blue eyes glinting dangerously in the twilight. The last of the light was rapidly fading and a hush had fallen over the countryside. Fog was beginning to collect in the lower land between the hills.

“Jaren also tells me to be vigilant,” Songbird admitted, glancing at her arms, missing her wings.

“As for his words, there is wisdom in them. You no longer have the gift of flight. It is not so easy for you to escape your dangers as once it was.”

Songbird went back to collecting firewood. “I know that.”

Tetsu fell into step beside Songbird. The two women wove gracefully through the tall weeds and bushes, Songbird scanning side to side for sticks. Her long hair had been woven into a simple plait that hung over her shoulder. “That was really impressive, what you did with the ice at the river today. I’ve never seen anyone use magic to help someone before,” she said without looking up. Her skirts swished softly as she moved through the grass. “Ficiun always used magic for his own amusement. He never did something for nothing, there was always a price. What was the cost of the bridge?”

“Ah, so. As for you, you have a keen and calculating mind, to ask such a question. As for the bridge, there is no price. Was giving it freely to help my companions along on our journey. Similar to what you are doing now, exchange of effort to benefit the group.”

Songbird straightened, her arms full of firewood. She turned in the direction of the campfire. She had wandered a little further away than she realized. She stole a glance at Tetsu, whose eyes reflected the distant firelight the way a wolf’s would have. Songbird shivered from more than just the cold evening air. The two women started back to the campfire, Tetsu’s silken robes whispering in the dark, while Songbird resumed her humming.

Several thoughts occurred to Songbird, and she stumbled over her words as she tried to express them all at once. “How did you learn magic? What even is magic? How does it work? Can I learn magic? Could I use it to help Jaren on our journey?”

Tetsu didn’t answer immediately, but her expression was contemplative. The jewels in her hairpins twinkled in the light from the campfire. A few lonely crickets called out to each other as the stars began to grace the sky. Great Uhel, ever present in the sky, was a large crescent; a giant scythe splitting the curtain of night.

“Perhaps.” Tetsu said slowly as they reached the camp. “Will have to give some consideration to your questions. But will answer what I can presently. As for me, my ancestors learned how to manipulate and manifest a variety of forces from the cosmos. Everything from primal and wild forces like fire and water and breath to subtle forces of subterfuge and persuasion to the changing of things, the empowering of things, to seeing the future. Nothing was beyond their reaching. Even the reanimation of those who have passed.”

Songbird was captivated, listening with rapt attention as Tetsu spoke, the singsong language of Sho as entrancing as the story itself.

“As for my ancestors, these secrets were stolen from them. We have never forgiven The Trickster for this. The knowledge of how to wield these powers eventually fell into the hands of mortals. Giants and wizards alike have tried over the millennia to achieve mastery in the same way my ancestors had, but none can compare. As for magic, it is the primordial lifeblood that flows through all things. It is a mighty force to be reckoned with, and none since The Nine have been able to wield it so skillfully. To touch this power is to risk losing oneself to the abyss. Few can learn to control it, and fewer still can resist the temptation to wield more than their vessel can handle. Imagine a cup trying to contain the might of the ocean. To command magic is to command the very essence of the cosmos. It is not something to be taken lightly.”

Songbird had never seen the ocean, but she felt she understood the intent of Tetsu’s explanation. “But you did it so easily.” Songbird stammered. “How?”

The corners of Tetsu’s mouth twitched into a sly grin. “Having told you, it’s in my blood. Besides, have been practicing many, many years.”

Songbird was nearly dancing, hopping from foot to foot with excitement. “Does that have to do with you being an honored daughter of Tiamat? What does that mean exactly? What are you? And who are The Nine?”

“Am appreciative of your enthusiasm, but as for your questions, they are turning to a very personal nature. Our friendship is merely that of an acquaintance which does not allow for such intimate questions. Knowing that you do not have the understanding to know better, am letting you know that you are bordering upon rude, daughter of the arbor, asking me what I am.”

“I’m sorry, I just—”

One of the honor guards, a dwarf with a thick black beard that had been braided in a single braid, walked up to Tetsu and bowed low before presenting her with a skewered rabbit that had been roasted over the fire. Tetsu nodded graciously and took the meal. Songbird continued to look expectantly at Tetsu, waiting for more information. “Should be finding your companion, should you not? Am thinking he will be worried about you.”

Songbird looked to the other side of the camp where Jaren was pulling the saddles and tack off the horses. “I don’t think Jaren worries about me. To be honest, I think I annoy him.”

“Perhaps you are confusing irritation for concern?”

“Oh, no. Jaren is definitely irritated with me rather than concerned.” Songbird glanced over her shoulder again to see Jaren now brushing Deshyr. He, too, looked over his shoulder searching the camp for her. Their gaze met. His eyes were dark, like pines before the storm clouds. He held her eyes. She forgot to breathe.

“As for humans, they do not abide by your avian rules, little bird. The most suitable matches are not often the most adept at making their affections known.”

Jaren had stopped brushing Deshyr and turned to face her. Gallop was nudging him impatiently, wanting to be brushed. He tipped his head toward the horses, offering for her to join him. “You think Jaren is… that he might be interested in me?” Songbird could not take her eyes off him. Her stomach fluttered at the idea and her chest suddenly felt tight.

“Am saying you should not discount the possibility.” Tetsu gently nudged Songbird in Jaren's direction. “Rest well daughter of the arbor.”

Songbird thanked Tetsu and made her way over to the campfire. She dropped her armful of sticks and logs for the dwarves before heading over to Jaren and the horses. Jaren had returned to brushing the chestnut gelding. Gallop nickered as Songbird approached. She moved to stand next to Jaren, stroking Gallop’s side.

“Here.” Jaren handed her the brush. “I’m finished with Deshyr. Gallop likes it better when you tend to her.” Songbird felt his calloused fingertips as she took the brush from him. Her cheeks felt hot. Gallop bumped the small woman with her nose, lipping at her clothes. Songbird smiled and began to brush the horse.

“When you’re finished, come have dinner. And then we’ll sleep.”


Memories – The Descent


JAREN LOOKED DOWN THE STAIRCASE into the darkness, then he looked around the corner and down the hallway. His pack was ragged and weary. The fortress had been far from abandoned, and they had fought hard to get here.

“Let’s just get this done.” He decided, taking a torch from his pack and lighting it with his flint.

Wrinnit took up position at the top of the staircase while the group began their descent. She followed last, after making sure no one had seen them.

As they descended into darkness a horrible stench rose up to meet them. Jaren covered his nose against the oppressive fetor of offal and rotting flesh. Wrinnit gagged and retched next to the wall. The stairs went down for an eternity. Jaren’s legs began to burn, his knees protesting. Smoke drifted up from the depths, and the stench became more oppressive.

Gradually, the bottom of the stairs became visible, followed by a short hallway, and the flickering of torchlight could be seen in the doorway at the far end of the hall. Jaren handed his torch to Feyn, taking the last few steps cautiously. He crept down the hallway to the doorway and looked in.

The dungeon was dimly lit by torches and fires burning in braziers, but the light was enough to make out the horrors within. Across from the staircase was a massive black altar that glistened in the flickering light. It was intricately carved with demonic faces and skulls. Behind the altar was a large, black bell suspended from the ceiling by several heavy chains.

Corpses lined the walls, hanging by their wrists from manacles. One of them near the door moved, and Jaren nearly jumped. It was a young man who had been flayed, the skin across his chest and stomach peeled back to reveal the muscle underneath. He moved again, moaning. Sweet Mersey, some of these poor souls were still alive. His eyes sweeping the room Jaren could see that many of them had been tortured, with various cuts or wounds that were festering.

A pile of bodies was positioned near the altar, many of which had started to rot. There was a large circle that had been carved into the floor with a Gorothkan rune and other symbols carved into the middle of it. Candles had been placed around the carving. Cultists were positioning themselves at the edges, chanting.

Jaren checked for alternate exits. None that he could see. Only one way in or out. Alceas crept forward and looked around Jaren into the room. “I guess we found our cultists,” the cleric whispered as he counted over a dozen people in the room.

One of the cultists approached the altar. She wore elaborate black and red robes and carried a staff with an intricate golden top piece in one hand, and a small, crudely carved statue in the other. The priestess took up her place behind the altar. She set the small statue, carved from dark stone, at the front of the altar. Jaren could make out a glowing red gemstone embedded in it.

She raised her hands. Two of the cultists broke away from the circle and went to the wall. They unchained an elderly man, dragging him across the room and up to the altar. He struggled weakly. The cultists lifted him onto the altar, pulling his arms and legs, stretching him out.

The chanting grew louder, echoing off the stone walls. The priestess pulled a wicked curved dagger from inside her robe. The old man whimpered pitifully as the priestess raised the dagger high.

“Hells,” Alceas breathed. “The moons must be in position. This is bad. We’ve got to stop this.”

Jaren looked at his friend. “You sure?” Feyn and Wrinnit had crept forward and were looking past Jaren and Alceas into the dungeon. Wrinnit turned away, dry heaving, but her stomach was empty and nothing came up.

“This is the ceremony, they’re summoning him!” Alceas hissed, looking back at Feyn and Wrinnit. “If we don’t stop this now, Tigraen burns.”

Wrinnit nodded. The archer drew her bow and took aim at the priestess, she exhaled to steady her aim and loosed her arrow. The priestess must have caught the glint of the arrowhead in the firelight and waved her hand in front of her. The arrow bounced off an invisible wall of infernal energy, the air shimmering red where the arrow had been deflected.

Everyone in the room turned toward the stairwell. There was a brief pause as both parties registered exactly what was going on. Jaren and Alceas charged into the dungeon, swinging sword and mace. The room exploded into chaos. Cultists scattered, pulling wrapped clubs or daggers from inside their robes. Feyn flowed into the room, blasting bolts of arcane energy from his palms. Wrinnit was close on his heels, her back to his, firing arrows.

The four of them worked as a single fury, cutting down cultists as they went. The priestess raised her staff in one hand, the curved dagger in the other, her words drowned out by the sounds of battle. As she completed her incantation, the pile of corpses near the altar began to twitch. Still bleeding bodies of recently slain cultists began to spasm and writhe on the ground. The grotesque, mangled forms in the heap began to stand up and shamble or drag their way toward the pack. Loyal even in death, their eyes rolled back, heads lolling to the side, answering the summons of their priestess.

“Oh, Skylae save us.” Alceas muttered.

A deep ringing sound reverberated throughout the dungeon. Jaren glanced over to see a cultist pulling a rope to ring the huge bell behind the altar. The ringing resounded off the walls and carried up through the entire castle.

The priestess plunged her dagger into the old man on the altar, and she began to carve out his heart.

Alceas slammed his hands together and began to pray, channeling Skylae’s divine energy. The undead who came near him hissed or gurgled and began to shy away from him. Feyn and Wrinnit backed their way up to Alceas. As the undead were driven away from Alceas, Feyn and Wrinnit hounded the priestess with arrows and magic, forcing her to go on the defensive. Jaren cut down anyone who got close to his pack.

For a brief moment, it seemed like they might be able to get the upper hand. The cultists down here were ill-equipped and ill trained, save for the priestess, and the undead were currently repelled by Alceas’ holy magic. They were gaining ground.

The din of dozens of feet began to echo down the stairwell, drowning out the sounds of battle. Jaren looked to the doorway as dozens more cultists poured into the room. It was a sea of brown robes, and these zealots were well armed. They continued to pour into the room like a swarm of ants, bodies pressed together, surging forward, brandishing swords and maces.

Jaren felt his chest constrict painfully, and his throat closed tight on his next breath. This was many times over the number of cultists Jaren had been led to expect. There were so many of them, acting as a singular bloodthirsty mob, they continued to squeeze into the dungeon. How could so many bodies fit into such a space?

Jaren repositioned himself between the door and his pack. Alceas returned to swinging his mace with renewed intensity, pressing on toward the altar. Jaren stood his ground, swinging, cutting into cultists until there were too many of them around for him to be able to effectively swing, so he resorted to quick stabs into the throng to keep them back. They continued to press in against him, overwhelming him.

Things were happening too fast. There were too many bodies in the room, he was struggling to keep track of where everyone was. Had the defector simply not known, or had it been a trap all along? Jaren felt himself being separated from his pack. The only thing that mattered now was surviving.


Chapter twenty-seven
Bargain
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SONGBIRD WOKE SUDDENLY, unsure of what had startled her. The first pale gray hints of dawn were creeping up from the eastern horizon. Songbird rubbed her eyes sleepily, to her left Jaren was stuffing things into one of the saddlebags. “What are you doing?”

“We’re leaving,” Jaren told her.

Songbird looked around. One of the dwarves had built up the fire, and the others were just beginning to stir. She didn’t see Tetsu or Kroegan. Jaren was not his usual calm and collected self, his movements were quick and irritated. Something was wrong. She tried to blink the sleep out of her eyes. “Now?”

“Now.” Jaren tied the saddlebag closed. Songbird pulled herself out of her bedroll and put her feet on the ground. There was frost in the grass, and she pulled her feet back quickly at the cold shock. She shoved her feet into her boots, her tired fingers struggling with the laces. She gave up partway, deciding it was good enough before wrapping her cloak around her and following Jaren over to the horses. “What’s got you so worked up?”

“Nothing. Just nightmares. Go pack up your bedroll.’ He threw the saddlebags over Gallop’s hind quarters. The dapple mare tossed her head and pawed at the ground with one of her hooves as if to remind Jaren they couldn’t leave until their smallest member of the group was ready to go. Deshyr was already saddled and packed.

“I thought we were going with Kroegan and Tetsu.”

He rounded on her. “I said pack your bedroll.”

It was too early for this nonsense. He was in a mood. She’d get a clear answer out of him later when her brain wasn’t quite so addled by sleep. She stomped away to go pack her bedroll. Gallop nipped at Jaren, swishing her tail irritably as she walked past him. He gave the mare a disdainful look. “Don’t worry, we’re not leaving her.”

“As for this, what is happening?” Kroegan asked, arriving in much the same state Songbird had. He was dressed haphazardly as if he had hurried into his clothes, his beard untucked from his belt. She looked over her shoulder, listening.

Jaren turned and bowed to the dwarf. “Kroegan, son of Thurgeda, daughter of Euline, it has been a pleasure to share both road and conversation with you, but I’m afraid Songbird, and I must part ways.”

The dwarf stroked his blonde beard. “As for you, what has changed your mind so suddenly?” Jaren adjusted the buckles on the saddle, checking the straps, and managing the fit carefully. Gallop’s ears swiveled, and she kept looking toward Songbird. Deshyr shifted nervously. When Jaren turned around, Kroegan gave him a hard look, crossing his arms. “Am deserving of an explanation, I think.”

“Kroegan, friend, I just—I need to hurry.” Jaren’s voice was thick. “There is something I must take care of, and it can’t wait. Songbird and I will be faster if we take the horses and go on our own.”

Songbird pretended to fold her blanket, watching the exchange between Jaren and the dwarf, their voices easily discernable in the still morning air.

The dwarf nodded. “Might this have something to do with your poor sleep? Could not help but overhear your talking in your dreaming. Am guessing many were your nightmares last night. Am wondering if they were in regards to your facing one who comes from Gorothka. This being the source of your vagary?”

“Yes.” Jaren turned to check Gallop’s bridle. The horse moved her head away from him and took a sidestep. Songbird grinned. Gallop would not suffer Jaren to forget her.

“I told you, we’re not leaving without her. Don’t be difficult.” Jaren tried to soothe the horse, but he was just making them more agitated.

“As for you, are you going to meet the rest of your company? Are waiting on you, ne?” Kroegan asked.

The stars were fading overhead. Jaren’s hands slowed in their work. He looked to the horizon where the predawn gray was slowly changing to a soft yellow. “No. It’s just Songbird and me.”

Kroegan clapped Jaren on the back. “Well, as for that, if it’s just the two of you, this must be nothing more than an imp or feral interloper from Gorothka then. Have always known you to be smart and capable. Should be something easily handled, yes? Why so much anxiety around this errand?”

“If only it were that easy.” Jaren walked around the horse one more time, rechecking everything. Gallop stomped with her foreleg again, nervous for all Jaren’s pacing and fidgeting. Songbird pretended to search for the ties for her bedroll very slowly. Her interest was piqued. Jaren had mostly explained things to her, but she could probably learn something from listening, and she did not want to interrupt the conversation.

The dwarf frowned. “As for that, that doesn’t sound like the Jaren I know. Am thinking there is much more you’re not telling me. Am thinking I might be able to be of some assistance, perhaps offer some advice. Please, am asking you to explain what exactly it is you are facing.”

Jaren looked over Gallop at Great Uhel. Seven other moons shared the sky with Great Uhel, though they were a fraction of the size. Jaren picked out an angry red moon, currently waxing. He stared hard at it. “A denizen of Gorothka, one which was being summoned by a group of cultists. I—my pack and I faced it once before. I believe Arzinock to be trapped. I need to get to him before he escapes and end him.”

Kroegan crossed his arms. “As for the cultists, why bother to summon a lesser demon?”

“They wouldn’t bother to summon a lesser demon,” Jaren confirmed.

Kroegan was on the edge of exasperation when realization hit like a bucket of cold water to the face. “You can’t be serious?”

“This is something I have to do. I swore to do it. As your kind would say, I am honor bound.”

“Ah, so.” Kroegan tapped his chin. “Am remembering you as a strong and capable lad with a good head on his shoulders. Am wanting to provide you with some advice. Will you hear it?”

“What is the meaning of this?”

Songbird nearly jumped. She looked over her shoulder to see Tetsu staring down at her.
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Jaren wanted to be on the road, and he wanted to be on the road now. But Kroegan had put him in a difficult spot. It was rare for a dwarf to be on good terms with an outsider, much less offer their assistance. According to dwarven custom Jaren would be incredibly disrespectful to decline Kroegan’s offer, and even as agitated as he was, he knew better. Having an ally among the dwarven kind was a huge advantage he could not disregard easily. “Alright. I’m grateful for whatever advice you wish to give.”

Kroegan clapped a hand on Jaren’s back and steered him away from the horses over to the campfire. The honor guard were starting to work on breakfast. There was a square-shaped, iron kettle over the coals, and Jaren could smell coffee brewing. Kroegan picked up two copper cups from one of the packs before he took the kettle from the fire and filled both cups. He carefully handed one to Jaren with both hands and a very slight bow. Jaren bowed low as he accepted the coffee from the dwarf.

“As for my advice,”—Kroegan lowered his voice—“Is being very important to recognize when you are outmatched, and you require help. Am thinking that the Jaren I knew would have certainly understood this. Is being better to fight with one’s head as well as one’s heart to ensure victory over your enemy. If you must fight one of the greater denizens of Gorothka, and you must do it alone, would it not be pertinent to make sure you were adequately equipped?”

The dwarf gestured to Jaren’s sword, belted at his hip. “Am not believing that this poorly crafted, very ordinary, weapon of human make will harm the demon. Am not thinking that you believe that either?”

Jaren took a drink. The coffee was hot and earthy, the dwarves having blended mushrooms into their brew. The tin cup was warm in his hands against the chill of the morning air. “I have the relic that was used to summon it. If it can summon the demon into Tigraen, it can send it back to Gorothka as well. I learned as much about it as I could without drawing the Interrogers’ attention before I hid it away. I know, for certain, it will make Arzinock vulnerable. But I was never quite able to figure out how to make it work.”

Kroegan looked skeptical. “Am thinking this sounds like a rather ill-thought-out plan. Am not remembering you as having much aptitude for magic. Let me make sure am understanding of your plan: You’re marching into the lair of the demon, with a relic that could free him, that if it returns to his grasp will unleash him upon Tigraen. Yet you’re not sure how it works, but you’re going to just figure it out in the moment, in the very belly of the beast?”

Jaren drank his coffee, eyes fixed on the fire. Well, of course when you put it like that, it sounds like a terrible plan.

“Was thinking as much. Am not understanding why you’re not fully committing to fulfilling your oath. If you are truly honor bound, as you say you are, then you should do it to the utmost of your ability, and muster every power you can bring to bear to complete this task. Should not be going in unprepared and unequipped. Should be giving it the whole of your being, anything less is dishonorable. Am not sure what kind of conflict or inner turmoil has driven you to behave in such a defeated manner, but it is not appropriate for a man of your quality to be acting this way.”

Tetsu stormed up, eyes blazing, the dwarven language sounding harsh in her voice. Jaren did not understand the words, but her tone carried her message well enough. “Having learned from the daughter of the arbor that these two are leaving presently. Have you offended our guests?”

The dwarf scoffed. Jaren looked over the dwarf at Songbird who was kneeling and lacing her boots between the horses. Gallop put her head down and nudged Songbird, who paused with her boots and stroked the horse’s nose affectionately. Deshyr pawed the ground.

“As for that, it’s suicide. Am not willing to allow it. Tell the human.” Tetsu demanded.

Kroegan looked to Jaren. “Am suspecting you’ve upset our honored daughter of Tiamat by changing your plans. As for her, she is refusing to allow you to separate from us to continue with your quest.”

“Tell her this is none of her business, and I’m not beholden to her authority” Jaren snapped.

Kroegan shook his head. “In the interest of keeping you alive, will not be telling her that. Your words are rash, and I urge you to reconsider a more polite response.”

Songbird, who had finally managed to finish lacing her boots and came over to interject herself into the conversation. Gallop followed Songbird like an oversized dog, and Deshyr followed Gallop. Jaren shook his head as he took the reins. “Say your goodbyes Songbird. We’re leaving.”

Tetsu looked at Jaren with disdain. “As for him, if he is set on going to his death, will not stop him. But the child of the arbor stays with me. Will not allow her to go.” She spoke in the language of the dwarves, without taking her eyes off Jaren, evidently expecting Kroegan to translate for her.

“What?” Songbird chirped, eyes darting back and forth between Jaren and Tetsu, “Why would you do that? It’s my quest! You can’t stop me.”

“Ah, so.” Tetsu stepped past Jaren and moved to stand uncomfortably close to Songbird. “Am, in fact, very much able to stop you. Am not above using force to do it. As for you, you are powerless; being utterly outmatched. Having no way of stopping me if I so choose to prevent you from continuing on.”

Jaren didn’t understand what the woman had said, but he didn’t care for her tone one bit. He grabbed Tetsu’s shoulder to pull her away from Songbird. Tetsu wheeled on Jaren, knocking his hand away with surprising strength, and bared her teeth at him, her canines appearing overly sharp and large in her mouth. The dwarven guard had been drawn by the commotion and leveled their axes at Jaren.

“Stop! Everyone stop! Just stop!” Songbird ran into the middle of the circle, her hands out. She was shouting in Eastron, Dwarven and another tongue Jaren did not recognize. What in the hells was she doing? She stepped between Jaren and Tetsu, with her back to Jaren.

“Don’t hurt him.” Songbird straightened herself. “You’re right. I can’t win against you one to one. You have both strength and magic, which I do not possess. But I know you’ve been summoned here to do something important, something that can’t wait, you said so yourself. And that means, at some point, your attention will be divided. You can’t watch me every moment, and sooner or later you’ll need to do the thing the dwarves brought you here to do. And when that happens, I’ll slip away. I won’t deny it, I fear you. But I will not be held captive by you. I have my own important task to see through, and I won’t let you or anyone else stop me.”

Jaren promised himself he would try to learn more dwarven if he survived this quest. He had no idea what Songbird had spouted off about, but it sounded rather impressive. Whatever it was had gotten Tetsu’s attention. Tetsu was still as a statue, her face as cold as marble. All four members of Kroegan’s honor guard were staring at Songbird, horrified. Kroegan’s expression hovered somewhere between appalled and impressed. Jaren felt his hand creeping toward the hilt of his sword on its own volition.

At last, Tetsu inclined her head ever so slightly. “As for you, daughter of the arbor, you have courage. If it is truly your desire to fight this denizen of Gorothka, if you are honor bound to see this through, then I cannot allow you to do that as you are. As repayment for your assistance in Aixell, will equip you. Unlike the indolent fey that made you, I will see it done properly.”

Tetsu turned. The dwarves backed away respectfully. Kroegan shook his head in disbelief as he walked away. Jaren put his hand on Songbird’s shoulder. “You alright?”

She was shaking slightly, but she nodded. 
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Jaren paced, his hand resting on the hilt of his sword. His eyes continued to drift toward the patch of trees where Tetsu had taken Songbird. He did not trust that woman one bit. Especially not after Songbird seemed to have upset her. He had tried to get Kroegan to explain what had been said but the dwarf simply shook his head.

“As for pacing, it will not make the time pass any faster. Am thinking you may as well sit down and eat some breakfast.” Kroegan offered. “Am thinking you could tell me more about this quest you two are undertaking.”

“What’s there to tell? I’ve sworn to defeat Arzinock or die trying.” Jaren ran a hand through his hair.

“Am understanding that,” Kroegan admonished. “Am not understanding why you’re not even trying. Why have you not equipped yourself with a proper weapon? Why have you gathered no allies?”

Jaren’s footsteps slowed and then stopped. These were hard questions. Harder than Songbird’s questions. He looked at his boots. The dark leather was weather-stained and scuffed. He would need to oil them soon. “I can’t, I won’t lead anyone else to their death. My pack, my family, trusted me, and they all died as a result. I failed them. I can’t go through that again.”

The dwarf crossed his arms. “As for Songbird, what of her? Should you not at least try, for her? Am firmly believing she entertains no small amount of affection for you, am willing to wager you also harbor some affection for her. Would you see her die needlessly because of your pride or remorse?”

“She’s a bird, not a woman,” Jaren said bitterly. The more he reminded himself of that the easier distance himself from her. Although he found he did not want to. “And even if she wasn’t a bird, someone like her… her affections should be reserved for more honorable men.”

Kroegan shook his head. “Not a word of that being true, and you know it. As for your weapon, it is certainly inadequate for the task. Hopefully, we can agree on that at least. Are needing a mighty weapon of sufficient power to deal with Arzinock of Gorothka, ne?”

“I don’t disagree.” Jaren resumed his pacing. The honor guard had finished packing up the camp and were waiting off to the side, sending distasteful looks in Jaren’s direction. “I don’t really have the time, much less the means to get an appropriate sword. I thought I had until the Feast of Dra. But now I’m not as sure. I’ve been having terrible nightmares.”

“As for that, it means the beast is doing its job well. Sowing doubt and recklessness in your mind is a sure strategy. Do not let yourself be overcome. Would like to help you, as you helped me at the battle of Craggap. Am thinking there is a way for us to help each other.”

Jaren hesitated, but he couldn’t deny that Kroegan’s reasoning was sound. “Let’s hear it then.”

Kroegan leaned forward eagerly, rubbing his hands together. “Am thinking you made an excellent decision. Am running very low on a special component. Am needing it to continue to forge the best quality steel. Am not able to spare or delegate anyone to the task at the moment. As for the entire clan, it is in uproar with preparations for my wedding. It will be months and months before anyone would able to do this for me. Am hoping you would be willing to go gather this component for me, which I will need to forge your sword anyway. Am thinking, if you bring a substantial quantity, will serve as payment for the forging of your blade. As for this, does it sound like a reasonable trade?”

“Sounds simple enough.” Jaren stopped his pacing and turned to face the dwarf. “What exactly is this special component?”

Kroegan’s excitement grew. “Are you familiar with, how do you say in your tongue? The Erifer tree? Common to the Whisperwoods?”

Jaren nodded, resting his hand on the hilt of his sword. The gesture was comfortable, like reuniting with an old friend. The Whisperwoods were several days to the east. He began charting a path in his mind, the act more a habit than anything, and he unwillingly realized how much he had missed his travels. “I know of them. Trees so large an ansvar couldn’t even wrap their arms around its trunk.”

“Yes!” Kroegan nodded. “Now, as for you, don’t laugh, but am needing their seed cones. As many as you can bring me.”

Jaren looked at the dwarf. “You want me to go get you a sack full of pinecones?”

The dwarf continued to nod excitedly. “Not just one, but as many sacks as you can carry. Would be an excellent task for Songbird to assist you with, ne?”

“Seriously?” Jaren tried not to scowl. “Is this a joke?”

Kroegan crossed his arms. “Would not jape about such things! Am being very serious. The seed cones are coated in a protective resin which burns extremely hot. When added to the forge, it increases the heat and the duration that the coal burns. As for the seed cones, they are invaluable for forging strong steel. Having told you not to laugh, am rather offended you would think I would send you on a fool’s errand.”

Jaren put his hands up apologetically. “I’m sorry, I did not mean to offend. If you really, truly think these pinecones will help you make a sword that can slay a demon, Songbird and I will go and gather them.”

Kroegan stroked his beard, grinning, clearly pleased with himself.

Jaren fought the urge to resume his pacing. “You said that you can’t spare anyone to go get these pinecones and yet you’ve marched halfway across Tigraen to escort Tetsu back to the stronghold. I don’t mean to pry, but is everything alright?”

“Oh. Most certainly. Having told you is a time of great celebration for my clan. Having not had a royal wedding in hundreds of years, the clan is overjoyed. Having invited the most honored daughter of Tiamat to preside over my wedding. As the most esteemed guest of honor, tradition dictates that I accompany her myself to ensure her safe arrival. It will be some time before any sense of normalcy returns to the stronghold of Clan Crownbreaker.”

A scream from the trees startled a flock of birds taking refuge in the branches, causing them to take wing. Jaren had trained with the garrison from the time he was a small boy, apprenticed with the Black Bulls as a younger man; he had been to battle, held men as they died, lost comrades, and fought monsters. By his own summation, he did not rattle easily. But Songbird’s scream made the hair on the back of his neck stand up in a way few other things had.

Even Kroegan, who had been sitting comfortably by the fire, rose involuntarily to his feet. Jaren started forward, about to rush to the trees, but the dwarf put his arm out, stopping Jaren. Kroegan shook his head. “As for us, it’s best if we don’t interfere.”


Chapter twenty-eight
Magic
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“UM, WHAT, EXACTLY, ARE WE DOING?” Songbird asked as they pushed into the small grove of oak trees, twigs and acorns crunching under her boots.

Tetsu came to a stop, scanning the area. “As for you, through no fault of your own, you are fey touched. Am having a long-standing hatred of the fey. Am of the opinion that Ficiun sent you on this quest purely in jest. He did not expect you to succeed. If I can thwart his plans and help assure your victory, then I will. Am going to equip you in a way I see fit. Am going to place my mark upon you. This may change you. As for you, you will no longer belong to the fey creature alone. Will be for the better.”

“You’re going to change me?” Songbird was alarmed.

“Are you not changed already?” Tetsu stood between two large trunks and turned to face Songbird. “As for you, you asked me if you could learn magic, did you not?”

“Yes.” Songbird felt suddenly wary.

“Then it is settled. Come here.” Tetsu pointed to the ground in front of her.

Songbird hesitated. She sensed that she had, perhaps, made a gross misjudgment and was about to be in over her head. At the very least she should tread carefully.

“Did you really expect to remain unchanged on your journey? As for you, you are going to take on a demon, are you not? Are sworn to fight one of the greater denizens of Gorothka, no? Yesterday, you asked about the cost of magic. Everything has a price, not just magic. If you want to be victorious in your endeavor, this is the cost. As for you, are you willing to pay it?” Tetsu’s voice was hard, but not unkind.

Songbird looked back over her shoulder in the direction of the camp, shifting uncomfortably, wrestling with all the unknowns before her. The pale light of the rising sun filtered in through the trees. Birds were flitting through the branches, singing to each other in the dawn light.

She thought of Reven Wood. Of the great trees she called home, of the gentle breeze through the leaves, and the rushing river weaving its way through the forest like a sapphire ribbon. She thought of the quiet snows of winter and the warm sunshine of the summer. She remembered sitting in the branches and singing the sun into the sky at dawn with her sister songbirds, just as these birds were doing now.

Then the image of her forest burning crept into her mind. Hungry flames devouring the woods without mercy. The birds and foxes and deer, naive as she had been, unaware of anything beyond the edges of Reven, were forced to flee, terrified. She wasn’t sure what a demon even looked like, but her imagination conjured a terrible beast, like the undead monsters they had encountered in the crypt, only worse, with skin wreathed in flames, burning everything in its wake indiscriminately, like in the song. She imagined such a creature ravaging all the deep and quiet woods of Tigraen, her Tigraen.

“Whatever the cost, I’ll pay it.” She said firmly, lifting her chin.

Tetsu inclined her head respectfully and gestured to the ground in front of her. Songbird tried to stride forward confidently, but her legs felt weak, her palms suddenly sweaty.

Once Songbird was positioned in the spot Tetsu had indicated, she tried to stand tall. Tetsu put her index finger on Songbird’s forehead before closing her eyes. Songbird felt the immediate tingle of the same primal energy she had felt the other day at the river. The sharp scent of ozone stung her nose. Slowly, the ambient sounds of the grove faded away as the pressure in the air began to build, pressing in all around her.

Tetsu spoke; it was the same archaic language that Songbird did not understand. The words seemed to reverberate in the thick air, the very atmosphere around her becoming oppressive. Songbird struggled to draw a breath under its weight. She collapsed, driven to her knees. She wanted to speak, to ask Tetsu to stop, but could not.

The air crackled with raw power, wild and eager. Tetsu finished her incantation, and the floodgates were opened. Songbird tried again to cry out as the power rushed toward her, buffeting her, stealing the last of her breath from her lungs. The power swept across her skin, liquid fire seeping into every pore. All the energy that Tetsu had gathered poured into Songbird’s small body. Raging fire, freezing frost, blasting winds, the cold blazing light of the stars. A maelstrom of forces tore at her. She grit her teeth, eyes shut tight against the pain.

Songbird dug her hands into the grass, clenching her fists, desperate for something real to hold onto. She felt the wet dew on the grass, the cold earth below, dirt working its way under her fingernails. She would not lose herself. Not to this. Too much was at stake. Through sheer force of will she forced a breath into her lungs. The following exhale came as a wild, desperate scream, laced with pain and terror. It shattered the stillness of the grove. For a brief instant, she wondered if she was going to die.

All at once, it stopped. Songbird knelt in the grass, shaking like a leaf in the wind, panting. Wisps of steam and arcane energy rolled off her and beads of sweat dripped down her face. Gradually, the ringing in her ears began to subside. Her entire body ached. A wave of nausea hit her, and Songbird retched, sour bile from her empty stomach burning her throat on the way up. She wiped her mouth with the back of her quivering hand.

Tetsu crossed her arms, looking down at a pitiful Songbird. “Get up.”

Songbird struggled to her feet, still trembling. After a shaky breath, she straightened and met Tetsu’s eyes. Tetsu nodded curtly. “Now, you are ready.” 
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Jaren helped Songbird into Gallop’s saddle before mounting behind her. He turned the horse northeast and nudged the mare forward. He had transferred all the saddlebags to Deshyr, who snorted indignantly but followed along.

“We’re going the wrong way again,” Songbird muttered. “Arzinock is to the south.”

“I’m aware.”

In front of him, Songbird was uncharacteristically quiet. She had come back from the grove with Tetsu looking much worse for wear. The last time she had been this quiet was after Rathal had wounded her. Jaren had asked after her, but she had dismissed his concerns. “I’m just tired.” She had said.

It was still morning, and the sky was a pale, cloudless blue. As they rode, Jaren looked to the fields where farmers were beginning to plant the spring wheat. If Ianaden, the planting day, had not already passed, then it was very close, which meant spring was fully upon Tigraen. Ficiun had said he had until The Feast of Dra. The Feast of Dra, one of the old holidays, celebrated the harvest and fell near the end of autumn. They had the rest of spring and the full season of summer. Kroegan had been right to point out to Jaren the obvious, Arzinock was trying to bait him into combat, rushed and unprepared.

Foolish. Jaren thought to himself, You’ve been nothing but a shadow since then. Get yourself together.

Even so, powerful swords were not easy to come by and were not forged quickly. Kroegan’s logic was sound. If he was going to attempt to slay a demon, he should be properly equipped. And all things considered, this was probably the fastest way to get a sword capable of doing that. Whisperwoods was only a week or so to the northeast, and then it would be at least a fortnight to the dwarven stronghold, which was located to the southwest. Kroegan had given him detailed instructions on how to find the entrance of the Crownbreaker stronghold once they were in the foothills of the Shadecrags near Desol. Part of Jaren was frustrated at all the backtracking they would be doing. It felt terribly inefficient. The other part of him though was glad to be delaying the inevitable.

A little more time on the road wasn’t such a bad thing. It gave him time to enjoy the sun and the moons and the stars, the wind and the trees and the grass, and a good pipe next to a warm campfire. He could enjoy his sight restored after so many years.

Stop. Jaren refused to let his mind continue that line of thought. That’s enough. This isn’t a holiday. You are being pursued by dangerous cultists. The Powers have seen fit to grant you a little more time to prepare to face the demon, don’t squander it foolishly. He steeled himself.

“I think there are some things I should explain to you. About what we have to do.”

Songbird seemed to perk up a little, sitting up.

“We need specific equipment to effectively fight Arzinock.” He continued, “Normal weapons won’t harm him. I believe that I have something we can use to send him back to Gorothka—”

She looked up over her shoulder at him. “It’s what’s in the bag, isn’t it?”

Jaren gave her a warning look. “Yes. But in case that doesn’t work, I need a weapon that will harm him. Kroegan has offered to make a sword for me in exchange for resources that are hard for him to come by.”

“That’s good.” The fatigue in her voice belied her excitement. “I’ve never seen a magic sword before. I would like to watch Kroegan make it.”

“I should warn you then that dwarves are very secretive when it comes to their smithing techniques.”

“I bet I can talk him into it.”

Jaren didn’t argue. If anyone could talk Kroegan into it, it would surely be her.

“You and I will start working with the bow tonight. I can’t turn you into a master archer in a season, but we’ll do our best.” He found himself keeping both hands on the reins. It was completely unnecessary but allowed him to keep his arms around Songbird.

“I’m glad.” She told him sleepily.

Songbird had gradually relaxed her weight, and she was leaning against him now. There was nothing he felt more conflicted about than her. It couldn’t be wrong to care for her, especially if he never allowed himself to act on it. It was pleasant to have her in his arms, and he was pleased with the fact she trusted him enough to sleep under his watch. Jaren tried not to notice how perfectly she seemed to fit against him. The scents of warm pine resin and summer wind clung to her hair, and Jaren breathed it in. How anyone could manage to fall asleep on a horse was beyond him, but he decided not to question it and let her be. 
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Later that afternoon Jaren and Songbird moved off the road to let a long caravan of Black Bulls pass on their way south. She was feeling a little better and watched with interest while Gallop and Deshyr grazed in the grass. The knights rode in clusters, each one followed by his own squire and armsmen. She noted several red-robed Interrogers mixed in among their ranks.

Some of the knights rode large war horses, bigger even than Gallop, and fierce looking. Squires followed on smaller, docile ponies. The war banners waved in the breeze, making the black bull emblazoned on them seem to charge forward with the movement of the fabric.

“They’re so grand! And they have so many horses.”

“They would be delighted to hear you say that. Most of the Black Bulls are just poor country knights.”

She tilted her head. “What’s wrong with that?”

“I meant no disrespect. I think that Black Bulls deserve far more praise and respect than the Red Shields. Black Bulls earn their titles through great deeds and extraordinary merit. The Red Shields are knights of noble birth; they’re given their rank. They think they’re the Tyrant’s elite force, but it’s the Black Bulls who do the hard jobs, the necessary work. They protect the ordinary people, the farmers, the millers and masons, the carpenters and bakers and weavers, especially in the wilder places of our country.”

“How do you know so much about all of this?” She looked at Jaren hopefully.

“When I was a young lad, I trained under Sir Hardric, hoping to become an armsman, or even a squire. I must have shown some promise because Sir Hardric took an interest in my training. He taught me many, many things.” Jaren’s voice grew quiet.

Songbird wanted to ask more, but her question caught in her throat. Something passed over his face. A shadow of a memory, and his usually guarded expression was caught painfully between joy and sorrow for a moment. The muscles in Jaren’s jaw worked, and he swallowed. She turned back to the road and watched the procession of knights continue to pass.
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They set up camp that night earlier than usual. Songbird took her time caring for Gallop. The scent of the horse and her leather tack was comforting, grounding even. The repetitive movement of the brush strokes was meditative. When she had finished, she fed each of the horses a handful of oats. Deshyr was nudging Songbird asking for more when she heard Jaren approach. She turned. His leather armor shone in the late afternoon sunlight. He had pulled his hair back into a short tail, and he carried her bow and quiver, his stride long and confident.

“I’ve strung your bow for you. We’ll go over how to care for it later, but for now, I want to show you the proper way to use it.”

She gave him a reproachful side-eye. “Is this going to be like when you taught me to use a dagger?”

He shook his head, gesturing for her to follow him. Neither of them had spoken much the rest of the day, and while Songbird was used to Jaren’s quiet, often distant demeanor, this felt different to her. She patted the gelding once more before going after Jaren over to the far side of the fire, away from the horses. Gallop nickered in protest, following Songbird. Jaren had to walk the mare back over to the other side of the camp and hobble her.

“Gallop has certainly taken a liking to you,” he teased before setting her quiver down and handing her the bow. “Alright, stand like this, hold your bow as such.”

About ten paces ahead was an old stump. She mimicked his position as best she could, holding the bow out in her left hand. He handed her an arrow, “Nock your arrow like this, make sure the feathers are oriented so that one is facing out. The front of your arrow will rest on your bow hand, like this.” She placed the arrow as he had instructed.

Jaren stepped back and examined her stance, frowning. He put his hands on her waist and turned her slightly, before adjusting her grip on the bow. His hands were warm on hers, and the pleasant scent of oiled leather hovered about him. “Like this, try again.” He made her repeat positioning herself several times, physically correcting her each time until he was satisfied.

“You’ll aim down the shaft of the arrow once it’s fully drawn.” He said as he came around to stand behind her and put his hands on her shoulders. “Relax, pull with your back. “ Songbird tried to settle herself, but his touch made her feel jittery. It would have been pleasant if she weren’t trying to take this seriously and pay attention. Thankfully, he stepped back, taking his hands away. “Go ahead, draw your arrow.”

Songbird raised the bow, preparing to draw. The front of the arrow immediately flopped off her hand. She glanced over to Jaren, embarrassed. He stifled a laugh. “Don’t worry, it happens to most of us the first time. Here, try again.”

Songbird squared her shoulders, trying to maintain her dignity. She nudged the arrow back up onto her hand and drew the bow. The string bit into the soft skin of her finger pads. She looked down the shaft of the arrow, trying to aim for the stump. Her arms started to tremble slightly, and she let go of the arrow before she was ready. The string snapped back, stinging her left forearm, leaving an angry red mark in its wake. The arrow flew wide and low, hitting the grass several feet to the left of the stump.

“Shalokar’s teeth.” She muttered under her breath. She did not want to look at Jaren. It had been a very long, very trying day, and she wasn’t sure she could bear his criticism or his disappointment.

“Try again.” He encouraged, his voice lacking the derision she had expected. Risking a glance over at him, he seemed pleased. “But don’t grip the bow so tightly, relax your front hand, like you’re holding a—” he paused abruptly, “well like you’re holding a bird. When you draw, draw to your cheek, it will help you aim. Keep this inside part of your elbow pointed down, it’ll keep the string from snapping you.” His hands guided her gently into position as he provided feedback. She felt her cheeks warm involuntarily.

She drew another arrow from the quiver, fumbling just a bit as she nocked it, and pulled back. She gave a slow exhale as she aimed, her arms shaking from the effort. When she let the arrow go this time, it landed a few inches to the side of the stump.

Jaren nodded approvingly. “Again.” He adjusted her posture, pulling her shoulder back, and guiding her elbow up and back as she drew. “Look at your target but keep the tip of the arrow below where you want it to land in your vision.” When she loosed the arrow it landed in the stump. Jaren nodded again. “I think this will suit you well, once you’ve practiced more.”

Gallop whinnied, drawing both their attention. The horse snorted, pulling at her lead. Deshyr pawed the ground. The mare made small steps toward Songbird and Jaren, fighting her hobble. Her ears were swiveling frantically. Jaren drew his sword. “Stay close.”

Songbird dropped her bow and drew her dagger, following Jaren to the horses. Her eyes swept the horizon, looking for danger, but all that she could see were tall grasses and the occasional tree. Jaren pulled the slipknot and released Gallop from her hobble. The draft horse immediately bucked, kicking her back legs out, agitated. When she finally settled, she came to stand next to Songbird, ears dancing, skin twitching. Songbird held her breath.

A roar shattered the silence and a shape launched itself out of the tall grass at Gallop. The mare kicked out with her back hooves, connecting. An angry yowl followed. Gallop snorted. Finally, Songbird caught sight of their foe. A large feline crouched in the grass. It was golden yellow with light spots and a large brown mane. The massive cat fixed its golden eyes on Songbird, hissing, and displaying oversized canine teeth.

Songbird felt a stab of panic. She hated cats almost as much as she hated fire. She’d learned to deal with bobcats and lynxes, but this was easily three times the size of wildcats in Reven. She had no idea cats could even get this big. With no wings and nowhere to hide, she backed away. She looked for Jaren who was defending Deshyr from another one of the oversized felines. Gallop reared up, preparing to trample the beast. The feline slipped away into the grass before darting back to attack Songbird, deciding she was an easier target.

“Get back!” she shouted. The giant cat prowled closer, undeterred. It hissed again. Gallop bellowed, pawing the ground, nostrils flaring. “Get back!“ Songbird slashed the air with her dagger. The feline crouched, backing away. Just as Songbird thought she might have the upper hand it pounced. Terrified, she threw her hands up to try to shield herself and a burst of fire exploded into the air before her. The heat stole her breath, the sudden light from the flames was blinding. It was as if the sun itself had come to her defense. She shrieked. Gallop whinnied. The feline yowled and bolted.

Songbird staggered back, looking at her hands. Did I… Was that me? It was as if the fire had stolen every ounce of her energy. Her body became unbearably heavy and she crumpled to her knees, straining to breathe. Gallop nudged the small woman, lipping at her hair and clothes, the mare’s breath stirring Songbird’s hair.

Suddenly Jaren was there, filling her vision. “Are you hurt?”

She blinked, struggling to focus. Her attention kept wandering to all the wrong things. His sword was bloody. A lock of his raven hair had come loose and hung to the side of his face. Her body ached, and her hands felt as if she had shoved them into the coals of one of their campfires. His eyes were dark as ivy, still wild from the fight.

“Hey.” Jaren put his hand on her face, directing her gaze towards him. “Are you alright?”

“No,” she said at last. “I don’t think so. I made fire with my hands.”


Chapter twenty-nine
Whisperwoods
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JAREN HELPED SONGBIRD over to her bedroll, pouring some water into one of their wooden cups and placing it into her hands. He gave Gallop a few reassuring strokes to soothe and quiet her. Then he attended to Deshyr, though the gelding did not need as much reassurance as Gallop. Next, he cleaned his blade.

A pair of lions had attacked them. Well, Gallop specifically, thinking she would be easy prey. Jaren had landed several solid blows on one of the lions, scaring it off. He had just turned to help Songbird when she summoned fire out of thin air and nearly incinerated the other lion.

Satisfied the area was clear and the lions weren’t coming back, he sat down next to her. “Since when have you been able to work magic?”

“I guess since this morning. Tetsu gave it to me.”

Jaren wasn’t sure he had heard her correctly. Please tell me she didn’t say what I think she said. “Tetsu did what?”

“Tetsu said she was going to give me magic,” Songbird repeated, her knuckles were white as she gripped the wooden cup.

Jaren’s heart sank. Foolish, naive woman. She had absolutely no idea what kind of danger she might be in. “And you just went along with it? Do you have any idea what you’ve done?”

“What was I supposed to do?” Songbird sprang to her feet, suddenly angry, throwing down her cup. “You’ve made it very clear from the start that I’m nothing but a source of frustration for you. I don’t know how to wield a sword or a dagger or a bow. I thought you, of all people, would see the benefit of me at least being able to protect myself.”

“It’s not that simple,” Jaren shouted, rising to his feet.

“I’m not going to be a bystander in my own quest,” She shouted back. “How can I fight Arzinock if I can’t do anything? I refuse to be useless.”

“You’re not useless. I want you to be able to fight. But do you have any idea what kind of power you’ve bound yourself to?” Jaren yelled, fuming. All his previous failures welled up inside him. His throat went tight. It was supposed to be different this time, how could he have been such a poor companion that she had turned to a powerful and dangerous stranger for aid before turning to him? “I can protect you! I’m supposed to protect you.”

Songbird lifted her chin defiantly. “Well, it’s done now, isn’t it?” Her voice was quiet.

Gallop had moved to the small woman again, stepping in front of Jaren to shield Songbird from him. He sighed, sensing the heat had gone out of their argument. Perhaps it was wrong of him to be upset at her. Jaren let out a long, slow exhale and ran a hand through his hair, pushing it out of his face. He moved around Gallop, who was lipping at Songbird’s clothing. When he spoke, his voice was low and steady. “What were the terms, exactly?”

“Tetsu just asked if I was willing to pay the price to save Tigraen.” Songbird pulled her sleeve from Gallop’s teeth. “I told her yes because I thought of everything burning like in the song, and I—I couldn’t bear it. If I can do something to keep that from happening, then I must do it.“ There was no hesitation, only conviction in her words. “Tetsu said she would put her mark on me, and that it would change me, that I would no longer be beholden only to Ficiun.”

Jaren inclined his head, pressing, but gently. “And?”

“And that was it. And then she—it wasn’t exactly pleasant,” Songbird answered quietly. “But whatever Tetsu did, it seems to have been effective.” She looked down at her hands and shuddered.

He took her softly by the shoulders. She looked at him hard, her eyes daring him to scold her further. Her jaw set, her usually mirthful expression determined.

“Whatever it is that you’ve agreed to, we’ll work it out when we return to the dwarven stronghold, together.”

She pulled away from him, defensive, voice rising again. “What is there to work out? This is my quest, I made this decision, and I will face those consequences, whatever they may be.”

“Peace, Songbird.” Jaren held up his hands. “I owe you an apology, I’ve done you a disservice, and for that I’m sorry. Hear me when I say I mean no disrespect, but you cannot do this alone. Before, back in Mulk, you asked me if we could do this together. You had the right idea then, and I was wrong. I’m asking you now, will you be my partner in this? Will you fight with me to end Arzinock and keep Tigraen safe? As equals?” Even as he said it, a nagging voice in the back of his mind told him he was making a mistake. This was a fool’s errand, there was no way they could win. He would be the death of her.

Her cheeks flushed, and she looked away quickly. “Alright then,” she finally agreed. “Together. As equals.”
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Over the next week, they traveled through the wild countryside of Tigraen, avoiding roads and towns to keep from being spotted by any of the Arzyntine.

Their evenings at camp were spent practicing the bow, which Songbird was picking up with surprising quickness. If this was part of Tetsu’s gift or woven into her making by Ficiun, she did not know, but she was glad for it. Once she had mastered shooting stationary targets, she began challenging herself by walking or even running while trying to aim and fire. She dedicated herself to improving with dogged single-mindedness. Often she tried to perform a specific shot over and over and over until the bow string made her fingers raw, and Jaren forced her to use the leather finger tab. She had an uncanny ability to understand the wind and how it would affect her arrows once loosed, but not yet the technical skill to land every hit, which frustrated her to no end.

In the small, quiet moments she had to herself, Songbird found herself reflecting on everything that had happened since leaving Reven. She had made many decisions since leaving her forest, and she was unsure if she had made all the right ones. She had wanted magic to help, to make a difference, to protect Tigraen. Instead, the first thing she had done was conjure up her greatest fear, fire. It had been completely out of her control. What if she wasn’t able to control her magic when it mattered? Worse, what if she hurt Jaren? His words played over and over in her mind. “This isn’t a game or happy fey story. I don’t know what kind of nonsense Ficiun filled your head with, but sometimes we do make mistakes, despite our best intentions, and sometimes those mistakes cost lives, sometimes even the lives of those closest to us. There are risks involved. Serious risks.”

The thought made her sick. Logically, she understood the best way to keep that from happening again was to understand her magic better and learn to master it. She could feel the power there, hovering just on the edge of her awareness, like a hungry predator waiting to pounce, threatening to devour her if she let it loose again, and she was wary of it.

When she had asked Jaren what advice Feyn might have given her, he had not been helpful. “Feyn studied hard and was disciplined when it came to magic. Wild magic like Tetsu’s is only trouble, and we can’t be sure of her true intentions. I suspect she had her own reasons for bestowing her magic upon you, and I don’t trust them. The less you rely on her power the better. Keep practicing with your bow.”

Jaren had also taken to seriously instructing Songbird on how to use her dagger at close range if needed. He also guided her through how to care for her equipment. “There’s an old Aruthien saying, ‘Take care of your armor, and it will take care of you’” he had told her as they worked oil into the hardened leather. She found this task to be the most tedious and boring out of everything he had been teaching her, but Jaren was insistent so she begrudgingly forced herself to sit by the firelight and work the oil into her armor with an old scrap of cloth.

She crawled into her bedroll each night exhausted, sore, and more alive than she had ever been. Beyond that, for the first time in her small life, she felt she had a purpose. 
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In total, it took them almost two weeks to reach the edge of the Whisperwoods, traveling through the countryside and avoiding the roads had added more time to their journey than Jaren had originally estimated. When at last they saw the great trees on the horizon, Songbird began to get impatient. The large draft horse kept falling into an uneasy trot, responding to Songbird’s fidgeting in the saddle. Eventually, the two of them took off, leaving Jaren and Deshyr behind.

By the time Jaren and Deshyr arrived, Songbird was standing barefoot, arms out, eyes closed, listening to the sounds of the forest. A gentle breeze rustled the pines, and birds called out to each other from the canopy. A pair of squirrels scampered across a nearby trunk, their tiny claws scratching against the bark as they raced upwards. Songbird drifted forward silently, loam and moss cool and soft under her feet. Gallop followed quietly, like a pale ghost among the trees.

Soon they were well into the dense forest, the trees impossibly large, their bark a beautiful red. Jaren breathed deep, the scent of damp earth, cedar, and fir filling his lungs. There was a serene sense of stillness here. Looking upwards, great pine boughs acted like the ceiling, forming a natural cathedral. Birdsong, now distant for the canopy was far above, echoed faintly through the trees like a gentle hymn.

In Aixell, Songbird had seemed anxious, diminutive even. Here, she came alive. She strode forward confidently, her bare feet finding their way around rocks and brambles without effort. She moved with the grace of a deer, nimble and sure-footed. It was as though she was completely attuned to the forest. The horses followed Jaren, the sound of their hooves muffled by the soft earth, their ears pricking back and forth, alert.

After several hours they came to a stop in a small, sheltered clearing. It was cool and quiet under the massive boughs. Jaren felt he had a vague idea it was sometime in the late afternoon, but the light was deceptive, and it was hard to tell. He could hear a stream close by. He looked at Songbird and without a word, she nodded to him. He untacked the horses, gathered the waterskins, and went to the stream.

When Jaren returned with the horses refreshed and the waterskins full, he found Songbird had gathered wood, foraged for berries, and laid out their bedrolls. She had found a few stones to make something of a fire ring and had arranged the kindling inside the fire ring in the exact way he normally did.

She was just stringing her bow, and with her quiver slung over her shoulder, she stalked off into the forest, like a sparrow hawk on the hunt. A few stray rays of sunlight filtered through the canopy where she was moving through the trees. The play of light and shadow on her soft features and strange freckles caught Jaren’s eye. Her eyes, deep and luminous like dark amber, met his, and he felt himself grow uncomfortably warm. Ridiculous, he immediately berated himself, you’re not a love-sick lad. Stop acting like one. But he did not look away.

Songbird grinned at him before drawing an arrow and fading back into the shadows, disappearing behind a tree. An arrow came sailing out of the woods and knocked a pinecone off a stump a short distance from camp. Two other arrows followed and knocked the remaining pinecones off. He had to admit his initial impressions of her had been wrong. She had been nothing if not diligent in her training, doing her best to pick up any skill Jaren would teach her. Well, almost any skill. She still shied away from the flint and steel when at all possible.

As nightfall descended on the forest, the dark crept through the trees slow and silent, until only the light of their small fire remained, a valiant ward against the encroaching nighttime. Not even the light of Great Uhel could penetrate the thick canopy. All around, crickets chirped. Somewhere in the darkness overhead an owl hooted softly. The coals popped and crackled in response.

He was sitting opposite her, carefully oiling his blade by the firelight. He could feel her staring at him. “What’s on your mind?”

“Who taught you how to fight? When did you learn?”

“When I was a boy, I trained with the garrison in Mulk. When I was older, I became a soldier and served with the other men-at-arms in Sir Hardric’s service. I was taught by many men, but all of whom were under the direction of Sir Hardric, and eventually I learned from Hardric himself. I’ve been training to use a blade since probably my eleventh or twelfth winter.” Jaren held his sword out and looked down the length of the blade, inspecting it, turning it in the limited firelight.

“Oh. Who was this Sir Hardric? He seems important to you. How did he learn how to fight?”

“Sir Hardric is a Black Bull, he’s the knight who governs Mulk. He was very much like a father to me. Especially after mine passed. He was probably trained by his father or another knight. And before you ask,” Jaren teased gently, “a knight is someone who is considered nobility, which means they hold land and title. Common folk pay tribute to him and in return he protects and governs them.” Jaren sheathed his sword.

A lone cricket chirped near the edge of camp. The log had burned down to coals and the fire had dimmed to softly flickering light. From across the fire, Songbird was curled up in her blankets, eyes heavy, when a distant feline yowl broke the serenade of the forest sounds.

Her eyes snapped open, and she looked at Jaren. The horses shuffled restlessly. He nodded to her, he’d heard it too. “We’ll take turns keeping watch tonight, rest for now. I’ll wake you when it’s time.”


Chapter thirty
Beast
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“HEY!” SONGBIRD POKED JAREN. He shouted as he sat up, flailing frantically, trying to escape something she couldn’t see. Sweat glistened on his face in the low light. The embers of the fire barely glowed. Songbird sat to the side of him, having taken over for second watch. “You were yelling in your sleep. I was worried.”

He panted, gulping in air. “I’m fine. It was just a dream.”

Songbird carefully put another log onto the coals. The log smoked for a minute before catching. All was dark and quiet except for the sound of Jaren’s own panicked breathing.

Jaren prowled the perimeter of their small camp. She felt helpless as she watched him pace like a wolf, restless and wild. When he was finally satisfied, he sat down on his bedroll with his back to the fire, staring out into the night.

“Is it Arzinock? Is he the reason you’re having these dreams?”

Jaren slowly nodded. Songbird scooted over next to him, drawing her knees up to her chest. She reached out tentatively, placing her hand on his back. When he didn’t shrug her off, she laid her head against his arm, her hand gently tracing up and down. She sang softly, her voice halcyon in the stillness:

So stand in the fire and sing in the shadows
Scream out defiance in the teeth of the storm
And should the day come when our nation is conquered
Damn sure there’ll be none of us left here to mourn. 

How many souls must fall to the fire?
How many souls must the dark overcome?
How many souls till Tigraen must fall?
Said the girl to the devil ‘Every last one.’


The nighttime darkness of the forest swallowed the echo of her gentle voice.
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Having had so little sleep, Jaren was rather surly the next day. He was plagued by tiredness that not even coffee could erase. As they were packing up, he found the small oilskin bag on the ground under his bedroll. The earth beneath it had turned black, the plants wilted and sick as if a blight had set in. Jaren frowned. He was sure he had put it in the saddlebags after taking off his armor last night.

Jaren held the blackened oilskin aloft. “Songbird, why was this out of the saddlebags?”

She blinked at him. “I don’t know, I haven’t touched it since Aixell.”

“We cannot lose this, you need to be more vigilant.” He shoved it into his armor.

“Me? How can I be vigilant if you won’t even let me touch it? You need to be more careful if it’s not where you want it to be. I think it’s making you irritable. What is it anyway?”

“It’s the relic that was used to summon Arzinock. Which means it’s dangerous, and our only key to sending him back to Gorothka. We can’t lose this.”

“I know—” the same feline yowling from last night sounded through the trees, interrupting her, closer this time. She bit her lip nervously. “What is that? It doesn’t sound like a bobcat.”

“No,” Jaren agreed. “It’s certainly not a bobcat. Stay alert.”

As they made their way deeper into the woods Jaren began to see signs he did not like. They had stopped to let the horses drink from a stream when something caught his eye. He crouched down, examining the muddy bank.

“What is it?” Songbird asked, coming to stand beside him and peering over his shoulder.

“Tracks.” Jaren muttered.

“What kind of tracks?”

“Large ones, unfortunately.” He stood, surveying the area around them. One of the great red tree trunks had deep claw marks as if it had been used as a scratching post. He frowned. “We’re likely in manticore territory.”

Songbird’s eyes lit up. “A manticore?”

Jaren glared at her, overtired and waspish. “Do not get excited about this. This is dangerous and you need to take it seriously.”

“I’m not excited.”

Jaren didn’t believe her for an instant.

She busied herself comforting Gallop, whose ears were pressed flat back against her head. “Okay, maybe I’m a little excited, but I’m taking it seriously, I promise.” Songbird whistled, high and low notes strung together in something very akin to birdsong, and then paused listening for a response. The chirping from the canopy became more scattered as if she were getting several different answers all at once. Once the commotion had died down, she looked to Jaren. “The birds say there is a great beast that claims this part of the forest. We should be cautious, but we need to go deeper into the woods before we find any Erifer trees.”

Jaren sighed and rubbed his forehead. For a moment he questioned his sanity. How had all his life choices led him to this? Getting directions from a girl who was talking to birds about where to find pinecones to trade for a magic sword in order to slay a demon. Shalokar must be laughing at him. “Are you absolutely sure?”

She nodded, pointing to the canopy. “The birds confirmed it. There is a large cache this way, we can get all the pinecones we need. We can be quick.” She practically buzzed with excitement.

Jaren pinched the bridge of his nose and sighed. “With the utmost haste, then.” 
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Songbird was nearly giddy with excitement. She had never imagined such magnificent timbers could exist. If the trees in the rest of the forest had been large, the trees here were towering giants in comparison. Songbird was sure that even if there were ten of herself, linked hand to hand, she would not encircle the full trunk. They were deep in the heart of the woods and a peaceful stillness hung in the air. Birds warbled sweetly, reverently even, their song floating golden in the air like specks of dust caught in a sunbeam. Songbird put her hand to the bark of one of the giant Erifer trees. Laying her head against the trunk, ear to the tree, she closed her eyes and listened.

The hair on her neck started to prickle, and she had the odd sensation she was being watched. When she looked she saw only Jaren, standing with the horses, watching her intently. His gaze seemed to pierce her, causing her breath to catch in her throat. When he looked at her like that, she felt her heart flutter, beating itself against the inside of her rib cage madly, as if it no longer belonged to her. He held her there, pinned in place with nothing by a look. There was something in his eyes she could not place, but it made her feel vulnerable and resplendent in equal measure.

She slipped around to the other side of the tree, drawing in a shaky breath. Something on the ground caught her attention. She stepped away from the tree and crouched down next to a large pinecone. The cone was as big as her hand and a lovely spring green color, though each of the scale tips were a rust red. She turned it over in her hands, examining it. This must be it. Clutching the pinecone to her chest, she stood up and turned to show it to Jaren.

“I think we’re nearly there.” 
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The horses had become very nervous. Gallop pricked her ears back and forth at every sound and the chestnut gelding pulled at his reins frequently. Here and there, pale bones peeked out from the litterfall on the forest floor. In a patch of soft, bare earth, heavy paw prints were pressed into the mud. Songbird wanted to ask Jaren about them, but he only pursed his lips and shook his head when she pointed to them, hurrying the horses on.

Eventually, they came to an open area where a multitude of Erifer cones littered the ground. The air was filled with the crisp scent of fir, laced with sharp notes of animal musk. Songbird’s unease was growing, and she sensed Jaren’s was as well. The horses shifted restlessly, ears alert and swiveling. They were well into the manticore’s territory by now. Even in the eternal twilight of the deep woods, Songbird knew it was later in the day than Jaren would have liked.

“I’ll keep watch, you gather the pinecones.” Jaren kept his voice low as he handed her the oilskin cloth sacks that had stored his armor in the crypt. “String your bow, and be ready.”

There was an uncomfortable stillness in the clearing as if the very woods were holding its breath in anticipation. Birds called to each other tentatively from the canopy. Jaren hobbled the horses while Songbird pulled a bowstring from one of the saddlebags and strung her bow; dozens upon dozens of repetitions had made the task second nature. Once the horses were secured, Jaren drew his sword. Songbird swung her bow and her quiver over her shoulder, grabbed the sacks, and walked into the clearing.

Her bare feet made not a sound on the soft ground while her discerning hands gathered only the best pinecones. She worked quickly, bent over, her head turning back and forth as she scanned the ground ahead of her, just as she had done as a bird hunting for seeds in the leaves. Jaren hovered a few feet away, boots crunching on twigs and old pinecones. He kept his back to her, watching the tree line, sword at the ready.

Slowly, a hush settled over the area. Songbird paused, a pinecone midway into the sack. She tilted her head to the side, listening. The birds were quiet, no squirrels chittered in the branches. The horses snorted, ears swiveling, turning up the ground beneath their hooves anxiously.

A twig snapped. Jaren and Songbird both spun in the direction of the sound. Songbird slowly set the sack down and took her bow off her shoulder. Whether her hands were shaking from fear or excitement she wasn’t entirely sure.

Leaves rustled just beyond the nearest tree. Songbird carefully pulled an arrow from her quiver and nocked it. Jaren made a soft “hsst” to get her attention. She glanced over her shoulder at him. He beckoned her back. “Get over here.” he mouthed silently at her. Arrow nocked and partially drawn; she took a step backward toward Jaren. Then another.

A low grunting sound broke the silence. Songbird drew her bow, and Jaren tensed. A large wild boar came around one of the massive trunks of the Erifer trees, rooting through the litterfall. Jaren breathed out, relieved. The boar ignored them, making its way forward, digging in the ground for roots or truffles or anything edible.

Songbird had just relaxed her draw when a massive beast leapt into the clearing, pouncing on the boar as a cat might pounce upon a mouse. The manticore was easily the size of Gallop. It sported a beautiful spotted coat, with a body like a white leopard from the colder northern regions. A pair of long black horns arched back gracefully from between its ears, like a mountain goat. The beast had a feline face that was covered in blood. Its tail was that of a scorpion, which twitched impatiently, the chitinous segments ending in a wickedly curved and deadly stinger.

The beast sank its teeth into the boar, which squealed in pain and terror. Gripping the boar by the throat, the beast leapt onto the nearest tree trunk, its claws digging deep into the bark as it climbed toward the lowest branches, carrying its meal with it. Songbird blinked. It happened so fast.

Somewhere above them, the squealing ended abruptly, followed by the wet sound of flesh tearing and bones crunching. Songbird looked at Jaren, who had his eyes fixed up, at the canopy, where the beast was dining. He waved her closer, slowly backing toward the horses. She followed Jaren’s lead, backing away as quietly as possible.

As she crept toward him, half of the boar’s body dropped to the ground in front of her. The manticore leapt gracefully down after it, landing with a muffled thud. It tore a chunk of flesh from the boar, tossed its head back, and swallowed. As it went in for another bite, it paused, having spotted Songbird. She felt the blood drain from her face.

The manticore crouched down, readying itself for a pounce. Everything happened at once. The manticore leapt at Songbird, who tried to get a shot off as she threw herself to the side, her arrow sailing wide, missing. Jaren rushed forward, leveling his sword at the monster.

Jaren managed to place himself between Songbird and the manticore, blocking its attack. Songbird scrambled to her feet and nocked another arrow. The beast hissed, drawing back. Jaren and the manticore were circling each other slowly. The attacks came without warning. The beast swiped with a gigantic paw, and Jaren parried, his sword coming away bloody.

With Jaren focused so completely on the manticore, Songbird realized her advantage. She disappeared behind one of the great tree trunks, reappearing in the beast’s blind spot. She drew the arrow, aimed, exhaled, and released in one smooth movement. This time her arrow flew true and embedded itself into the manticore’s hindquarters.

The beast spun toward her, but she had already dipped behind the tree trunk, scurrying toward another vantage point. Songbird reemerged in time to see that Jaren had seized the opening and lunged. The manticore spun just in time to deflect the worst of the blow but suffered a gash along its foreleg as a result. It hissed at Jaren, crouching down and swiping at him again. Songbird flitted between the trees, harrying the manticore like a hawk swooping in time and again, while Jaren did his best to take advantage of the openings she provided him. The manticore roared and leapt away with feline grace.

Despite their effort, they had only managed to inflict minor wounds. A manticore of this size against just the two of them. There was no way they would be able to keep this up long enough to do any sort of damage before exhausting themselves. They needed more than swords and arrows.

“What do we do?” Songbird called to him. “How do we hurt it?”

Jaren shook his head. “We need more—” The manticore leapt in Songbird's direction. She tried to jump out of the way, but manticore’s large paw clipped her leg, and she tumbled instead, smacking her face hard on an exposed tree root. Dazed, she rolled out of the way as the manticore lunged, narrowly avoiding its sharp teeth. She was vaguely aware of Jaren as he charged the monster.

The manticore turned its attention to Jaren, who met the beast with a furious series of quick thrusts and slashes. The creature hissed again, raising its tail high, the stinger tip glistening with deadly venom. The manticore advanced on Jaren, swatting with its paws, and finally lashing out with its tail.

Songbird sat up, trying to get her bearings. Her face was wet, nose dripping and when she put her hand to her lips, it came away bloody. There was the metallic taste of iron in the back of her mouth. She heard Jaren shout and looked up in time to see him barely dodge the manticore stinger. She could feel the magic pressing in on her awareness, along with rising panic. She shoved the panic aside; it would do her no good. Jaren needed her help, and he needed it now. He said that they needed more. More what?

Moving on instinct, she pulled another arrow from the quiver and drew it. She tried to line up her shot, but her head was ringing. She blinked hard, squeezing her eyes shut before opening them and willing them to focus. The manticore swatted again, this time landing a hard blow and knocking Jaren into a tree trunk. Songbird heard breath leave his lungs on impact, even from across the clearing. He gasped for air as he tried to rise, using his sword to pull himself to his feet. He was moving too slowly. The manticore raised its stinger high.

Songbird narrowed her eyes, fear turning to anger. Every thought, every fiber in her being snapped into alignment: protect Jaren. You will not touch him! She thought as she loosed the arrow. The magic surged forward, channeled into the arrow, unleashed by her sheer determination and will. The arrow made a shrill whistling sound as it flew through the air with unnatural speed. The point burst into flame before it sank deep into the flesh of the manticore, scorching its fur. The arrow continued through the beast, exploding out of its other side, finally coming to rest in the trunk of a distant tree, embedded in the wood to the fletching, blood dripping off the quivering feathers. She hated fire, but she hated cats more.

The manticore spun to face her, yowling in pain. It charged across the clearing toward her. The power was upon her now, crashing inside her like a tidal wave. Songbird calmly nocked another arrow and drew. She reached for more power as she let the arrow fly, her fingers numb on the bowstring. The arrow whistled through the air, catching fire just before it embedded itself into the manticore’s skull, between the eyes. The beast screamed with fury and staggered, but did not fall.

On the edge of her awareness, she noticed Jaren struggle to his feet. He was yelling now. His words sounded far away. The manticore had reached Songbird, who stood with her back to one of the great Erifer trees. The beast raised its tail high.

“Move!” Jaren shouted.

Songbird did not move. The magic was singing in her blood. She was invincible. Nothing could touch her. The manticore’s tail lashed out, and at the last moment Songbird danced out of the way, the venomous stinging biting deep into the wood. The manticore yowled as it tried to free its tail from the tree. Blood poured from its wounds and its movements had become slow and disjointed.

She raised her bow, drawing a third arrow. The tip of the arrow burst into flame. Her fingers were completely numb, and the edges of her vision were dark. Sweat broke out on her forehead, her hands shook. Songbird felt herself waver. The power was leaving her now and like the tide being pulled back out to sea, dragging her with it. She tried to hold on, to fight the current, she demanded the magic stay and do her bidding. She had to save him.

She released the bowstring, but the flame on the end of her arrow flicked and went out before embedding itself into the manticore’s neck. Songbird staggered sideways, dropping her bow and putting her hand on the nearest trunk for support. Her legs suddenly refused to hold her up. She knew she was in danger, and tried to step away, but her body refused to obey. She grit her teeth, willing herself to move. Her head swam and there was a strange ringing in her ears. She put one foot in front of the other when her vision went dark, and she collapsed.
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The manticore pulled its stinger free, screeching. Jaren was racing at the manticore, every breath, every step, agony in his ribs. The beast’s white coat was soaked in crimson red. It took a step toward Songbird but stumbled. It was very nearly dead but all the more dangerous. Now was not the time to underestimate a monster. Jaren shoved his blade deep into the manticore’s neck, wrenching the blade out before stabbing it again in the throat, and again. The manticore made a final, wet, gurgling yowl and jerked, flailing wildly before falling still. He lowered his sword, panting. Pain hammered his side as if an army of dwarves were using his ribs for an anvil. He staggered but managed to stay standing.

Jaren took a moment to breathe, making sure none of his ribs had punctured his lungs. When he was certain he was not mortally wounded he called for her, “Songbird?” Jaren limped around to the other side of the manticore. Songbird’s body was sprawled awkwardly across the great tree roots. He hurried to her as fast as his broken ribs would allow. He knelt next to her and pushed the hair out of her face. Her fair skin was smeared with blood, but she was breathing. “Songbird, come back to me, you mad thing.” She groaned and turned her head toward him, clearly dazed. She managed to pull herself up to sit, shutting her eyes as she did.

“Easy, easy now. Let me see you.” Jaren cupped Songbird’s face in his hands and tilted her head up. She had the remnants of a bloody nose, but her eyes were clear, and she was able to stay focused on him as he carefully turned her head from side to side. Her braid had come loose, and her hair was a disheveled cloud around her face. Jaren shook his head; she looked an absolute mess. “I don’t remember Feyn ever throwing around magic quite like that. Moons above, woman,” he muttered, then, quieter, “You’re reckless.” He ran his thumb just along the edge of her bottom lip. She met his eyes unapologetically, unsure if he was praising or scolding her. He bent down and kissed her softly on the mouth.

Songbird went very still. Her lips were soft, her skin smooth and cool under his calloused hands. She’d gone to battle for him. Oh, Powers save him, he wanted her. He had to stop himself before it turned into anything more. Jaren pulled away, watching her carefully. She hadn’t returned his kiss exactly, but she didn’t seem upset by it either. She was avoiding his gaze, blushing furiously. She tucked her chin down shyly, her fingertips straying to her lips. She had tasted like wind and sunshine and wildflowers. If she had looked at him, Songbird would have seen that he was unable to keep the corners of his mouth from turning up into a satisfied smile. Jaren gently tucked a strand of hair behind her ear.

Gallop nickered softly, bringing Jaren back to their current predicament. Best not to linger here. The two of them painstakingly made their way to their feet, Jaren groaning with the effort and Songbird swaying, exhaustion setting in. They stood, leaning on each other, looking at the body of the manticore.

“We did it, Jaren, we killed a monster.”

“Yes. We did.”

She burst into tears and threw herself at Jaren, hugging him tightly. Pain blossomed in his side, threatening his consciousness.

“Stop!” he wheezed. Startled, she let go of him immediately, and he dropped to one knee, gasping for breath and clutching his side. “Sweet Mersey.”

She wiped her tears hastily with the back of her hand, “Oh, scit. I’m sorry, are you hurt? I just, there’s so much. We did it! That thing was huge and, and we won! And I used magic! And I’m so tired, but I feel so elated, and I don’t know what to do with everything I’m feeling.” She stammered, hugging herself as if to stop her hands from shaking.

He just shook his head at her, trying to gather the will to get back on his feet. “No matter. Get the oilskins from the horses and start getting the pinecones. The work will steady you.”

Jaren checked on the horses and scouted the perimeter as Songbird hurried to finish gathering as many pinecones as would fit in their oilskin sacks. He spared a glance in her direction as often as he could, noting that she had to stop and rest several times.

Once he had made sure there were no other creatures in the area, Jaren removed the manticore’s teeth as well as its horns and claws, carving them out with his hunting knife. It had been some time since he had field dressed a large creature like this. It was hard, bloody work, and his ribs pained him terribly. He hurried as much as his aching body would allow. The horses pawed the ground nervously with so much blood in the air. Songbird tried to calm them while still scanning for signs of danger.

At last, he was finished, and he realized they had only one sack left. All the others were stuffed with pinecones for Kroegan. Reluctantly, Jaren pulled out the blackened oilskin cloth from under his armor. He felt Songbird staring at him and turned away as he pulled the object from the sack. He tucked it into his breastplate and deposited the trophies from the manticore into the sack. Songbird poured water from the waterskin over his hands to help him clean them. “Why can’t I see what’s in the bag? What is it?”

“Leave it alone, Songbird,” he warned. “I’ve told you before, it’s dangerous. I don’t want you messing with it.”


Chapter thirty-one
Dance
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JAREN’S JAW ACHED, and he tried to unclench his teeth. Traveling was absolutely hellish. Every movement was unbearably agonizing. Songbird had done her best to help him, but there were some things she was simply not able to manage. Nevertheless, they had made their way out of the Whisperwoods, and back onto the plains. When Jaren could take no more riding, they stopped near a river to set up camp.

He stood patiently as Songbird removed each piece of his armor, undoing the straps and buckles with practiced familiarity. At the very last he bent forward and allowed her to pull his breastplate off for him. He slowly righted himself, his limbs wavering with exhaustion. Songbird was frowning at him worriedly.

“It’s just pain,” he told her wryly. “It’ll pass eventually. I’ll live.” She continued to frown at him, unconvinced. He tilted her chin up to hold his gaze. “I promise you, it’s going to take a lot more than a manticore to stop us.” He gave her what he hoped was a roguish smile and not a pained grimace.

Once the horses were brushed and situated and enough wood gathered for the fire, Songbird turned her attention to the stream. “I need a bath,” she told Jaren, as she started to unbuckle her armor. He raised an eyebrow at her. “I’m filthy. Everything hurts, and I’m exhausted,” she told him as she pulled her armor off. “You stay here and rest, and I’ll take care of things when I’m back.” She stacked her armor haphazardly before pulling off her boots. She tossed them next to her armor and headed toward the stream.

Jaren took the small hatchet and began to make kindling. He should let Songbird do this. She was more than capable of chopping wood. Pain blazing in his side with every movement, every breath. His eyes strayed involuntarily in the direction of the stream. He should just wait but she might be cold when she came back from the river. He watched as she waded into the water. Don’t. He warned himself, looking back to the firewood. He fought to keep his eyes from straying back to the stream. Don’t complicate things more than you already have.

Jaren had a fire going by the time she walked back, her linen chemise clinging to her damp skin, revealing the small curves of her body. Her face lit up when she saw the fire. “Jaren, you didn’t need to do that! I’m sure it must have been painful, I could have taken care of it.”

“It’s fine. I know how much you don’t like fire.”

“Just so.” Shivering a little, she reached her hands to the fire. “That was very kind of you, thank you.”

Jaren felt a satisfied smile tug at the corner of his lips. Songbird’s wet hair was the color of dark cherries, curling into soft waves as it slowly dried. Powers. I need to be away from her for a moment.

“Alright then,” Jaren stood, gathering his clean clothing. “You’re not the only one who needs a bath. Shout if there’s trouble.”

“Same for you.” She chirped. He quirked an eyebrow at her as he walked by. “I mean it, just shout, and I’ll come save you!” she called after him.

The cold water was a shock at first, but Jaren forced himself to stay submerged until the chill numbed the continuous aching in his side and the fire in his thoughts. 
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Songbird was staring unabashedly as Jaren came back from the river. Jaren was wearing only his loose pants, which hung low on his hips. He was all lean muscle and hard lines; years of sword work and self-reliance having sculpted his body into something predatory. Jaren twisted, wringing his shirt out as he walked, the muscles in his arms and abdominals flexing under his skin with his movements. She felt the familiar flutter in her chest, but then her stomach dipped without warning. A strange rolling sensation awakened deep inside her, curling downward, coming to rest well below her navel.

As her eyes roamed his figure, they came to rest on a large purple bruise along his left side where he had hit the tree. She winced as she saw it, and the tumultuousness that had suddenly taken up residence in her stomach began to subside. She went to the saddlebags. She found the satchel of herbs and supplies that Tibus had put together for them back in Mulk and spread it out on one of the bedrolls. He arrived just as she found what she was looking for.

She held up a small jar. “Tibus and I made this one together. It should help with the pain.”

He looked at her for a long time before he held out his hand for the jar. “I’ll take it, you don’t have to help me.”

“But I want to.“ She patted the blanket next to her, insistent.

Jaren sat down reluctantly. She caught a mix of spicy clove and earthy arnica from the open jar as she pulled the cork out. Jaren tensed, wary as she reached for him, but Songbird made sure to be delicate in her application. Her touch was careful and tender as she slowly worked the salve into his olive skin, his muscles taut under her fingers.

She was absorbed in her work when Jaren snatched her wrist. Startled, she looked up, just a breath away from his face. Their eyes met. Like a flock of starlings, her stomach dipped again without warning. She leaned a little closer, wanting him to put his lips on hers again.

“That’s enough.” He gently pushed her hand back toward her, his voice husky. “Thank you.”

She tilted her head, confused. “But—”

“We should use it sparingly, save it for when we really need it.” He pulled his shirt over his head, and she noted he was less stiff and guarded as he did so. Jaren pushed his raven hair out of his face. “Truly, thank you.” He turned to attend to the fire.

Songbird sat on the blanket, hands in her lap, a dull ache in her chest. He had kissed her only yesterday and now he acted reluctant to let her touch him. His actions were contradictory and confusing. Was he courting her, or wasn’t he? She didn’t understand. Besides, did she even want to be courted? The ache in her chest told her the answer. She’d always considered Jaren to be her friend and had enjoyed his company. She had been delighted when he had chosen to accompany her on her adventure. But now she realized she wanted something more. Did he feel the same?

“Let’s eat.”

She shook herself, her thoughts interrupted by Jaren’s invitation to dinner. They ate, though dinner was meager dried fruit and a small chunk of salted meat. Songbird fed the horses and noted they were down to the last of the oats. Soon they would need to rely completely on foraging or stop at the next town for supplies. It would take them two to three weeks to make it to the dwarven stronghold of Clan Crownbreaker. They discussed their options, weighing the risk of running into the Arzyntine in town as opposed to having to take the time to forage for food.

Once they decided, Songbird lay down, and Jaren lit his pipe. She closed her eyes and savored the last of the warmth of the setting sun on her face. The breeze smelled of fresh spring grass and pipe smoke, mingled with campfire. The stars above were starting to come out and the western sky was a blaze of color above the faraway mountains, which were still snowcapped. She counted the moons in the sky, four were visible at the moment aside from Great Uhel. Gallop and Deshyr were chewing noisily as they grazed.

The last thing she saw before she drifted off was Jaren leaning back against the saddlebags. He had pulled out a small piece of timber he had gathered from the Whisperwoods. It was the deep red of the wood of the Erifer tree. He bit the stem of his pipe, closing his eyes as he turned it over in his hands, feeling the shape of it. Nodding to himself, he pulled out his knife and began to whittle. 
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It occurred to Jaren that it had been over a month since they left Mulk. He and Songbird had well-established roles for breaking and setting camp. In the evenings Jaren would drill with his sword, despite the pain it caused. Songbird would practice with her bow. Sometimes Jaren would make Songbird practice with the knife. Jaren had finally relented, supporting her as she tried to practice her magic. He was still suspicious of Tetsu’s true intentions, but if they were going to face Arzinock, they would need every weapon at their disposal. Songbird explained to Jaren she wasn’t sure how to get the magic to do what she wanted but she was careful in her experiments. So far all she could manage to do was make a tiny ring of frost appear on the water in her cup, or create a few small sparks and a puff of smoke when trying to start the campfire.

A few days after they had left the Whisperwoods they came to a small farming village. He purchased food, including hard cheese, smoked meat, and dark bread, as well as oats for the horses. There were some other odds and ends he managed to find: more arrows, a whetstone, tobacco, rope, oil for the armor and blades, another oilskin bag, and a small leather cord. There were no temples or apothecaries, and the best he could manage to obtain was white willow bark for the pain in his ribs. He had a farrier inspect the horse’s hooves and replace their horseshoes. Jaren sold the trophies from the manticore, except for one canine tooth and one claw.

When Songbird asked him why he had kept those he told her the tooth was for his wall. The claw he tied to the leather cord and presented to her. “This is for you. Your first trophy.” He told her as he put the necklace over her head. “You are no longer Songbird, Spider Slayer, now you are Songbird, Scourge of the Manticore.”

Her face lit up. He’d never seen her quite so pleased. She beamed up at him, and he wrapped her in a cautious hug. Mercifully she remembered to be mindful of his ribs as she hugged him back.


[image: image-placeholder]


Spring was beginning to give way to summer and the sun blazed in the deep blue sky. Great Uhel was a giant orb, ever on the horizon. Wide open windswept prairie stretched as far as Songbird could see. Occasionally, she sang as they rode. The tall grass rolled like waves in the breeze and clusters of small blue and yellow flowers speckled the plains. Insects called lazily to each other in the midday heat.

“How much farther to the dwarven stronghold, do you think?” she asked after finishing a melody Jaren did not recognize.

Jaren passed her the waterskin. “I suspect we’re about a week away, give or take.”

“Mmm.” She took a long drink and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. Jaren was admiring the soft features of her face when she handed the waterskin back to him. She grinned mischievously. “Well, we’d best get a move on. Hya!” She kicked Gallop with her heels, and the large dapple mare shifted her weight back, bringing her front hooves off the ground, before launching herself forward, galloping across the prairie.

Songbird let out a delighted whoop as Gallop charged through the tall grass, sending grasshoppers in all directions. Jaren watched as she dropped the reins, gripping Gallop hard with her knees, arms thrown out and head tilted back feeling the wind rush over her. She let out another shout of pure joy.

Jaren gave chase.

She made a valiant effort, urging Gallop to pull away or change directions whenever Deshyr drew near, but Jaren had the skill and experience to follow her movements and ride in tandem. Everything else fell away and for the first time in as long as he could remember he felt free. There was only the sun in the sky, the horse beneath him, the windswept plains ahead of him, and her. The regrets, the responsibilities, the sorrows, the demons were all forgotten, held at bay by this small woman whose thirst for life was so contagious he couldn’t help but get swept up in her joy.

Their dance ended slowly, the horses relaxing their pace until they were walking next to each other, sides heaving. Songbird was laughing, breathless and euphoric, her face alight. She grinned at him, and he found himself smiling back. Not a forced smile, or a strained one, not something false put on for her benefit, but a real, genuine smile. Jaren’s chest was suddenly too small for his heart.

They rode on in comfortable silence till the sun grew large on the horizon, and it was time to make camp. As the sky darkened the weight of things settled on Jaren once more, heavy and oppressive like a mantle of stone. But the smallest ember of hope now burned in his chest. Waves of guilt threatened to snuff that small spark out. What right do I have to be happy when I robbed those closest to me of that same opportunity? he thought.

“It’s time to stop punishing yourself. It’s not what they would have wanted.” Illina had told him time and time again. He’d never believed her. Jaren didn’t think he was capable of being happy after that kind of loss, much less deserving of it. He had been drowning in his grief and his guilt for years. But now… He watched Songbird ride ahead of him. Her hair was shining in the sunset, her blue dress bright against Gallop’s pale sides. His throat grew tight. Where there had been nothing but despair, an ember of hope had been kindled. He had never felt anything more bittersweet. For if there was hope, there was something to lose.


Chapter thirty-two
Meeting
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SONGBIRD COULD NOT SLEEP. She rolled over and looked at the saddlebags. Then she rolled the opposite direction. Then she rolled back and looked at the saddlebags again. The fire had burned low, and Jaren was snoring. He’d told her to leave it alone. But the thing that was supposed to help them defeat Arzinock. She couldn’t stop thinking about it. Why wouldn’t he just show it to her? What harm was there in looking?

For weeks, curiosity had been gnawing at her. She crawled over to the saddlebags, listening to see if Jaren had awakened. He was a notoriously light sleeper. For now, he was still snoring. Quiet as a mouse, she began to carefully unpack his saddlebag. Jaren shifted, groaning as he rolled over, either from his aching ribs or a nightmare. There was no telling. She froze, holding her breath. When his snoring finally resumed, she softly exhaled.

There, at the very bottom, hidden in one of his stockings, was her prize. Songbird shook the stocking out and the relic tumbled into the dirt with a thud. It was roughly carved from dark stone, the orange glow of Great Uhel catching the grooves in the rock. It appeared to have been carved into the shape of a grotesque monster. It would have almost had the semblance of a man, except its limbs were all wrong, too long, and jointed in the wrong directions. It was covered in scales and grew a crown of horns. Its wickedly curved claws held a red gemstone at its chest. There was something about it that made her skin crawl. She moved to pick it up and examine it closer, but as soon as her fingertips brushed the rough stone she saw a flash of fire in her mind.

Burning eyes glowed in the darkness and smoke wafted from red nostrils.

She gasped and drew her hand back as if the rock had scalded her, cold shivers running down her back. Jaren stirred in his sleep again. Some primal part of her, deep in the back of her brain, understood that she had just made a terrible, terrible mistake. Careful not to touch the stone again with her bare hands, she wrapped the relic back in the stocking. She stuffed it back into the bottom of the saddlebag, carefully packing everything back in on top of it. She crawled back over to her bedroll and curled back into a ball, trying to make herself as small as possible. It felt like ages before the blood pounding in her ears subsided and sleep finally overtook her.
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When Songbird opened her eyes, she was submerged in darkness. She tried to move but the darkness smothered her, pinning her in place, suffocating. The harder she struggled the less she could breathe. Panic set in. Like an animal caught in a snare, she thrashed frantically, trying to cry out.

A pair of red eyes appeared in the darkness before her. She grew very still, her heart hammering in her chest, her breathing coming in shallow rapid pants.

“Peace, small maiden.” A deep gravelly voice echoed out from the depths of the darkness. She felt the sound deep in her chest, unsettling. She could make out the shadow of his face, his eyes and nostrils burning with hellfire. Two large clawed hands emerged from the emptiness, reaching for her. She felt small and helpless, paralyzed by fear. “You have found something that belongs to me. If you return it, I will reward you greatly.”

The darkness released her, and she fell into the demon’s palm. Songbird shook her head ‘no’, too scared to speak.

“Be not afraid,” the demon said, “for I am merciful. Be not troubled by my appearance, I was cast out, punished for trying to help the mortals of Tigraen, cursed to wear this hideous form. Tell me where you are, so that I might send my vassals to recover you.”

“N-no. I know what you are, and I will not help you,” Songbird said defiantly, though her voice quivered.

“Open your mind to me,” the demon purred. “I am merciful, no harm shall come to you.”

Songbird shut her eyes. “No!” she shouted. But she felt a presence brushing the edges of her awareness, soft as velvet, whispering dark promises if only she would let her guard down, let it in. She put her fists to her temples. “No! Stay out!”

“You will give me what I want,” the demon bellowed, his sulfurous breath a foul wind. Songbird was knocked back by the force of it. She lay quivering in his palm. “If not, the consequences for those you hold dear will be dire.”

Songbird waivered, hesitating for just a moment, and it was enough. The velvet touch at the edge of her mind became sharp talons, prying at her thoughts; ripping, tearing, pulling, laying bare her consciousness. She screamed in despair and agony.

“How interesting,” Arzinock mused as she cradled her head in her hands, still screaming, trying to push the presence out of her mind. But it was like trying to stem a waterfall with a pebble. “You’re not a maiden at all. Only a deceitful little bird. And what’s this? You’re in the company of Jaren of Mulk. Alone. In the wilds.”

Arzinock’s claws closed around her like a cage. Suddenly, she was a bird again, she flitted from claw to claw, trying to escape, but the demon cupped his other hand over her, trapping her in the space between his palms. “No! We’re going to defeat you!” she was screaming but the only sounds she could form were whistles and chirps. She went to reach for her dagger but she no longer had hands. She beat her wings furiously, darting back and forth, trying to find any opening through which she could escape.

“If you give my men the relic, I will grant Jaren a swift and painless death. It is the best you can hope for. I will answer your prayers when the heavens would not, and you will see that I can be merciful.”

Songbird let out a shrill whistle and tried to attack. The demon brought his face into view, his laughter shook the air around her. His gaping maw was filled with massive teeth, and the largest pair of his sweeping horns curved around, framing his monstrous face. Smoke wafted out of his nostrils, and his eyes burned in the darkness.

Smaller paws reached out at her from nowhere, clawing at her, ripping her feathers, grounding her. She flapped helplessly, hopping and gliding, trying to escape, but there were too many paws to evade. Claws tore at her. As she continued her desperate attempt to flee, she left a trail of bloody feathers behind her. Arzinock’s laughter echoed from above as he watched.

“I’ll see you soon, little bird.” 
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Jaren woke to Songbird screaming. She flailed around, tangling herself up in her blanket, shrieking in absolute terror. He grabbed her shoulders and shook her awake. She was trembling and sweating as she came to. When she realized where she was, she clung to Jaren, her eyes wild with panic. “He saw me, he knows where we are, he knows we have the relic, he saw me and he knows.” She was frantic as she spoke, “Jaren, I don’t want to die, I’m not a bird anymore, I don’t want to die, and he knows where we are and he’s going to come for us.” She dissolved into tears. “I’m a woman, I don’t want to die. I didn’t mean to, I swear,” she cried.

“You’re okay.” he reassured her, wiping the tears from her face with his thumbs. “You are not going to die. You’ve just had a nightmare.”

“No, no it wasn’t a nightmare, I could smell the sulfur, the stink of him. Arzinock knows I couldn’t keep him out, he saw, he knows.” She shivered; her voice small as if crumbling under the weight of her despair.

Jaren jerked back, holding her at arm’s length. “What? What did you say?”

“I was just curious,” she said miserably. “I just touched it. I didn’t know what would happen.”

He sat back. “You touched the relic? After I told you it wasn’t safe? You went through my things.” He had to force himself not to shake her.

“I didn’t know!” she wailed.

“What did you do?” he shouted.

“I didn’t do anything, I just barely touched it, and then I put it back immediately, but when I fell asleep I saw him.”

“Why would you do that?” He demanded, furious.

“I told you, I was curious. You never told me what it was or what it did, and I only meant to look at it. I didn’t think looking would do any harm,” she pleaded. “I’m sorry, I’ll fix it, just tell me how to make it right.”

“Some mistakes cannot be made right,” he said coldly. Jaren watched as the weight of his words crush her. She put her face in her hands, sobbing. He let her cry while he tried to collect himself. Maybe there was a chance he was wrong. “Are you sure it was really Arzinock?”

Songbird nodded, still sobbing. Through her tears she described her dream in detail, trembling as she spoke. When she was finished Jaren pinched the bridge of his nose, shaking his head in despair. “Hells, Songbird, do you have any idea what you’ve done?” 
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Jaren was furious, hardly speaking to her the next day. Songbird was silent in return, sullen. She rode Gallop, head down, shoulders bowed. When they made camp the next evening she barely ate. Jaren woke in the night to hear her praying, distraught, asking for guidance and protection. He couldn’t hear all of what she said, but he caught snippets of her plaintive whispers.

“Whatever happens Tolkern, please let it be on me. Please spare Jaren from my mistake. Please don’t let him suffer because of what I’ve done.”

Jaren sighed, hearing echoes of his own past prayers, and knew then that he had to let his anger go.

The next morning, he called her over as he was saddling the horses. “I forget sometimes that you don’t know things. That you’re new to this,” he said as he heaved the saddle over Gallop’s back, the pain in his ribs nearly stealing his breath, “and that you don’t always understand the dangers. I’ve made my fair share of mistakes in the past. Mistakes that have cost lives. I’m still not happy about what you’ve done. But we’re in this together. We need to try to help each other as best we can, and I can’t help you my best if I’m angry with you. Be at peace,” he told her as he cinched the saddle.

Songbird steeled herself, looking up at Jaren. “I won’t give up. I understand just how important this is. I won’t let him escape. I can’t let him burn Tigraen. I can’t let him hurt anyone else. I will stand against the shadows.” She clenched her fists. “No matter the cost.”


Chapter thirty-three
Chase
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IT WAS ANOTHER FEW DAYS of riding before their pursuers appeared on the horizon. Songbird noticed them first, her keen eyes picking them out, barely specks in the distance. Jaren adjusted their course, but the riders stayed present. They began to press the horses harder. He and Songbird rode late into the night, made cold camps, and used the landscape for cover. They doubled back to confuse anyone who would try to follow their tracks. Between all of Songbird’s instincts and Jaren’s knowledge from his time ranging in the wild, they tried every trick they could manage, but to no avail.

The morning was gray and overcast, but they had finally reached the foothills of the Shadecrag Mountains. The region was pockmarked with gullies and ravines carved deep by rivers from the mountain snow runoff. By Jaren’s estimation, they were only a day’s ride, two at most from the dwarven stronghold. It was then the riders chose their final pursuit, closing the distance between Jaren and Songbird in earnest.

The distant drumming of hooves carried through the air as the riders spurred their horses into a full gallop, bearing down on the two of them. Gallop, who had pulled plows slow and steady in her early life, struggled to run for such long stretches. She was built for strength, not speed. Jaren urged the horses to move faster, digging his heels into Deshyr’s sides. He held onto Gallop’s reins, and Songbird clung desperately to the mare, the wind whipping the horse’s mane into her face. They kept up their wild flight until Gallop was foaming at the mouth, wheezing from the effort.

“We can’t keep this pace,” Jaren shouted over his shoulder, the wind tearing the words from his mouth. “We’ll run the horses to death, and then we’ll be no better off, we’re going to have to try to make a stand.” The horses’ hooves pounded the earth as they ran, kicking up dirt in their wake. They were in a bad way, and Jaren knew it.

Gallop began to lag further behind, breathing hard, foam flying in the wind. Jaren slowed the horses, reining them into a trot, and then a walk. Both horses were heaving. Jaren leapt off Deshyr and drew his sword. Songbird slid off the side of her horse, petting Gallop, murmuring praise and comfort to the dapple mare.

“There isn’t time for that,” Jaren barked as he tossed Songbird’s quiver to her. She shouldered it quickly before stringing her bow. He scanned the horizon. There was a ravine with a bridge not too far. The beginnings of a desperate plan began to form. He grabbed the saddlebag containing the relic.

“We have to leave the horses, come on!”

“What? No! I’m not leaving Gallop!” Songbird protested.

They did not have time for this. Jaren grabbed her arm and pulled her away from the horse. “Gallop will be fine. We have to go now.”

Songbird pulled against him. “We killed a manticore, we can fight Rathal.”

The thunder of hooves grew louder. Jaren grabbed her around her waist, his ribs screaming in protest and began to run in the direction of the ravine.

“No!” Songbird screamed, twisting in his arms, “Put me down! I want to stay with Gallop! She’s my horse, I won’t leave her. I want to fight!”

“We’ll come back for her, I promise. Now run, damn you!”

Jaren haphazardly set Songbird back on her feet, grabbed her hand, and continued running. To his relief, Songbird began to run. Jaren spared a glance over his shoulder. Gallop was limping slowly after, trying to follow Songbird, who was still insisting that she wanted to fight.

The riders crested the hill in the distance, at least a dozen. Twelve against two were not good odds and he did not have the time to make her understand that. His lungs burned, legs pumping and pain hammering his side as they raced toward the bridge. The pounding of the horses’ frantic running was practically upon them.

Suddenly, there were horses pacing him. They had blood and foam flying from their mouths, wide-eyed with fear, hindquarters welted from where they had been whipped. One of the horses veered close to Jaren, its rider swinging an axe. Jaren ducked out of the way, managing to keep his head attached. Songbird was sprinting alongside him now, her newfound speed fueled by fear. One of the horses screamed and collapsed, dead.

They were nearly to the bridge. So close. The other riders pressed on, their horses struggling to obey. Another cultist raced past, leaning over and trying to grab Songbird who darted to the side, nearly colliding with Jaren.

Jaren and Songbird skidded to a halt as more riders pulled their horses in front of the bridge, effectively cutting off their only chance of escape. Another one of the horses lowered its head, blood dripping from its nose, legs trembling. Its rider barely had a chance to dismount before the horse’s legs buckled, and it keeled over. Sides heaving, it lay dying. None of the other horses were doing much better, and their riders began to dismount, closing in. These men were armed with axes or swords.

“Songbird, take the relic, I’ll do my best to make an opening, get across the bridge, get to Kroegan. He’ll help you.” Jaren shoved the saddlebag into her hands, and she shouldered it hastily. He turned to the bridge ready to face the men blocking their path.

“Arz be praised! If it isn’t Jaren of Mulk,” a familiar voice boomed. The circle behind them parted and a great bear of a man walked into the middle. He pulled his hood back, grinning down at Jaren and Songbird.

Jaren turned and spat. “Rathal.”

“See, brothers. We have been faithful and Arzinock has been merciful. He has delivered Jaren of Mulk to us.”

“Arz be praised,” echoed the other men. Another horse collapsed to the ground outside the circle.

Jaren clenched his fists, squeezing the hilt of his blade. There had to be a way out of this. Think! He demanded of himself. Think!

“Give me the relic, Jaren,” Rathal ordered. “You can see that you’ve lost. Let’s not make this worse than it has to be.”

Jaren shook his head. “Can’t do that.”

“I know you have it. Little spitfire over there made sure of that.” Rathal jerked his chin in Songbird’s direction. She snarled at him from Jaren’s side, arrow drawn, ready to loose. Jaren was sizing up each of the cultists, his eyes darting rapidly from man to man, the muscles in his jaw working as he ground his teeth. A few of them held their weapons awkwardly, clearly inexperienced. Jaren picked out the other men who held their weapons with practiced ease. Those men would be the hardest to deal with.

Rathal shook his head. “What if you could save them all? If you could make sure that no more children had to lose their parents to the Tyrant’s wars, would you? If you could put an end to families being ripped apart by suspicion and mistrust, would that not be worth it? If you could end the tyranny of the Interrogers, punishing the just and the unjust alike to meet their own ends, would you do it? If you could make the sons and daughters of Tigraen free again, wouldn’t you?”

Jaren shifted his weight slightly. If he went for that man, over there, to the right, the nervous one with the stave, then maybe.

Songbird stepped around Jaren, facing Rathal. “I’ve seen your patron, and there’s nothing divine about him. No good will come from siding with him.”

A murmur went up from the men surrounding them. “Heretic!” One of the men shouted, stepping forward. “Apostate! She lies! Our lord Arzinock would never reveal himself to one outside the fold.” He was a thin man, with severe features, shaking with rage, spitting as he spoke.

“Silence!” Rathal bellowed. “You question the will of Arzinock?”

“Why would he reveal himself to someone so unworthy?” the man insisted.

“I said hold your tongue. If Arzinock hadn’t revealed himself to this woman, then we wouldn’t have been able to track them. Arzinock cannot reveal himself to the unwilling, she must have opened herself up to him.” Rathal narrowed his eyes at the thin man. “Perhaps your faith is simply lacking?”

Songbird bristled. “I did no such thing! There was nothing willing about it. Why would you want to serve something so terrible?”

Rathal gave her a bemused look. He crossed his arms over his barrel chest. “Have you ever seen a Lyn-Tyrian? One of the precious Powers so worshiped and adored by our people?” His tone mocking.

She faltered. “Well, no.”

“So you don’t know what they look like outside of the depictions and carvings made by us. And why wouldn’t man, whose ego knows no bounds, imagine the Powers in our own image? But the truth of it is you don’t know. No one does! They haven’t been seen since Skos sank beneath the waves over seven hundred years ago.”

Songbird scowled. Rathal smirked. “If I’m in the wrong, then why hasn’t one of their host stepped in to help you? Why don’t they strike me down as we speak, and save Tigraen? Do you think they even hear your prayers? Yet, my lord Arzinock has come to you in a vision, real as can be. Just because something is ugly does not make it evil.”

Songbird opened her mouth and then shut it. Murmurs of “Arz be praised” came from the men surrounding them as they made their holy gesture, drawing a line from their forehead to their chest with their index and middle fingers.

“Drop your bow,” Rathal repeated.

If they did nothing they would die. If they fought, they would also likely die, but there was maybe a chance he could give Songbird an opening to get the relic away. Jaren attacked without warning. Songbird and Rathal’s discussion had distracted many of the cultists, and Jaren launched himself at the nearest man. Metal clashed. Everyone sprang into action at once. It was pandemonium. Jaren lost track of Songbird almost instantly. He fought frantically, delivering the killing blow to his opponent before turning to look for her. Powers, where is she? Another cultist rushed at him. Jaren blocked and countered, still trying to discern her location as he fought. One of her arrows whistled by his head, embedding itself into a third opponent, a hell-touched man. There she was.

Out of nowhere, a massive blade slammed down onto his sword from the side, stopping his next attack. There was a clear ringing sound as Jaren’s sword broke. Jaren looked over just in time to see Rathal’s fist as it connected with his face. The fight was over almost as soon as it had begun. 
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Songbird saw Jaren fall. She was wild with fury, unable to think. She was already loosing an arrow when hands grabbed her. Rathal grunted as her arrow embedded itself into his leg. He turned to her, rage in his eyes, snapping the arrow shaft, unfazed. Then, two men were on either side of her, and a third tearing the bow from her hands.

“No! No, no, no!” She was losing everything. Tigraen would burn, and it would be entirely her fault. Rathal stood over Jaren, sword raised. In an act of desperation, she reached out for the power, opening herself to it fully. She would stop this once and for all, here and now.

The temperature plummeted. Storm clouds blossomed above them, darkening the sky. Rathal jerked his head around, facing Songbird as his breath steamed in the air. Tiny crystals of frost began to form on the grass. Jaren, who was struggling to orient himself, looked for her, alarmed.

It was over, everything was lost. Songbird had never known she could feel such despair. The weight of it crushed her. She tried to focus, but her mind refused, instead fleeing to dark places. Images of Reven Wood burning flashed through her mind. She saw animals dead amidst the flames. She saw Pa Tibus and Illina slaughtered in the streets of Mulk. ‘Mistakes cost lives, sometimes even the lives of those closest to us’ Jaren’s words echoed in her memory, shocking and cold like a thunderclap. She saw Jaren in the maw of Arzinock. He reached for her as the demon’s teeth sank into his flesh, and his face twisted with agony. Powers help her, she had killed him. The demon’s malicious laughter pounded on the inside of Songbird’s head.

It was too much, she could not—would not let that happen. The power was raging inside her, out of control. Snowflakes began to dance in the air. Lightning split the sky. The ground lurched underneath her. She reached out with her mind, intent on pouring every bit of her wrath into Rathal.

Blood dripped from her nose. Pain, like she had never known, tore at her body. She wasn’t sure if she was burning or freezing or drowning or being shattered by lightning. Her blood was on fire, and she was sure she was going to be ripped apart from the inside. She might die, but it didn’t matter, so long as she stopped Rathal. She had to save her wood, had to save him. She screamed, throwing her head back, face to the sky. Lightning and thunder answered.


[image: image-placeholder]


Though Jaren didn’t understand the full workings of magic, he had learned enough from Feyn to understand that Songbird was doing something incredibly dangerous. “Don’t! Song, stop!” He staggered to his feet.

Rathal’s men had backed away from her in terror, but lightning snaked down from the heavens, striking one of the cultists closest to her. The light was blinding, there was a terribly loud snap as the electricity vacated the air around them, leaving the scent of charred flesh and ozone in its wake. The man fell dead. It began to hail.

Songbird leveled her gaze at the next closest man, eyes blazing with malice. Another bolt of lightning descended from the sky, striking him. This bolt arced between him and several of his comrades, severely wounding some or outright killing others. She swayed, her head dipped as though she might lose consciousness, but she was trying to force herself back to her feet. Rathal was staring at her, slack-jawed.

Without hesitation, Jaren scrambled forward, grabbing her around the waist and sprinting for the ravine. Rathal dropped his sword and went after them. The ground fell away as Jaren raced out onto the bridge, the ravine plummeting steeply down into the white foamy rapids below. Jaren had not quite made it halfway across when Songbird was jerked from his hands. Rathal had managed to grab hold of the saddlebag which Songbird had shouldered. She hit the thick wooden planks of the bridge hard.

Neither Rathal nor Songbird would let go of the saddlebag. He began to drag her back toward the cultists. Songbird screamed, anger and agony tearing at her voice. Lightning struck, shattering half of the planks. Splinters and chunks of hail pelted Jaren. The timbers caught fire as if they had been soaked in pitch.

The blast had thrown apart Rathal and Songbird. Songbird clung to the jagged edges of the planks, on the verge of going over the side. The saddlebag lay precariously balanced between splintered boards. Rathal and Jaren spotted it at the same moment, their eyes flashing to the bag and then to each other. Jaren could hear Songbird scrambling for purchase as her hands slipped. Songbird, who smelled like pines in the sunshine and tasted like the wind and the sky; whose smile made his heart ache.

The wood groaned as the bridge began to buckle. It was her or Tigraen. Jaren had less than a second to decide.

He lunged.


Chapter thirty-four
Dwarves
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JAREN THREW HIMSELF TOWARD THE EDGE of the bridge and grabbed Songbird just as her grip failed. The timbers crackled as the flames devoured them. The bridge pitched dangerously to the side. Jaren pulled hard, his ribs protesting. He hauled Songbird up onto planks and scrambled backward, dragging her with him. They cleared the edge just as the bridge gave way, crashing down the steep cliff and into the river below. Clouds of steam billowed up as the burning wood hit the cold water.

Panting, exhausted, but alive, Jaren looked across the ravine. Rathal stood tearing through the saddlebag. When he found what he was looking for, he tossed the bag aside. Rathal held the relic high, gloating.

“You’re weak, Jaren!” He shouted across the gap. “Arzinock will be free, and then I’ll come for you.” Rathal turned and limped away, the broken shaft of Songbird’s arrow sticking out of his thigh, blood soaking his robe.

Jaren crouched down beside Songbird. She moaned, rolling onto her side. Feyn had often spoken of the risks of magic and the dangers associated with powerful casting. Jaren had no idea how to tell exactly how badly she had injured herself or what to do for her. Her skin was pale and cool to the touch. Dried blood clung to her face where it had dripped from her nose and ears. Her palms were full of splinters and blistered from clinging to the burning wood. He pressed his lips together, concerned.

Her eyes fluttered. Jaren propped her up against his leg, doing his best to coax her from her state of torpor. “Easy, easy. I’ve got you.”

“I’m sorry,” she managed. “It’s… it’s my fault. You said… you said… if we lost the relic… all of Tigraen would burn. Everyone… is going to die… everything will burn… because of me.” Tears welled up, clinging to her lashes as she closed her eyes.

“Hey!” Jaren shook her, suddenly desperate. She startled awake, blinking sleepily at him. “Listen to me. As long as we’re alive, we at least have a chance. We can’t save Tigraen if we’re dead. Do you hear me?”

She tried to nod, but her lead lolled down instead, and Jaren felt her go slack in his hands as she lost consciousness. He shook her again. “Don’t die. You can’t give up.”

He had no choice but to carry her. He hoisted her up over his other shoulder, nearly collapsing as his broken ribs screamed. Jaren walked. It was agonizingly slow, he had to stop frequently to put Songbird down to rest and try to catch his breath. You’ve failed again. This is what you deserve, his thoughts tormented him. You don’t deserve to be happy. You’re not worthy of her affection, and even if you were, it doesn’t matter because you’ll be the death of her as well. Pain and loneliness are your companions, as it should be. He forced himself to ignore it and continued walking. The miles crawled by.

The way to the dwarven stronghold was was uphill and into the mountains. He left the plains behind as birch and aspen trees dotted the foothills. His legs burned, his back throbbed, and every breath was a knife in his ribs, but Jaren trudged forward, walking well after sunset, determined. He finally collapsed in the dark hours of the morning. Sweaty, aching, he curled up next to Songbird. Her skin was clammy, and her breathing shallow. He held her against him to try to warm her, and fell immediately to sleep, completely overtaken by exhaustion.
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Birdsong pulled Jaren from the reverie of sleep. His body protested as he forced himself to sit up. Movement came slow, his joints were stiff and everything ached from sleeping in his armor on the cold ground. His ribs throbbed. It’s just pain, he told himself. The only thing that matters is to keep moving.

The sun was not yet up, but the glow of Great Uhel provided enough light for him to see. He sat for a moment, hands on his knees, looking at Songbird. “Hey, Song.”

The shallow in and out of her breathing was her only response. Jaren had once heard Feyn talk with Alceas about ‘mage sleep’. When a spell caster tried to work magic that was beyond their understanding or ability to handle, they risked losing themselves to that magic. Feyn had described a sleeplike state from which they could not be roused. Sometimes the sorcerer would awaken with clerical intervention, sometimes not.

Jaren sighed, bowing his head and rubbing his face. “You think this is your fault, but it’s not. Rathal, the Arzyntine, they might have caught up to us anyway. You couldn’t have known. Just because you made a mistake doesn’t mean you get to throw your life away trying to make up for it. There are other people who are counting on you, people who need you.“ he trailed off. The hypocrisy of his words was not lost on him.

In truth, he was very afraid for her. But anger was easier to manage than fear, so he leaned into his anger. Fueled by a sudden burst of indomitability, he picked Songbird up and threw her over his shoulder. “Don’t you dare give up, you hear me? My life is not worth exchanging for yours. You keep telling me this is your damned quest, and if you abandon it by dying, I’ll never forgive you. You are Songbird, Slayer of Spiders, Scourge of the Manticore, and you have more titles to earn.”

He labored up the mountain, his pace even slower than yesterday. Jaren was sweating profusely under his armor from the effort; his mouth was dry, and his muscles were reluctant to obey. Nearly delirious with pain and thirst, it was all he could do to put one foot in front of the other. Just take one more step. Now one more. Now one more.

It was near midmorning when the sound of heavy boots marching through the trees caught his attention. At first, he thought he was hallucinating. He put a hand out to steady himself on a tree, wondering if he had finally lost it. He watched as a dwarven scouting party came marching down through the trees. They wore heavy plate mail composed of overlapping geometric shapes and adorned with tassels and ropes. The breastplate and shoulder pauldrons of each dwarf bore the image of a broken crown, which was gilded, the gold sparkling brightly against the darker armor. Each of them was armed with a war hammer, and their beards were braided, adorned with beads. As a unit, they were fastidious and disciplined.

He imagined what he must look like to them: a wild and haggard man, a woman over his shoulder, staggering through the trees. He struggled to keep his thoughts in line. Ha. Jaren, the hermit of Reven Wood, has finally gone mad. He’s wandering aimlessly across the mountainside with a fey-touched maiden in tow. Beware! I’ve become the bandit of the Shadecrags, I’ll steal your seeds for my woman. He snickered, almost manic from lack of rest or water, and his remaining faculties nearly overrun from the agony in his ribs.

One of the dwarves cleared their throat. He realized he hadn’t imagined them; there was in fact a scouting party of dwarves staring at him. He tried to introduce himself according to custom, his mind struggling to remember and follow proper protocol. He attempted to bow, but nearly collapsed with the effort and almost dropped Songbird in the process. “I’m Jaren, son of Inerja, and I need help.” Eventually, he was able to convey that he had urgent business with Kroegan of Clan Crownbreaker, and was in desperate need of assistance. The scouting party did as any good dwarven scouting party would do and took Jaren and Songbird into custody.

A dwarf with a long blonde beard took Songbird from him, lifting her easily as if she weighed no more than a bag of feathers. Then they bound and blindfolded Jaren. His body felt strangely light after having carried Songbird on his own for such a distance. The dwarves marched him further up the mountain. After a moment of disorientation, Jaren found himself relying easily on his other senses. Before long, he felt the coolness of the air as they passed from the open air of the forest into the underground lair of the dwarves.

They went along for quite a while, the ground sloping downward, gently at first and then steeply. There was an exchanging of words in dwarven, which Jaren could not understand, and the clanging of a portcullis. Once they were inside the stronghold Jaren and the still unconscious Songbird were put into a holding cell while Jaren’s story could be confirmed.

He pulled the blindfold off as soon as the door clanged shut, but the room was completely dark. A musty, earthen smell hung in the air, which was not unpleasant. The silence was almost overwhelming. He felt along the floor until he found Songbird’s body. Her skin was cold to the touch. Jaren pulled her into his lap, hugging her tight to his body to try to keep her warm in the chill of the underground air.

Jaren wasn’t sure how long he sat in the darkness, but he must have dozed because he jerked awake to the noise outside the cell door. He had a moment of panic when he opened his eyes and was unable to see until he remembered where he was. The cell door swung open, light flooding the room. Jaren put his hand up against the sudden brightness of the lanterns. Tetsu stood in the doorway, flanked by several dwarven guards in heavy mail.

There was a heated exchange between her and the guards which Jaren did not understand before she swept into the cell. She crouched down and put her fingers to Songbird’s neck. She frowned and spoke to Jaren, but he did not understand her words. Tetsu raised her eyebrows expectantly. Jaren hesitated for a moment before reluctantly shifting Songbird over to Tetsu, giving her a hard look. “Help her, please.” Their eyes made clear what their words could not and Tetsu scooped Songbird lightly in her arms and left the cell.

The dwarves moved to close the door behind Tetsu when Jaren sprang to his feet. “Wait! I need to talk to Kroegan!”

“As for you, you’ll do no such thing, human. Will wait for Kroegan to send for you. As for outsiders, they do not dictate terms under which they see our most esteemed price.” One of the dwarves spoke in heavily accented Eastron as he tried to push the door closed. Jaren wedged himself into the doorway, between the door and the frame, desperate.

“I know it’s against tradition, but all of Tigraen is in danger, I need to talk to Kroegan now.” Jaren insisted. The dwarf tried to push him back into the cell, but Jaren managed to keep himself in the doorway. “Tetsu!” He shouted down the hallway after her, “Tell them! I need to talk to Kroegan!”

Tetsu paused, hearing her name, looking over her shoulder impatiently. One of the dwarves translated for her. She glared at Jaren.

“I mean no disrespect,” Jaren continued. “I know this isn’t in your custom, but I can’t stress how urgent this is. I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t necessary.”

Again, the dwarf translated. Tetsu finally nodded, before turning and walking away with Songbird. “As for you, you will wait while we fetch someone to take you.” The dwarf shoved Jaren back into the cell and shut the door.

Jaren waited in darkness, trying to remain alert, but the exhaustion was creeping back into his body. He was jolted awake again when the door swung up. Another dwarf with a long, full beard which was braided in three separate braids and tucked into his belt stood at the threshold. His beard was brown, streaked heavily with gray and he carried a helmet under his arm. He wore partial heavy platemail which clanked as he bowed stiffly. His armor was etched with elaborate geometric patterns and decorated with tassels. He wore a sash over his breastplate and across his shoulder.

“As for me, I am Ozzaek, son of Zilgetchya, daughter of Buvdoh. Am first among The Fist of the Crown. Am here to present you to my most honored charge, Kroegan, son of Thurgeda, daughter of our most honored ancient Euline.” The dwarf looked Jaren over, his gray eyes hard as steel. “Am thinking you should first make yourself presentable to our honored prince, as is our custom. As for anyone who enters the stronghold, it is best to purify oneself in the hot springs and with meditation.”

“I can’t,” Jaren said wearily. “There’s no time. I am honored to meet you Ozzaek, son of Zilgetchya, daughter of Buvdoh. I know custom dictates I should wash and change first, but I must talk to Kroegan immediately.”

“Very well. Am thinking the stakes must be very high indeed. As for the most honored daughter of Tiamat, Tetsu indicated as much and instructed that I not force you. As for you, dozhdvynik, you will not make trouble, and you will wear this.“ Ozzaek said, handing Jaren a blindfold. He had not heard the term “dozhdvynik” before, but judging from the dwarf’s tone, it was derogatory. “Is the custom of our clan. As for anyone not of the clan, they are forbidden to walk the paths of the stronghold unattended. Will go nowhere unaccompanied or unblindfolded, understand?”

Jaren took the blindfold and tied it around his head, covering his eyes. Ozzaek instructed him to place a hand on his shoulder pauldron and led him down another series of hallways. Jaren forced himself to remember the turns and steps, his tired mind working hard to hold onto the information.
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Ozzaek allowed Jaren to remove his blindfold once they entered The Forge. Out of habit, Jaren scanned the room, taking in his surroundings, marking exits in his mind as Ozzaek led him across the wide expanse of the cavern, their steps echoing.

The Forge was a massive chamber that had been fashioned into a working space. Along the farthest wall was a long trough from which a fire burned. On the wall itself was a relief carving that had been coated in silver and polished to a brilliant shine, reflecting the firelight and illuminating the whole room.

Throughout the cavern, there were workbenches and kilns and forges, piles of coal, stacks of ingots of various metals, carefully organized racks of tools, everything a master craftsman would need for blacksmithing or silversmithing.

Normally, The Forge was a bustle of activity, of ringing hammers and working bellows, but now, it stood empty and quiet except for Kroegan. He had set aside his formal armor, instead donning a plain linen shirt and sturdy brown trousers which were tucked into his leather boots. His long sandy beard was tucked into a wide belt, and he wore a heavy blacksmith’s apron over everything. He was stoking a single, lonely furnace, pumping the bellows until the coals glowed red-hot. On the ground near the forge, were Jaren’s oilskin cloth bags full of pinecones.

Kroegan paused in his work. He moved to greet Jaren, but quickly shut his mouth, his mirthful expression turning solemn. Judging by the dwarf’s reaction, Jaren figured he looked as bad as he felt.

Ozzaek bowed. “Hail, honored prince, Kroegan, son of Thurgeda, daughter of Euline, am presenting the man-guest, Jaren of Mulk, son of Inerja.” Jaren bowed as well. Kroegan nodded. “Many thanks Ozzaek, have been expecting Jaren. Am appreciative of you escorting him.”

Ozzaek bowed, backing away from Kroegan several paces. He stood, hand on one of the axes that hung from his belt.

Kroegan returned to pumping the bellows. “Am guessing the situation has escalated, judging by the state in which the two of you arrived?”

“They have the relic.”

“Ah, so,” Kroegan said, shoveling coal into the bloomery furnace. “Are you willing to fill in the details?”

Jaren relayed the events of the last few weeks, since having parted ways with the dwarf. As he spoke, Kroegan placed a small, silvery ingot into the furnace. “Now that they have the relic, there is nothing in the way of them summoning Arzinock fully into this plane. I need to leave at once. If you could spare—”

“As for Tetsu, having sent a scouting party the moment you arrived. They returned a short while ago.”

How long did I doze off for? Jaren wondered irritably. Although it would have taken scouts on horses much less time to cover the same distance as he had weakened, wounded, and carrying Songbird.

“As for them, they found many dead, both horses and humans. Signs of battle, trails of blood. Is appearing your enemies are wounded and on foot. As for the scouts, they brought back as many of your belongings as they could salvage. Is appearing Arzinock has no interest in pinecones at least.”

“If they’re on foot then I need to go after them. I could catch up, take the relic back. Please Kroegan, let me borrow a horse and a sword.”

The steady pace of the bellows filled the silence.

“Kroegan? Did you hear me? I need to leave, now. I can still stop this.” Jaren’s voice was strained.

Kroegan let out a heavy sigh. “Friend Jaren. Am understanding the urgency. However, cannot send you out of here ill-equipped, nor in such a state. As for you, you are in need of healing and rest. Are not thinking clearly. Cannot send you without a proper weapon either. Suppose you cannot catch them in time? Suppose you pursue them all the way to the beast’s lair? Cannot send you into battle against a demon without a suitable weapon. As for your enemy, he is injured, on foot, moving slowly. Will likely stay out of towns to avoid being discovered. This gives us some time to work with.”

Jaren could see the dwarf’s mind working, calculating.

“As for this time, what can we do? A holy sword, capable of slaying a demon, a sword of the highest quality, it could take hundreds of hours to finish to the appropriate standard.” Kroegan pulled out a pinecone from a stained and dirty oilskin, inspecting it. “Will get to work at once.” The dwarf tossed the pinecone into the furnace.

“What of your wedding?” Ozzaek stepped forward as he spoke, bowing. “Is fast approaching. Being bad luck to delay or change the date. As for the stargazers, they have picked the most auspicious convergence of the celestial bodies—”

“As for you, let me worry—”

“Kroegan,” Jaren cut in, interrupting. “Let me go. Lend me your fastest horses. I can do this.”

Slowly, the pinecone began to burn. A dark, sticky resin began to ooze from between the scales. The resin burst into flame when it touched the coals. Kroegan worked the bellows in earnest and waves of heat rolled out from the furnace. Gradually, the metal ingot began to turn red, and then white, and then bubble.

“Friend Jaren, you can stay here as my guest, or my prisoner, but will not allow you to make such a hasty decision in such a state. Am sorry, but my answer is no.”


Chapter thirty-five
Respite
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THOUGH HE COULDN’T SEE, Jaren noted the air started to warm, becoming increasingly humid as they drew close to the vapor caves. He barely heard a stone door open, swinging easily on well-oiled hinges. Once inside Ozzaek had Jaren remove his blindfold. Steam wafted through the air. Lanterns hung along the walls, creating a soft glow. There was a shallow pool and the stone had been carved into benches.

Kroegan had sent Jaren from The Forge, giving Ozzaek instructions that Jaren was to bathe, eat, sleep, and visit the temple of Mersey. Then, and only then, would he consider Jaren’s request.

“As for the water, it is rich in minerals and the perfect temperature for soaking. Purify yourself, both mind and body before any more time lapses. Please, give me your armor; am promising to make sure it is well cared for. Visitors are a very rare occurrence but have managed to prepare a change of clothes for you.” the dwarf explained.

Ozzaek waited for Jaren to remove his armor, inspecting each piece as Jaren handed it over. “As for your armor, this is indeed fine craftsmanship, for human-make.”

Jaren handed Ozzaek his bracer. “My brother had it made for me.”

Despite himself, the dwarf’s eyes lit up. “Ah, a most honored gift from one of your clan. Shall ensure your armor is treated with the utmost respect.” Ozzaek bowed. “As for you, when you are finished, just knock on the door, and will provide the clothing for you.” Ozzaek bowed again and stepped out of the room. Jaren stripped down, dropping his torn and filthy clothing into a pile on the floor.

He slid into the hot water, stretching his aching muscles. He sat for a moment, rolls of steam rising off the water’s surface. It was eerily quiet, save for the sound of his own breathing and the water lapping gently at the stone rim of the pool. The lanterns made the steam glow like mist in the moonlight and he could see nothing but white vapor in any direction.

He wanted to scream, to curse Rathal by every Power he knew the name of; he wanted to tear the head off Arzinock and send the demon back to whatever hell he had crawled out of, but more than any of that, he wanted to see Songbird and to know that she was okay.

Save it. He told himself, Save the anger for when you really need it. Nothing to do now except gather your strength and prepare, and the anger won’t help you do that. He exhaled slowly and sank down further into the water.

Unbidden, Songbird filled his thoughts. He could think of nothing else, despite his best efforts. Everything seemed to circle back to her. Moons above, was he really in love with her?

He considered. She was a bird for Skylae’s sake. How could he be in love with a bird? Yet, hadn’t she herself said she was no longer a bird? And Powers help him when he thought about the way her face lit up when she smiled, the smell of pine in her hair, the taste of summer sun and wind on her soft lips, the gentle curves of her body. Jaren splashed water onto his face. That is the last thing you should be thinking of, he chided himself.

Instead, his thoughts turned to her impetuous nature, always acting rashly and never considering the consequences. It was her fault they’d lost the relic in the first place. While that was true, he could no longer force himself to be angry with her. He’d listened to her plead with the powers every night, begging them for help, asking them to spare him of her folly. Jaren understood the weight of that kind of remorse better than anyone. If only he knew how to help her let it go.
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Ozzaek had Jaren put the blindfold on before marching him through the halls. As they went along, Jaren counted his strides and noted the number and direction of the turns, making a mental map of everywhere in the stronghold Ozzaek was taking him.

When they stopped the dwarf pulled the blindfold off him, and he was deposited into a small, sparsely furnished room. There was a low, wide bed, with heavy wool blankets. There was a low table with cushions on the floor for sitting and a lantern. Along the far wall, there was an empty chest. Jaren’s single, mostly empty saddlebag had been placed next to the chest. Songbird’s breastplate and bracers had been cleaned, mended, and arranged in the corner. The room was modest but comfortable.

Jaren walked over to the bed and collapsed, barely managing to pull a blanket over himself before sleep overwhelmed him.

When Jaren awoke, the room was absolutely pitch dark. Jaren cursed himself for not turning down the lamp before he slept. He stood and carefully walked across the room in the direction he thought the door would be, his feet sliding softly over the stone floor, feeling the ground in front of him. Once he reached the wall, he felt along until he found the door handle. Jaren tried the latch but found the door locked. He pinched the bridge of his nose and sighed. Of course, Kroegan would have locked him in. He pounded on the door.

There was the sound of a key turning in the lock and the door opened a few inches. “As for you, what do you need, human?”

“My lantern is out. I need some light.”

The dwarf wrinkled his nose, but opened the door wider, allowing light from the hallway into the room. He pointed. “There, on the shelf, more oil, and flint and steel.”

Once Jaren had filled the oil, lit the lamp, and relieved himself in the chamber pot, the next thing he noticed, aside from how painful his ribs were, was how hungry he was. He felt sick to his stomach. How long had it been since he had eaten? He turned back to the door, which was locked, again. He beat on the door with his fist. When it opened again Ozzaek stood at the door with a large box in his hands, as if he had predicted what the human’s next request would be. He handed it to Jaren. “As for you, eat.”

The box contained a jar of water, a jar of beer, a loaf of dense, hot bread, a roast chicken, and a wheel of cheese. It was plain, simple food, likely to be easy on Jaren’s stomach. His mouth watered as the smell of fresh bread and roasted chicken wafted up from the basket. Jaren sat down on one of the cushions on the floor and ate and drank until he was stuffed. Despite his best efforts, he nearly dozed off again at the table, when his mind drifted back to Songbird. He snapped wide awake.

Jaren was across the room banging on the door. The dwarf opened it again. “As for you, have you finished?”

“Where is Songbird? Take me to her.”

“Will take you to Mersey’s temple for healing first. While you are there, will find where the most honored daughter of Tiamat is keeping your companion.”
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Reven Wood. Breathing in the scent of fresh rain on crisp leaves, Songbird started forward. She was home, but she was looking for something. Her thoughts were hazy, disjointed. Disoriented, she paused near a large oak tree to get her bearings. The bark was rough beneath her palm. Should she have a palm? Where were her wings?

Suddenly she was in her nest. The wind tickled her feathers. A shadow fell across her. She turned and a great golden-eyed eagle loomed above her. She chirped nervously and tried to back away. Her tail feathers bent against the side of her nest. Hot, sulfur air blasted her from above. She looked up to see Arzinock’s great maw, filled with teeth. The heat from the air should have singed her feathers, but she was a woman again, naked and trembling before the demon. The demon bellowed and another wave of stinking, sweltering breath hit her. The shrill cry of the eagle pierced the air, cutting off the demon’s roar. Both sounds terrified her.

She squeezed her eyes shut and put her hands over her ears. All of the noise and the heat faded away. When she opened her eyes, Jaren was before her. Tall, steadfast, stoic. She remembered. She had been looking for him. She ran toward him but skidded to a halt as he turned his attention to her. It was Jaren, but it wasn’t. Instead of Jaren’s deep viridian eyes, this man’s eyes were golden like the eagle. His features were sharper, more severe than the strong angles of Jaren’s face. Jaren’s features flickered across this man’s visage, overlapping in a strange way. She kept her distance, wary.

“Songbird.” It was and was not Jaren’s voice. There was something older, something more powerful that laced his voice. It both awed and terrified her to hear it. “Wake up.” A violent wind rose then, tearing at her hair. She put a hand up to shield her face. Dust, leaves, and long gray feathers whipped through the air, stinging her as they blew past. The gale battered her until she lost her balance. She stumbled backward and felt herself falling.

Songbird jerked awake from the overpowering sensation that she was falling out of bed. She was in a small room. There were at least a dozen candles placed in small alcoves carved into the wall, and a lantern on the small table next to her. Even though she was situated warmly under several thick wool blankets, the air was cool against her face, and it smelled faintly of damp rock. Instinctively, she knew she was underground. Sensing the thousands of tons of mountain rock above her, Songbird shuddered.

Tetsu was seated next to the bed grinding tea leaves and mushrooms in a mortar, her silver hair reflecting the candlelight. The soft rhythmic sound of stone grinding stopped. “Ah so. There you are at last.” 
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Tetsu escorted Songbird into the courtyard of the temple complex. The two women took a slow stroll around the courtyard to see how Songbird was fairing. Songbird asked questions about every building and every statue they passed. The courtyard they were circling now housed the temples of Skylae, Mersey, Brand, and Kyleria. Tetsu went on to explain that Tolkern and Ulf’s temples were positioned closer to The Forge, in the industrial district of the dwarven stronghold. Tolwyn, First among the Powers, the Mighty Avenger, had his own large temple for worship that housed the barracks.

As they rounded the last turn in the courtyard there was an ancient dwarf chiseling a relief sculpture into one of the walls. He was balding, and his face held an impossible number of wrinkles, so many that his eyelids appeared to droop over his eyes. His skin was thin and mottled with age spots, his knuckles twisted with arthritis. He was so frail looking that Songbird was surprised to see that he could still lift a hammer. He placed the chisel on the stone and tapped gently, the smallest chips of rock falling away with each tap. A very small section of smooth wall yet lay between the carved section of the mural and the end of the frame.

The mural he was carving was so life-like it gave Songbird pause. It depicted a shapely looking dwarven maiden offering up a large battle axe to an elegant-looking dragon. The dragon held his paw over the weapon as if blessing it. The markings around the border probably explained the scene, and Songbird lamented that she could not read them. The detail was exquisite, each scale, each strand of hair, each gentle fold of fabric was masterfully carved.

“How old is he?” Songbird whispered.

“As for him, am thinking he is likely nearing or has entered his fourth century of life. Is older even than Ancient Euline and none are now alive within the clan who remember his birth.” Tetsu ushered Songbird past, leaving the old dwarf to his work.

“And he’s still working? Why doesn’t he quit? Or let someone else take over?”

“Ah, so. As for dwarves, they would never do that. Once having started a great masterwork, they are honor bound to finish the work themselves, even unto death. To leave a work unfinished is most shameful. As for such dishonor, they may be banished, if they do not die of ignominy first.”

Tetsu escorted Songbird into the courtyard proper before leaving her a few moments to herself while Tetsu went on to attend to other business.

A great, smokeless bonfire burned in the center of the courtyard. Polished mirrors had been mounted onto the ceiling reflecting the light of the bonfire, providing ample light throughout the cavern. Braziers and torches were positioned around the courtyard as well, casting faint shadows against the smooth walls. Incense warmed over the fires filling the air with the woody scent of frankincense and the sweet honey smell of helichrysum oils.

The entrances of the buildings had been carved into the face of the rock wall, each one unique to its patron. The courts that hosted Skylae’s temple of law were positioned to the right. Skylae’s flaming sword and scales were carved above the entrance. Next came Brand’s temple which served as a library and learning center. Brand’s sigil was an open book with a flame hovering above the pages. Continuing on there was Mersey’s temple of healing, her sigil of three candles carved above the doorway, and dozens of candles were scattered about the steps leading up to the entrance, sitting in pools of wax, burning merrily. Kyleria’s temple came next, where new babes were welcomed into the world even as the bodies of those who were departing it were being prepared in the lower sections of the temple.

Tall stone pillars with three crossbeams, the top one curved and the bottom two straight, preceded the entrance to each temple. Across the lower crossbeam hung coarse ropes which had been twisted together to form a large, thick cord that was bound with tassels at regular intervals. The ropes and tassels had been dyed with muted colors, and adorned with bells.

Despite the fact that not all of the temples were located in this complex, each of the Powers was represented by exquisitely sculpted statues present in the courtyard. All the Powers faced the center of the courtyard, where the fire burned. They had been painted flawlessly, no detail overlooked, all the way down to the patterns on the individual feathers of their wings.

Songbird had made her way around the courtyard, marveling at each of the statues. Unlike the carvings on the pillar in Mulk, which depicted the Powers as towering, elegant humanoid figures, these sculptures depicted them as average height and more stocky or buxom. The dwarven sculptor had imagined each of the male Lyn-Tyrians with a robust beard as well. She was standing in front of a statue of Tolkern. He was equipped with a golden bow and an eagle rested on his other arm. His features were sharp, he had a hawk nose and prominent cheekbones. The statue’s wings had been painted with gray feathers, like those of a falcon. His golden-yellow eyes were fixed on something in the distance. Songbird bowed her head, taking a slow breath. The cavern was quiet, save for the sputtering of the flames in the braziers and the hushed footfalls of the few who were making their way to petition at the temples.

She lifted her head and began to sing softly.

In the forests of my home, ‘ere the day had yet begun,
We’d gather, and sing, and we’d summon the sun.
But, innocent and foolish, we never realized,
It was no song of ours that could make the sun rise.

The bird who lifts her voice at midnight lifts her voice alone,
Still waters aren’t moved by the ripples of one stone,
So will this mean anything, in the end, when I’m gone,
Or is it still a foolish thing to try and sing the dawn.

Your farm girl stood the road, staff firm in her hand,
And faced down the demon, defending her land.
But did she achieve nothing but to choose where she’d fall?
And what if no morning light answers my call?

The bird who lifts her voice at midnight, lifts her voice alone,
Though I lay upon this altar all I am and all I’ve known
Will I have meant anything, in the end, when I’m gone?
Am I just one more foolish bird who tried to sing the dawn?


Songbird sighed heavily, looking up in time to see a human figure standing at the bottom of the temple steps. Her heart nearly stopped. His raven hair shone almost blue in the torchlight, and his beard was neatly trimmed close to the skin, accenting his strong jawline. He was in new, clean clothes, black pants tucked into his dark leather boots, and a long-sleeved deep red tunic. Jaren.
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He would know her voice anywhere. It was as haunting as it was beautiful. Songbird’s voice echoed in the cavern, forlorn and lonely as a siren. The few dwarves that were in the area had paused to listen. Though many of them could not understand the words to her song, the heartache in her tone weighed heavy in the air.

Jaren felt his chest grow tight as the last echoes of her song settled, coating him like a fine powder of melancholy. He wanted to call to her, but he found he could not make his own voice work. But she had already seen him and was racing across the courtyard. He caught her in his arms. She clung to him with every ounce of strength she had, and he hugged her tight. Finally, he set her down, to look her over. She was wearing a sapphire blue dress that was the right length but too large in the hips and bust to fit well. It had been belted around her waist with a tightly woven gold fabric belt. Her hair had been half plaited, leaving the lengths free, falling down her back like a river of dark wine. Her eyes sparkled in the torchlight like dark honey.

“Are you okay? I didn’t mean to hug you so hard, I know your ribs hurt.” She asked nervously, tucking her chin and looking at him through her lashes.

He cupped her face in his hands and kissed her in response. Slowly at first, then fervent, she responded to his intensity. His mouth was hungry on hers, and she melted into him, fingers curling into the fabric of his shirt.

Jaren pulled away abruptly. Songbird looked up at him breathlessly. He tucked a stray wisp of hair behind her ear.

“Oh.” She stammered, “I—That was—was that a yes?”

Jaren took one of her hands and brought it to his lips, planting a soft kiss on her knuckles. “Yes.” He pulled her gently into an embrace. She laid her head against his chest and he could feel his heart thundering in time with her own.

He could hear Ozzaek coming from across the courtyard, his armor rattling loudly. He was accompanied by an elderly dwarf matron and Tetsu. The dwarf matron was a little shorter than Songbird. Despite her age, her wrinkled face was still beautiful. Her long, gray hair had been carefully braided and wrapped around her head like a crown, held in place with delicate golden hairpins, laden with jewels. Gold and silver rings adorned her fingers and her ears. Her dress, while modest, was wrapped in such a way as to accentuate her wide hips, narrow waist, and large breasts. Tetsu was dressed in rich silken robes, her hair held in place by several jeweled combs.

“Am presenting our most honored elder, Euline, daughter of Silgethra, first matriarch to be free of the yoke of Naduum, daughter of Thurnmari. Am presenting the most honored daughter of Tiamat, Tetsu daughter of Yethenrie, Grand Empress of Sho, daughter of Yotsuo.” Ozzaek announced.

Jaren bowed low in response. As he rose, he found Songbird’s hand with his own and squeezed it. “Please tell them, I apologize for any offense I may have caused and that I am deeply honored by and appreciative of the care we have received.” Songbird translated for Jaren. Ozzaek looked at her in surprise, taken aback to hear an outsider using the dwarven tongue.

Euline stepped forward, leaning on a wooden cane for support. “As for you, sweet little one,” she pinched Songbird’s cheek. “Am surprised by you. Are very stubborn for such a little thing. As for stubbornness, it is good. Was not thinking you would pull through. Am also thinking we must fix this, though.” Euline poked at Songbird’s slender frame. “Be sure to eat, will have more bread and foodstuffs delivered to your quarters. Am thinking someone as stubborn as you needs far more meat on her bones. If you are needing anything, ask them to bring you to your grandmother.”

Songbird tilted her head. “Grandmother? I don’t understand.”

Ozzaek cast a side glance at Euline.

She looked at Jaren. “What is grandmother? In Mulk, Tibus was called Pa, sometimes Grandpa. This seems similar.” She then turned to Euline. “Are these titles of honor?” Songbird asked.

Jaren’s eyebrows went up. Though he had not been able to follow most of the conversation, he knew enough of dwarven culture to understand familial terms were never to be used with strangers. Euline gasped, taken aback. Ozzaek paled.

Tetsu put her hand on the dwarf matron’s shoulder. “As for Songbird, she is a daughter of the arbor. Is not having a clan to belong to in the way that you do.”

Euline put her hand over her heart, tears welling in her eyes. “Truly, are without a clan?” Songbird nodded and Euline bowed her head. “As for being without a clan, is the most tragic of things having heard in all the years of my life.” Euline planted a kiss on Songbird’s forehead. “Are belonging to my clan now.”

Ozzaek had turned as white as a cave mushroom. “Most honored ancient mother Euline, is that wise? Am thinking such honor should not be extended to an outsider.”

Euline waved him off. “Am the most honored ancient mother, can do as I please. Do not question the wisdom of your elders. As for Kroegan, he will be wed within the fortnight, bringing me a granddaughter-in-law. Our most honored daughter of Tiamat has also come bearing this clanless daughter of the arbor who knows our tongue. Am thinking this is no coincidence. Am declaring she will be clanless no more, but shall henceforth belong to clan Crownbreaker. The Powers have smiled upon us. Is most auspicious that I should be blessed with not one, but two granddaughters in the span of a fortnight.”

The corner of Tetsu’s mouth turned upwards into a bemused smirk as Ozzaek squirmed uncomfortably.

“Now. Am thinking you need rest. Please, go, rest. Am having wedding plans am needing to attend to.” Euline gave a slight bow, before tapping her wooden cane on the floor. Jaren sensed they were being dismissed and bowed low. Songbird followed his lead. Euline and Tetsu turned and made their way out of the temple complex. Ozzaek provided them both with blindfolds and led them back to their quarters.

Once they were situated back in their room, Songbird crawled onto the bed, positioning herself in the corner, against the wall, hugging her knees. She hung her head. “Jaren, I’ve failed.”

“How so?” He sat down on the edge of the bed, near her.

“Rathal took the relic, they took Gallop, they took everything! He’s going to release Arzinock, Tigraen will burn, and I will have failed my quest.” She was on the verge of tears.

“Listen to me.” He took her face in his hands. “We’re not dead, which means that all is not lost, yet. Did the heroes in Ficiun’s stories give up in their darkest moments? Do you think the farm girl from the song gave up?” His voice was hard, anger warming his blood. He would not let this demon take everything from him again, nor would he suffer Songbird to deal with the same self-condemnation he had struggled with.

She blinked at him before shaking her head.

“No. Heroes don’t feel sorry for themselves. Heroes get up, and they keep going. You’ve only failed if you quit now when it matters most. I know you Songbird, Slayer of Spiders, Scourge of the Manticore. You are not one to yield. You will not quit the field of battle. You will endure. We can do this.”

Her expression hardened as though his words had lit a fire in her. She gave him one sharp nod of agreement. “Death to the demon.”

Jaren kissed her, hands moving from her face to her hair. She met his energy, kissing him fervently in return. He could feel the curves of her through the soft fabric of her dress. She wrapped her arms around him, pressing herself to him.

Powers, he had to stop. He had to protect her from himself. It took every ounce of self-control to wrench himself away from her. They sat together for a moment in the quiet, breath trembling.

Songbird lifted her face, gently nuzzling his jawline. He flinched away from her. If she knew, she would hate him. Maybe that was best. “If we’re going to defeat the demon, there are some things you need to know.”

Songbird shifted, leaning her head against his shoulder. “Alright.”

Get it over with. Tell her everything. Let the leaves fall where they may. At least she’ll finally know you for what you really are, coward.

“I’ve never spoken to anyone about what happened. Not Illina, not Pa Tibus, no one. You’ve said many times you want to go on with me, to the end, even though I think you still don’t realize what we’re up against.” He hesitated, running a hand through his hair. Jaren straightened, resolute. He forced himself to look at her. “You deserve to know. I’ve faced Arzinock once before. It’s time I tell you everything.”


Memories – The Demon


JAREN WAS FIGHTING FURIOUSLY. The dungeon room was swarming with cultists. He’d lost sight of his pack, pushed away from them by the surging mass of bodies. He was struggling to get back to the altar, where he’d last seen Wrinnit and Feyn. Alceas was somewhere close in the midst of the pandemonium, chanting a battle hymn to Skylae. They had to prevent the summoning at all costs.

Wrinnit’s scream pierced the chaos, followed immediately by Feyn’s shouting. Jaren tried to orient himself to what was happening, but couldn’t spare the attention. Cultists were grabbing at his blade now, heedless of injuring themselves upon it.

A cheer went up from the horde. He managed to turn just in time to see Wrinnit forced onto the altar. She was screaming and kicking, but several cultists held her. The head priestess raised her dagger and every cultist in the room began to chant.

“Noooo!” Feyn’s screams were drowned out by the chanting, “Wrin! Wrin!” he screamed, pushing his way to the altar with complete disregard for himself. The young wizard had lost his staff at some point and was wildly blasting spells at anything that came near him.

Wrinnit screamed again as the dagger plunged into her abdomen. The priestess mercilessly wrenched the dagger across Wrinnit’s midsection before turning the wickedly curved blade and using it to pry her ribs from her sternum. Cultists swarmed the altar, and Jaren lost sight of Wrinnit. Her cries continued until they were too weak to be heard over the chanting. Feyn fought like a madman to reach the altar.

Hands dripping with blood, the priestess held Wrinnit’s heart aloft. The carvings on the floor began to glow with the orange light of hellfire. Cultists scattered like cockroaches, some of them pressing themselves to the edges of the room while the more faithful among the fold dropped to their knees at the edge of the summoning circle, bowing their heads to the floor.

“Lord Arzinock, with these sacrifices we welcome you into our world!” the priestess cried triumphantly as she continued to hold Wrinnit’s heart aloft, dark blood running down her arms in small rivers. She squeezed the heart over the relic, blood gushing and splattering onto the dark stone. The red gem began to glow and the orange light filled the carvings etched into the floor intensified. A large, clawed hand reached through the portal in the floor, slamming down onto the stones, smashing a cultist who had been groveling at the circle’s edge.

Arzinock’s head followed as he pulled himself through the portal and into the dungeon. The demon was massive, his face was inhuman and so terrible, Jaren could not remember ever having seen something quite like it in all his years of adventuring. Arzinock’s eyes burned with hellfire. He snorted, smoke rising from his glowing nostrils. His head bore a multitude of horns, but the two largest wrapped around toward the front of his face. He bellowed as he entered the dungeon, his roar deafening, waves of heat escaping his throat, causing the air to ripple.

While everyone’s attention had been focused on Arzinock’s arrival, Feyn had been casting. He unleashed a massive blast of green arcane energy at the priestess. It hit her full on, and where it touched her, it began to eat away at her flesh. She screeched and clawed at her robes as her skin began to melt away. Any cultist caught in the blast radius suffered the same fate.

Arzinock let out a terrible scream when he realized his summoner had been murdered. He pulled his other arm through the portal and swept several cultists out of his way in order to get a better purchase on this plane. Jaren and Alceas were fighting their way toward Feyn, who was trying to make his way to his wife’s body on the altar. But the demon was closer and had cleared the way ahead of him. Arzinock reached out and grabbed Feyn and began to smash him against the ground like a rag doll.

Jaren finally pushed through and landed a desperate slash on Arzinock’s arm. The blade skidded off the demon’s armored flesh, leaving no wound. Arzinock dropped Feyn, turning his attention to Jaren, eyes burning in the dim light. Jaren felt his blood turn cold. Alceas strode forward with confidence, his faith giving him an unwavering air of tranquility, despite the chaos. He was reciting a hymn to Skylae, radiating holy energy. Arzinock hissed and pulled back slightly.

The cultists had backed away, leaving the three of them exposed. Some of them had begun to flee the dungeon altogether, climbing over each other to get to the staircase. Others had prostrated themselves on their knees before the demon.

“By the Powers. Feyn.” Jaren dropped to one knee. His brother lay twisted and mangled, his breaths coming in labored gasps.

“Relic,” Feyn wheezed, “Get the relic—”

A huge brute of a man lunged at Alceas, who turned to fight with his mace, dropping his attention from Arzinock. The demon bellowed and slammed his paw down onto Feyn’s chest, shattering his rib cage. Bits of bone and blood splattered Jaren’s face. Arzinock closed his fist around the remnants of Feyn’s body and brought his hand to his maw. Jaren watched in horror as the demon began to eat his brother’s innards.

“Jaren, we can’t let this demon into Tigraen, do you hear me? This has to end here!” Alceas shouted as he landed a blow that shattered the attacker’s face. “To me! I need you at my back.” the cleric yelled.

Jaren couldn’t move, numb, staring at what remained of his brother’s body.

“Cover me, damn you!” Alceas grabbed Jaren and yanked him to his feet. “I think I can banish him, I just need time.”

Jaren was frozen. Everything inside him was screaming to raise his sword and watch his defenses, save his pack, but his body wouldn’t obey.

“Powers help me,” Alceas muttered as he backed away from Jaren, preparing to cast. The demon whipped his head in the cleric’s direction as he began to channel Skylae’s holy energy. Arzinock let out a hellish shriek and pulled himself a little further into the dungeon.

“Mortal!” Arzinock bellowed. Some of the zealots who remained in the room dropped to their knees when the demon spoke, others covered their ears, whimpering. It was a deep and terrible sound that reverberated through Jaren’s chest. He felt the awfulness of that voice down into his bones. “I will destroy you.” The demon raised a monstrous claw.

Move! Jaren’s brain screamed, but he couldn’t. Alceas needs you, move, MOVE! Jaren had held men on the battlefield as they died. This was different. This was Feyn, and Feyn was dead. His little brother was gone.

Arzinock lashed out with one clawed hand. Jaren’s body moved more on training and on instinct than on conscious thought, forcing him to dodge, but he was not fast enough. The demon knocked Jaren across the room. There was a sickening crack as Jaren hit the wall. Everything went blurry. Jaren fought to remain conscious. He fumbled around on the ground, looking for his sword, which took agonizing seconds. When he found it, he staggered to his feet, using his sword to help him. Shaken and disoriented, Jaren stumbled back into the fight.

Feyn was gone.

“Get the relic” he had said.

Jaren changed directions and stumbled in the direction of the altar. Get the relic.

Alceas was doing his best to stay out of reach while continuing to cast. He glowed with brilliant white light and wisps of divine energy rolled off of him.

“Bring me the cleric!” Arzinock roared, shaking the very walls. Jaren winced at the sound, his ears ringing. The few faithful who remained hurried to obey their demon overlord.

Protect Alceas! Part of Jaren’s instincts were still screaming at him. He hesitated. There were dark spots in his blurry vision. My friend or my brother? Jaren wasn’t sure he could even swing his sword without falling over. He shoved the thought out of his head. Feyn said to get the relic. Jaren made his way over to the altar.

The cultists were focused on Alceas, approaching him cautiously. Alceas was concentrating on casting, his forehead beaded with sweat from the effort. They were hesitant to touch him, and he radiated holy power. Arzinock reached for him but shrieked and withdrew his claw as the divine magic burned him.

Jaren crept up behind the altar. The body of the priestess lay on the floor, parts of her had been eaten away by Feyn’s magic. Jaren crawled over her. He reached for the carved relic on the altar. Wrinnit lay there, her lifeless eyes staring into nothing. Powers. He couldn’t do this. He reached over her body, hands shaking. He grabbed the relic, pulling it to him. He could hear the hiss of his leather gloves burning as he gripped it. He dropped it, and fumbling he wrapped it in the tattered remains of the priestess’s robes.

“Praise be to Skylae!” Alceas flung his hands into the air and celestial magic swept through the dungeon, knocking cultists off their feet. The magic burned Arzinock as it washed over him. The stench of his scalding flesh filled the room. The demon howled in pain and fury. The portal on the floor flickered, and then closed, trapping Arzinock halfway between the realms, his torso fully into the dungeon, his lower half in Gorothka.

Alceas dropped to his hands and knees, breathing hard. He was completely spent.

Jaren crept along the edge of the room, one hand on the wall for support, the other clutching the relic to his chest. His legs were shaky. He blinked in the dim light, his eyes struggling to focus. Arzinock bellowed in rage, trying to pull himself further into the room, but with the portal closed, he was stuck. He was now bound to this plane by the magic of the priestess who had summoned him, but with the portal closed he could neither go forward or backward.

Jaren was inching closer to the stairwell, the relic cradled against his chest with one arm, sword in the other. He could feel the heat of it, even through the fabric and his armor.

Alceas looked up, scanning the room for Jaren. The two locked eyes.

Jaren froze. Help him! Move. Feyn said to get the relic. You have it, run, now! His thoughts were jumbled, he tried to force himself to move, but his body refused.

Alceas gave him a single nod and bowed his head.

Arzinock grabbed Alceas, pulling him close to his maw. The demon screamed at Alceas, blasting his face with scorching air. The cleric closed his eyes and made the holy gesture for Skylae. Arzinock took hold of Alceas’ legs with his other claw and began to pull. Alceas screamed Skylae’s name as his joints began to pop. Arzinock opened his maw wide and sank his teeth into Alceas.

Jaren turned and fled.


Chapter thirty-six
Decision
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THE SECONDS STRETCHED ON. Jaren felt like he was drowning in the silence. The lamp had burned low. In the dim light, Jaren noted that his armor had been returned, it was stacked neatly in the corner next to Songbird’s, repaired and oiled, the glossy leather reflecting the lantern light. Songbird very gently took his hand in hers. Jaren ran his thumb over her fingers, her hand was soft, save for the callouses on where the bowstring had toughened her skin. She squeezed his hand. “I’m so sorry Jaren.” Her voice was thick.

He stared at the floor. “I failed them, Songbird.”

“It’s easy to sit in judgment of yourself when you’re looking back, but really, what else could you have done?” Her words were as gentle as possible.

“I don’t deserve your sympathy or understanding.” He pulled his hand from hers and stood up. Jaren walked over to his armor. “The fault lies with me.”

She tilted her head to the side, eyebrows drawn in confusion. “I wouldn’t hold you responsible if something happened to me on our travels. I chose this quest. I continue to choose this quest, even knowing the risks. While I’ve never known Feyn, I imagine if he was anything like you, he went along because he wanted to, not because you forced him. Same with Wrinnit and Alceas.”

Jaren bent over and scooped up one of his bracers, tugging absently at the laces. His hands needed something to do. He wouldn’t look at her. “I led them down there, on bad information. I made the call to continue on when we could have turned back. I failed to protect my own pack. Feyn, my little brother, is dead because of me. His wife, Wrinnit, is dead because of me. Their child,”—he nearly choked, his voice breaking—“Dead, because of me. I abandoned my best friend, Alceas. I could have helped him. Instead, I left him to die, and I ran like a coward. As a Silver Wolf, there is no greater shame.”

Songbird pursed her lips, frowning. “I don’t think they would agree with your assessment. When we encountered Feyn in the crypt he even said he believed that you were fighting for them. He didn’t sound unhappy to learn you were alive.”

“You don’t understand. I didn’t just abandon them once, but twice. I refused to go back. When I hid the relic near Aixell, that’s when Skylae took my sight. And she was right to do so. The years I spent alone, suffering in darkness, will never make up for my cowardice. Though I couldn’t see, I could hear. Their screams haunted me all those years. I can never atone for what I did.”

Jaren continued to pick absently at the cord on his bracer. He could feel her watching him from across the room.

“I don’t believe that,” she said softly.

“Well, it’s the truth.” Jaren insisted as he pulled the leather cording entirely out of his bracer and began to lace it again.

“If your suffering will never be enough, then why did you get your sight back?” Songbird pressed, leaning forward on the edge of the bed. Jaren opened his mouth and then closed it. “Perhaps Skylae thinks you’ve suffered enough? If she can forgive you, perhaps it’s time you learned to forgive yourself?”

“She hasn’t forgiven me, she’s just biding her time.” Jaren cinched the cord tight and knotted it. He stooped down to pick up his other bracer. “She’s giving me a chance to finish it. To do what I should have done and go end Arzinock. After that.” he trailed off. His hands shook slightly.

“Peace.” Songbird rose from the bed and went to him. She put her hands over his. Jaren flinched. He didn’t want to be touched, didn’t want to acknowledge how he felt. “One battle at a time, Jaren. Let’s face what’s in front of us first before we worry about what comes after.” She slowly pulled the bracer from his hands. He resisted, but she looked up at him from under her long lashes, and he finally relinquished his armor to her. She placed it carefully next to the other bracer and turned back to him, guiding him back to the bed. “Thank you for telling me.”

Jaren sat and put his head in his hands, his body wracked with silent sobs. Years of pent-up grief welled up, forcing its way to the surface. Songbird wrapped her arms around him. She held him as he wept.

When he had finished, Jaren slept the hard and dreamless sleep of a man who had finally unburdened his soul. 
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Songbird stood amidst a sea of dark robes, each one ephemeral and intangible as smoke. Rathal was poised behind a black altar. He set the relic down reverently before pulling a wickedly curved dagger from his robes. Arzinock’s monstrous silhouette could be seen in the dim light, his burning eyes watching Rathal’s every move. Terrified, she knew she should run, but that same fear kept her frozen in place, unable to move.

“Free me.” Arzinock’s voice reverberated against the stone walls of the dungeon.

She watched in horror, unable to move, as dark figures dragged a screaming woman to the altar. Songbird wondered if the woman was Wrinnit. Was she somehow seeing Jaren’s memory? She didn’t remember him as describing Rathal in his recounting. Was this a vision? Was this happening now?

Rathal grabbed the woman by the hair, tilted her head back, and slit her throat. Her screams dissolved into a bloody gurgling. Rathal dropped his knife and put a hand to the woman’s throat. Bright red lifeblood flowed out of the woman’s neck and into his cupped palm. He dropped the woman; her body collapsed onto the altar before rolling off to the floor. The woman’s open, lifeless eyes stared at Songbird.

“Praise be to Arzinock!” Rathal declared before pouring the blood in his hands over the relic. The blood hissed and bubbled as it touched the relic, and Arzinock’s eyes burned brighter in the darkness. Rathal reached down and grabbed her by the throat, lifting her onto the altar. He held the blade to her neck.

“Soon little bird, all of Tigraen will be mine.” Arzinock’s eyes smoldered in her darkening vision.
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Songbird snapped awake, jolting upright, and grabbing her neck. Jaren sat up next to her, startling her. She looked at him, trying to reorient herself to her surroundings.

“You alright?”

She hugged him tightly, tucking her head under his chin. His body tensed, resisting her embrace at first, before he relaxed, and put an arm around her. “Do you want to talk about it?”

She shook her head. “No. Just a nightmare.” The trembling slowly resided. “I think I was dreaming about what you told me. About what happened before.” She pulled back from him.

He pushed his dark hair out of his face and studied her intensely, his expression guarded. “If you don’t want to go with me, I’ll understand.”

“It’s not that.” She began slowly. “Jaren, I don’t think what happened was your fault. You couldn’t have known how bad it was going to get.” Jaren looked away from her. She leaned forward, trying to catch his eyes again, insistent. “If you had gone back for Alceas, you would have died. And then Arzinock would already be free. And then many, many more people would be dead.”

“I should never have waited so long to try to finish what I started. The only thing I’ve done is given the demon time to gain strength.” His voice was heavy with bitterness and regret.

“But you’re here, now, and that’s what matters, right?” Songbird shifted, moving to face him, sitting on her knees.

He sighed, shaking his head. “There’s still much to do. We need to leave as soon as possible to hunt down Rathal and take the relic back. As soon as Kroegan finishes the sword, we’ll leave. Once we have the relic, we need to find someone who can teach us how to use it, all without crossing the Interrogers.”

The gruesome image of Rathal pouring blood over the sculpture from her dream pushed its way back into her mind, the same as in Jaren’s recounting of his fight with Arzinock. Realization dawned on her. “I know how to use the relic,” she blurted.

That got his attention. He finally met her eyes. “How?”

She paused. If she didn’t tell him, he would be forced to take her along. She could help him.

“How did you figure it out?” He pressed.

Her eyes drifted down and away. If she was right, he would need her there. He wouldn’t be able to both make the relic work and fight Arzinock himself.

“Tell me,” he urged. “Tell me how it works.”

“No,” she said firmly. “I hope that we can find another way to defeat him without having to use it. Using the relic will be dangerous and costly. Besides, you’re going to have a holy sword, right?”

Jaren stared at her, nonplussed.

“Look, I’m going with you. You’ll need my help. You can’t work magic.”

Jaren shook his head, frustrated. “Song—”

“I said ‘No’,” She quipped, feeling more like herself than she had in days. “You can’t talk me out of it. It’s still my quest, after all.”

“Hells, woman!” Jaren snapped. “Why are you so difficult?” Songbird winced, and Jaren was immediately sorry he had said it. “I didn’t mean it that way.” He sighed, and drug his hand down his face. “What I’m trying to say is that you shouldn’t want to come with me. You weren’t there, you don’t understand. I have no honor left. You shouldn’t want to be with me.”

Songbird laid her hand on his knee. “Jaren,” she began softly. “You think you deserve to be punished for what happened in the past, but I don’t care about that. I see you for who you are, and that’s not a coward. You’ve protected me over and over, from the start. You could have simply let me leave your cabin after Ficiun changed me, naked and unprepared. But you didn’t. You’ve saved me many times over since we left the woods of Reven. Your actions are not the actions of a dishonorable man. And.” she trailed off, her heart fluttered in her chest. How could she explain how she felt when she didn’t even understand it?

“I don’t want to be apart from you, Jaren of Mulk. Even if that means I have to follow you into the lair of the demon himself. And that’s my decision, not yours.” She leaned in, meaning to kiss him. He tipped his head toward hers, but before their lips touched a pounding on the door caused them both to jump.

Ozzaek stood in the doorway, chest heaving like a bellows. “As for you, dozhdvynik, what did you say to our most honored prince? Am demanding to know.”

“I haven’t spoken to him since that first conversation when I arrived, you were there, you heard everything I said.”

“What trickery did you lay upon our prince? As for him, he’s been in The Forge ever since. Won’t stop. Won’t listen. Just keeps hammering. Unacceptable. Go to him and unsay what you said. Remove whatever curse you’ve placed upon him, liberate him of this impossible task. As for Kroegan, he will work himself to death rather than dishonor himself. As for that, will it be enough for you then?” There was no kindness in the dwarf’s voice, and he threw a blindfold on the ground.

“Surely he would just pass out or collapse long before that happens?” Jaren stooped down and picked up the blindfold.

“As for a horse, can you not run it until its heart gives out and it dies?” Ozzaek snapped.

“Well, yes, but Kroegan’s not a horse,” Jaren stammered.

“Are not understanding. It is my sacred duty to look after our honored prince’s well-being. If anything should befall our prince, my life is forfeit. Would never have expected him to take on an honor debt that would mean his life, especially not to an outsider. If anything happens to him it would devastate the clan. Would be civil war. Kroegan’s marriage is not just one of love but of political alliance as well. Is crucial to maintaining peace among the families. As for this wedding, it must happen if Clan Crownbreaker is to survive.”

“I don’t want Kroegan to suffer, nor do I want him to die to maintain his honor, but if I cannot defeat my foe, Tigraen won’t survive, and that includes the dwarf clans. I need a weapon to defeat a greater denizen of Gorothka.” Jaren countered a little harder than he meant to.

The dwarf was seething with anger. “Dross. Then you will help him. Am demanding you come with me, now. If the prince must work himself to death, then you shall die alongside him.”


Chapter thirty-seven
Lesson
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JAREN HEARD THE RINGING of a hammer striking metal long before they arrived. When they entered the cavern, Jaren pulled the blindfold off. Songbird pulled her own blindfold off a moment later and stood in awe, taking in the vast cavern.

Kroegan worked at the anvil, swinging a mighty hammer. Sparks flew as he struck the red-hot metal. The dwarf was dripping in sweat, his shirt clung to his barrel chest beneath his blacksmith’s apron. There were two other dwarves in the vicinity, one of them was sitting on the ground, leaning up against a workbench, exhausted. The second dwarf stood ready at the bellows. Kroegan raised the metal he had been hammering, which was blade shaped. He plunged it back into the forge, and the dwarf at the bellows began pumping furiously.

“As for our honored prince, Kroegan is most sturdy among sturdy folk, but this is reckless. Has been working at this pace since you spoke. Won’t rest, won’t stop. If this continues, he will hurt himself. Has a wedding rapidly approaching, and a coronation. Has a duty to the clan first, not this fool’s task brought in by outsiders. Talk sense into him, remind him he should honor his duty to his clan first.” Ozzaek had tried to keep his voice level, but it was pained.

The steady whoosh of the bellows filled the cavern, like the deep breathing of some giant creature. Jaren crossed the expanse of the cavern, feeling the heat of Kroegan’s forge as he drew close. The dwarf pulled the sword out of the forge and placed it back on the anvil, holding it by a pair of blacksmith tongs in one hand and striking with a large hammer in his other hand.

“Kroegan, what’s going on?”

Clang. Clang. Clang.

Kroegan turned the sword over.

Clang. Clang. Clang.

“Kroegan!” Jaren shouted over the ringing of the hammer.

Kroegan turned back to the forge. “Move over, let Jaren work the bellows,” he barked at the apprentice. The younger dwarf hesitated but moved aside as Jaren took position and began pumping. “As for both of you, go rest, get something to eat and drink.” At first, neither of them moved. “Having said it already, get out!” Kroegan hollered as he plunged the sword into the hot coals. The dwarves scrambled away. Jaren didn’t think he had ever seen his friend so irritable.

“Talk to me, what is going on?” Jaren pumped the bellows, his muscles warming happily to the work.

“As for your sword, am working as fast as I can. If I do not stop to sleep, am thinking it can be done in a fortnight. Will be the fastest a sword of this caliber has ever been made.” Kroegan pulled the sword out from the bellows before setting it on the anvil and returned to hammering. “As for you, shovel coal.” The dwarf instructed between strikes.

“Kroegan, we don’t have a fortnight. And even if we did, you can’t go two weeks without sleep.” Jaren reached for the shovel.

“Am understanding this. As for a fortnight, even that is likely not fast enough,” Kroegan lamented. “As for the greater denizen of Gorothka, am worried he will have made it into Tigraen by then. Cannot risk taking any shortcuts though, a weapon must be worthy of its adversary. This must be done.” Sweat dripped down the dwarf’s forehead as he worked, each blow as strong as the last.

The shovel bit into the pile of coal. Jaren scooped the small, dusty chunks into the furnace. “I appreciate what you’re trying to do, but you’ll hurt yourself. Isn’t there some other weapon I could take? I could borrow it and bring it back, and you can finish this sword after your wedding?” He shoveled, glad to be doing something rather than just waiting in his room, and gladder still that the healers had mended his broken rib.

“Bah! As for you, are thinking I have a cache of holy weapons just lying around? Weapons of this quality are forged but once an age and are not easily parted from their owners. Would take weeks, maybe months just to track one down,” Kroegan growled as he returned the blade to the furnace, watching the metal glow orange.

“Can you get help then? Work in shifts?”

The dwarf wiped his brow. “Am not trusting this task to anyone else. There being no one else in our clan who knows the crafting of magical blades as I do. Am the one who owes you a life debt. Am the one who told you I would make you a sword. Am the one who sent you for the seed cones. As for this burden, it falls to me alone. Will see this task through. Anything less would be dishonorable, and shaming myself, my work, this weapon, and my clan would be worse than death.”

“Kroegan, listen to me. Can you just make me a simpler sword? One that won’t take so long to make?”

“Am not sure who should be more insulted by that, Skylae or myself.” Kroegan pulled the sword out and began to hammer again.

Jaren pinched the bridge of his nose. “You have to rest. You can’t work for two weeks straight. No one can. And we don’t have that kind of time!”

The dwarf stopped hammering. He looked at Jaren. “Friend Jaren would like very much to have you here. Would appreciate your support and your kinship while forging your blade. As for these questions, they are a pointless distraction. Have made up my mind. The well-being of Tigraen must take precedence over all else. Am doing the best I can. As for my people, they will not understand this. Having not left the safety of the fortress, are not understanding that if Tigraen falls, so do we. As for them, they will fight me on this. Am needing the company of someone who knows what it is to sacrifice for the greater good. As for you, you are that someone. However, if you continue to question me, will have you thrown out of The Forge. Are you understanding me?”

Jaren nodded slowly.


“Good.” Kroegan put the blade back into the forge and set his hammer down. “Having wasted enough time already with this needless banter. As for resting, there will be time for that when the sword is finished. Come, let me show you my plan.” 
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The large, polished mural had caught Songbird’s attention, and she silently drifted away from the men, unnoticed in all the commotion.

The carving depicted a great six-headed dragon on the far left. Another smaller, single-headed dragon drove a line of dwarves forward, breathing fire after them. The image continued to the right with rows and rows of dwarves laboring in chains before a great volcano, which was spewing fire. Above the dwarves, the six-headed dragon was devouring the smaller dragon. On the right side of the volcano, images of an island burning and sinking beneath the waves while in the sky winged beings fought with infernal creatures.

On the far side of the cataclysm, there was a single line of dwarves who were escaping the destruction, shielded from the battle above by a third dragon. Further along to the right, the clan of dwarves was settling in new lands, mining deep beneath ancient and towering peaks. At the very end of the mural, farthest to the right, it showed an elderly dwarf partaking in a tea ceremony with what appeared to be an elven woman.

The fire below the mural flickered and the shadows cast by the relief sculptures of the mural made the image appear as if it was alive, the shadows dancing and moving with the flames. Whether by some trick of the light or the exquisite skill of the sculptor, the shadow cast by the woman participating in the tea ceremony was not that of an elf or human, but that of a dragon.

Songbird walked slowly along the mural, taking in the story. She came to the very end, to the woman and the dwarf matron sharing a tea ceremony, and she tilted her head to the side as she studied the image carefully.

Euline, escorted by Tetsu, came to stand next to Songbird. All three women stood quietly, examining the carving.

“Have always loved this mural,” Euline mused.

Tetsu nodded her agreement before turning to Songbird. “Have been looking for you. Should have expected to find you with Jaren.”

Songbird pointed to the dwarf matron sharing the tea ceremony. “That looks like Euline.”

“As for the dwarf matron in the carving, it was Euline’s grandmother. Her mother’s mother,” Tetsu answered, Euline nodding along in agreement.

That made sense, the resemblance was clear. Songbird tilted her head to the other side, squinted a bit, and looked back and forth between the carving and Tetsu. She pointed to the woman in the tea ceremony. “That looks like you.”

Tetsu raised her eyebrows in response, the corners of her lips turning into the faintest of smiles. “Really thinking so?”

“Yes. I do think so.”

Tetsu laughed before ushering Songbird away from the carving.

“But that couldn’t be you, could it? Then, is that your grandmother having tea with her?”

“It was my mother who brokered the relationship between my family and Clan Crownbreaker. As for me, I was still young at the time and not interested in diplomacy.

“Wait, you were alive then?! But—”

Tetsu stopped to tie the blindfold over Songbird’s eyes as they neared the hallway. “These being questions for another day. As for you, little bird, are needing to come with me. Are having training to complete.” 
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Songbird shuffled nervously along, holding Tetsu’s hand, her footsteps unsure. Euline led the small group through the hallways. Thousands upon thousands of pounds of rock and soil separated her from the sky, and she felt the pressure of the mountain above her keenly. She remembered the shambling skeletal creatures that Jaren had defended her from in the old temple of Kyleria and shuddered. It seemed like a lifetime ago.

The blindfold was pulled from Songbird’s eyes as she was ushered into Tetsu’s quarters. Her room was the very epitome of dwarven elegance and luxury compared to Jaren’s small, bare room. Tetsu’s quarters were completely open, but the areas were designated by a change in the floor height. Stepping up or down indicated a transition into a different room. Ornate lanterns hung from the walls and ceiling, glowing with magical light rather than oil and flame. Farthest from the door was a large, lavish bed, piled high with silks and pillows. It was low to the ground, surrounded by sheer curtains and silks, which hung from the stone ceiling.

To the right was a study, bookcases carved from hardwood were filled with dozens of books and scrolls. There was a low desk with an inkpot, a brush, and a stack of parchment. A cushion on the ground served as a chair. To the left, stepping down, was a recessed area that served as something of an entertaining space. There was a round table, surrounded by plush cushions. An ornate tea set was displayed in the middle of the table. Still, another area held a wooden mannequin that was adorned with beautiful armor, the plates overlapping with intricate cord work and adorned with tassels. The armor was accompanied by a weapon rack that held strange weapons Songbird was not familiar with, polearms with short but magnificent blades of various shapes at the ends, gently curving swords, and a bow that was longer than Tetsu was tall. Beyond that was a shelf full of many strange and wondrous artifacts. Songbird, forgetting herself, eyes wide with curiosity, stepped toward them.

Tetsu cleared her throat. “This way, daughter of the arbor.”

Songbird reluctantly followed Tetsu over to the study, eyes lingering on the shelves. She was reminded of Jaren’s cabin, back in Reven, with his hunting trophies displayed on the wall, and she felt a pang of homesickness. Tetsu brought some cushions over, gesturing for Songbird to sit.

“As for me, I’m going to get some food for the little one. Will return shortly.” Euline left.

Tetsu settled herself down onto a cushion and fixed her sapphire eyes on Songbird. “Now. As for you, having any idea of how close you were to dying?” She spoke in her native melodic tongue, as opposed to the harsh language of the dwarves.

Songbird sank down onto the cushion, shaking her head.

“Was thinking as much. As for you, it seems you are struggling to control the magic?” Tetsu prompted.

“I can’t make the magic do what I want, what I need it to do. It only seems to work when I get upset; when I’m very angry, or very scared.” Songbird admitted.

“Ah, so. Is not fortitude you lack, but focus. As for your mind, it is too scattered. Must focus only on one singular purpose at a time. Is difficult, like taming a tsunami, but must be done in order not to lose yourself to the power.”

Songbird hung her head, the weight of her recent failure heavy upon her. “I… I don’t know if I can do it.”

Tetsu snorted. “As for the curious, determined little bird I met back in Aixell, where is she? Will not tolerate self-pity. As for such feelings, they are not appropriate. As for you, you have much bigger things to think about. Lives other than yours are at stake. Self-pity will not help you save them. Channel your energies elsewhere.”

Songbird recoiled. Tetsu’s words stung as much as a slap might have, perhaps more.

“Now, having captured your attention, will teach you how to focus properly. As for you, you will be facing a greater denizen of Gorothka. Understanding what this means?”

Songbird shifted uncomfortably. “I think so. He made himself known to me. I saw Arzinock. It was the most terrifying thing I’ve ever experienced. It was worse than the time that one of Ficiun’s attendants held me to the fire and singed my wings.” She shuddered.

“Ah, so.” Tetsu crossed her arms. “As for you, do you think you can maintain your concentration while the demon is attacking you or Jaren?”

Songbird squared her shoulders, sitting taller. “I can do it,” she said, nodding to herself. Then, slowly, she hesitated. “I...” The blue sky and the wind in the grass flashed in her mind, Rathal standing over her, searing agony racing through every inch of her body, blinding pain behind her eyes.

“As for hesitation, it will get you killed. First, starting with the basics. Am wanting you to picture a primal energy, fire, or water, or lightning. Am wanting you to hold this primal energy in your hands. Understand?”

Songbird swallowed but nodded.

“As for your eyes, close them,” Tetsu instructed. Songbird closed her eyes. Tetsu took Songbird’s hands and brought them up in front of her, palms facing each other, but not touching. Tetsu kept her hands on the back of Songbird’s. “Now, as for the primal forces of the cosmos, find them with your mind.”

Songbird felt the velvet touch of the power brush the edge of her mind. It was softer than feather down, but sinuous and sinister as a snake. She shied away from it at first, skittish.

“No.” Tetsu’s voice seemed far away. “As for you, you must not be afraid. Must not hesitate. Must picture what you want in your mind, and command the power to obey with a singular focus.”

Determined, Songbird imagined herself sitting in the treetops of Reven Wood, watching a storm move in, lightning arcing from cloud to cloud, the winds buffeting and the echoing thunder. She imagined it smaller, trying to picture only a small arc of lighting jumping between her hands. The power railed against her mind, demanding to be let in. She grit her teeth, picturing only a small trickle coming through, just enough to power a tiny lightning spark.

At first, nothing happened. Songbird stared at her hands, willing there to be lightning. Tetsu watched, her ancient eyes intent. Slowly, Songbird thought, just a little bit. There was a tiny flicker between her palms, a small spark. She furrowed her brow, concentrating harder. Her fingers began to tingle. And then, a small jolt of electricity, a tiny arc of lightning danced between her palms.

Ecstatic, Songbird looked up at Tetsu. “I did it!”

“Good,” said Tetsu. “As for you, try another.”

She let the lightning die in her hands and thought about the seasons changing. Snow fell gently from the sky, blanketing the woods. Crisp icicles hung from the branches. Between her hands, she pictured a delicate snowflake. She could feel the chill against her skin as it slowly materialized.

“Very good. Now, as for you, something less pleasant. Am thinking, fire.”

Songbird shifted uncomfortably but let the snowflake between her fingers melt. She could feel the magic pressing against her consciousness, hungry like a ravenous beast demanding to be let free. She pressed it back, struggling to keep the force at bay.

“Again,” Tetsu pressed. After many, many, many iterations, Songbird was able to hold any of the primal forces in her hands at will. Euline had returned with food some time ago, but Tetsu would not let Songbird take a break. Songbird’s stomach was growling loudly in protest. “As for now, it is the perfect time. Am thinking you are hungry, your mind is tired, your body is tired. Now, you will hold the magic in your hands.”

Songbird wanted to argue. Her mind was raw and exhausted. She hadn’t eaten since, well, it was impossible to tell down here, but it had been a long time since her last meal. She was working exceptionally hard for Tetsu. But all her complaints died on her lips when she thought about Arzinock burning all the forests of Tigraen to ash, and slaughtering Jaren. And worse, her part in it if that came to pass. So, she stifled a grumble and did as Tetsu instructed. Closing her eyes, a small flame sparked to life between her palms.

“Now,” Tetsu’s voice grew low, changing into a feral growl. “Now, hold the magic. As for you, you are below ground, are feeling the heat of the beast, can smell the carnage that surrounds him.”

As Tetsu spoke, Songbird broke out into a sweat. The sensations were more vivid than her imagination could conjure. The air was hot against her skin. The stench of rotting meat clung to the back of her mouth, nearly gagging her.

“As for Jaren, he is fighting, locked in combat, the demon is monstrous, having seen him you are aware.” Unwilling, the scene came into Songbird’s mind, as if Tetsu had placed it there herself. She could see Jaren, sword flashing, battling Arzinock. Her heart rose in her throat, and she began to panic. She had to help him. The flame between her hands flickered, wavering.

“Do not let your flame go out!” Tetsu warned. “As for his life, it will depend on it, as will yours.”

Songbird’s hair stirred as she felt a hot breath on her neck. A low, rumbling growl reverberated through her body. Only something truly massive and truly monstrous could make a sound like that. She felt it at her back, but she dared not turn and look. She wasn’t even sure if she was still in the dwarven stronghold, or if by some magic of Tetsu’s, she was in the beast’s lair. She kept all her attention focused on the flame flickering between her hands. There was a deafening roar, and Songbird winced in response, pulling the flame close to her chest, doing everything she could to pull just enough power to keep the flame alive. She heard the clashing of swords, and the screams of dying men, but still she concentrated on her fire. For Jaren. For Tigraen. Soon she was sweating not just from the heat, but from sheer effort. White spots began to swim behind her closed eyes. Just when she thought she could hold it no longer, Tetsu’s voice broke through.

“Enough. As for that, it is a most excellent start to your training. As for you, have earned a respite. Come, let us eat.”


Chapter thirty-eight
Friend
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JAREN FOLLOWED KROEGAN over to the workbench.

“As for the sword, come and see.” The dwarf showed Jaren the beginnings of a magnificent blade. It was shaping up to be a hand-and-a-half style, with a delicate flare and taper toward the tang. It was well shaped, but dark and covered in forge scale. It would require many, many more days to smooth and polish the blade. Jaren could see where Kroegan had started to sharpen the edges, though they were far from done and still quite dull.

“As for today, we’ll make the crosspiece and the pommel.”

Jaren and Kroegan labored throughout the day. It was hot, sweaty, back-breaking work. Kroegan refused to let Jaren hammer, so Jaren worked the bellows and shoveled coal instead. By late evening, there was a rough crosspiece as well as a pommel. Kroegan was just setting down his hammer when Ozzaek arrived with a large wooden box of food and a cask of beer.

Kroegan nearly collapsed as he tried to sit on the floor. He was haggard, his skin was pallid, and his cheeks seemed hollow and sunken. “As for you, Friend Jaren, please make me a plate.”

Jaren opened the box and found a large roast chicken, strings of cooked sausages, dense, hearty bread, and a jar of fermented vegetables, which included cabbage, carrots, radishes, and mushrooms. There were two copper plates in the box, and Jaren piled as much food onto Kroegan’s plate as possible. He then pulled a copper mug from the box and filled it with beer from the cask.

The dwarf downed his mug and held it out for Jaren to refill. Jaren filled it and handed it back before filling his own mug. He sipped it. It was weak as far as beers went, with a strange salted citrus note. He was eyeing his mug skeptically when Kroegan spoke up. “As for this, it’s a special brew. It helps restore your vigor after you’ve been working hard in the forge. The more you sweat, the more your muscles cramp. This eases the aching and cramping.”

The pair ate most of their meal in silence. Kroegan took a long draw on his mug and gave it back to Jaren to be refilled. “As for me, have been dwelling on your predicament while have been working on the blade today. Sometimes the right thing, the necessary thing isn’t always the ‘correct’ thing to do.”

The dwarf heaved himself to his feet and gestured for Jaren to follow. They made their way over to the workbench where Kroegan had laid out all the pieces of the sword. Kroegan unrolled a large scrap of parchment that the dwarf had sketched on in charcoal, a plan for the finished blade. It would truly be a thing of beauty. Judging by the drawing it would be the most magnificent sword Jaren had ever seen. The blueprint showed intricate details, such as only a dwarven master craftsman could manage, that were planned to be worked into the blade, the crosspiece, and the pommel. In its current state, however, it was more of a sword-shaped hunk of metal, laying in pieces on the table. The metal was dark and dingy, covered in forge scale.

“Am honor bound to finish, to produce a work of the highest quality.” the dwarf told him.

Jaren felt heavy in his chest. The blade on the table was a far cry from the artwork on the parchment. “How much longer?” he asked quietly.

“As for a sword worthy of killing a demon, a holy sword, a thing of awe-inspiring craftsmanship and beauty, will no doubt take me greater than the fortnight I had originally estimated.” Kroegan turned to Jaren. The dwarf was absolutely bone weary, having worked for days straight, without sleep or respite. “As for the parts, they are all here, the metal and the work having been blessed by one of our own priests of Skylae.” Kroegan laid a hand on the blade. “As for the sword, it can be assembled, and sharpened.” He held up a small pin, which could be used to lock the pommel into place, carefully and deliberately setting it on the work table next to the sword. “Is to a point where it can be made functional.” Kroegan struggled to get the last word out as if the taste of it was bitter on his tongue. “Is only missing the hilt, which was intended to be carved from fine wood.

“As for Tigraen, she is not a country of shining knights and benevolent paladins. Is a country made safe by heroes whose tales will never be sung, who labor in darkness, battling demons without and within. Men who will live with the weight of all that it took to make her people safe.” Kroegan looked at Jaren. “As for time, we are out. As for The Forge, it will be empty this night. Must retire, must sleep, and regain some strength before I resume work on the sword. Should anything happen to the sword, one could never come back here, under pain of death, for betraying the clan in such a dishonorable manner.” The dwarf had spoken slowly, carefully, his deep voice heavy with sorrow.

There was a sickly, hollow feeling rising from the pit of his stomach into his chest as Jaren realized what Kroegan was asking of him. The dwarf could not say it aloud or speak plainly, but he was all but asking Jaren to steal the sword and escape the stronghold. He would have to denounce Jaren as a thief, a man of detestable character and no honor. As a criminal who had betrayed the hospitality of Clan Crownbreaker, Jaren would never be allowed to return, nor to communicate with Kroegan in any way ever again. Kroegan had found a way to do the impossible, to make Jaren the weapon he needed and still give him time to pursue Rathal. All that was required was the sacrifice of their friendship.

Jaren bowed his head. He took a slow breath, then nodded to let Kroegan know he understood and that he accepted the terms. Jaren extended his hand, somber. The dwarf shook it, and Jaren felt the dwarf’s exhaustion in the lack of strength in his grip. “Thank you, Kroegan, son of Thurgeda, daughter of Euline.” Jaren tried to keep his voice from cracking as he spoke.

“Goodbye, Friend Jaren. Go in the light of Tolwyn.”
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Songbird woke with a start to a hand over her mouth.

“We need to go. No talking. I need you to be absolutely quiet, alright?” Jaren’s voice whispered in the darkness. He slowly removed his hand.

“What—” she started, but Jaren put his hand back over her mouth.

“I said ‘Not. A. Word’.” He didn’t move. Finally, she nodded in response, and he lifted his hand. Their room was absolutely pitch black. Jaren found her hand and helped her out of bed. “Get dressed.” His breath was warm against her neck. She fumbled around in the dark until she found the dress that Euline had given her. She pulled it on over her chemise, wrapping the fabric belt around her waist as best as she could without seeing what she was doing.

She groped for her armor in the darkness. It took her an inordinate amount of time to orient herself to her armor. How does he expect me to get ready without being able to see? she thought as struggled to put on her breastplate. She let out a grunt of frustration. Jaren found her easily in the darkness. To her surprise, he pulled her breastplate into position without any trouble. She felt her skin tingle as his hands moved confidently over her body, securing her armor with practiced ease. He buckled each strap and then slid her bracers on, fingers moving assuredly despite his lack of sight.

He disappeared from her for a moment, and she heard Jaren shoulder a bag. He found her again and led her to the door. He pushed and the door swung silently open. She paused for a moment. They’d been locked in since their arrival, why was the door now suddenly unlocked? She peeked into the hallway alongside Jaren. There was no one about. Jaren led her into the hallway, quietly closing the door after them.

It was her first look at the halls of the dwarven stronghold. The walls had been carved smooth, save for occasional patches where the rough texture of the mountain stone had been saved for its natural beauty. The hallways were dim. Finely crafted lanterns hung at regular intervals from the wall, but only every fourth one was lit and the wicks had been trimmed low. It seemed to Songbird a very ordinary hallway all things considered, and she suddenly wondered why the dwarves had been so insistent on her wearing a blindfold. This was nothing spectacular.

Still, she could feel the crushing weight of the mountain overhead. “I hate being underground,” Songbird muttered. Jaren gave her a sharp look, and she shrugged in response.

He turned forward, closed his eyes for a moment, and then led them to the right. They moved silently through the deserted tunnels, Jaren counting steps and turns under his breath. She squeezed his hand a little tighter, sure she would have become lost forever if she had to navigate the tunnels on her own. Tolkern bless him.

The Forge was well lit, the silver mural on the far wall reflecting the fire burning underneath, keeping the large cavern bright. Jaren and Songbird crept into the room. A single, lone dwarf stood in the center of the room, hands clasped behind his back, facing away from the entrance. Jaren stopped. Songbird looked from the dwarf to Jaren and back. Something was clearly going on.

“Ah, so. Was wondering if you would be able to make it on your own, or if I would find you wandering the tunnels somewhere.” Ozzaek said.

Jaren straightened. He let go of Songbird’s hand and took a cautious step forward.

“As for me, I have done all I can to minimize the patrols this night. If you can find your way to the entrance undetected, will find horses, packed and waiting for you outside the stronghold. Should be everything you need.”

“What?” Songbird gasped. She looked at Jaren as the muscles in his jaw tightened.

Ozzaek jerked his head toward the workbench where the sword was still laid out the way Kroegan had left it. “Do what you came to do and get out.” Ozzaek continued to keep his back to them.

Songbird felt her mouth hanging open. Jaren strode across the room to the workbench. She followed after him.

“What in the hells are you doing?”

There was a soft gray cloth folded neatly at the end of the bench, and Jaren wrapped the blade, the cross piece, and the pommel in the fabric. He held the pin delicately between his teeth as he worked. He tied the bundle with some twine that had also been left on the workbench. Kroegan had thought of everything. Jaren lifted the bundle from the bench when Ozzaek’s voice stopped him.

The dwarf continued to keep his back to Jaren as he spoke. “Thank you for saving our prince. Clan Crownbreaker is indebted to you in a way that most will never understand. Let it be known to you that from this moment forth you are dead to us. If you ever show your face in our halls again, will kill you myself.”

“I understand.”

Songbird was staring at him, horrified. He grabbed her hand and pulled her along with him as he raced through the tunnels, steeling himself against the heaviness in his chest.

“Jaren, stop! What is going on?” Songbird demanded. He shushed her, counting steps and naming the turns under his breath as they went.

They were nearly to the exit when the deep, loud bellow of a horn sounded, echoing through the hallways. Jaren broke into a full sprint, holding the blade to his chest with one hand, and clutching Songbird’s hand painfully hard as he raced toward the stronghold’s main entrance. The portcullis started to drop, but it jammed halfway down, catching on something. Songbird thought she saw a wooden cane sticking in the mechanism and the figures of two dwarves and a tall woman standing in the shadows as Jaren pulled her past. The two of them ducked underneath the portcullis and slipped through the heavy doors out into the moonlight just before the gate slammed shut.

They were on a mountainside, standing amidst a dense patch of trees. Both Jaren and Songbird were breathing heavily from their sprint, and Songbird gulped in the fresh air. She had never found the scents of dirt and leaves and starlight to be so wonderful as they did right then. A few paces away were four sturdy horses, black geldings, about seventeen hands high, saddled and ready, saddlebags laden with supplies. Jaren started toward the horses, still holding onto Songbird.

She yanked her hand out of Jaren’s grasp. “No! I’m not moving until you explain what just happened? Why did you steal the sword? Why did we run?”

“It was the only way.” He fastened the sword across the top of the saddlebags.

“I don’t understand.”

“We’re out of time. Kroegan made as much of the sword as he could. Neither of us wanted it this way, but it had to be done.”

Songbird looked back at the doors, tears welling in her eyes, “I didn’t get to say goodbye to Euline, or Kroegan. And Tetsu! Moons above. Tetsu is going to be angry. Jaren, what have you done?”

“What was necessary.” His voice was strained. “Now is not the time for regrets, we have to focus on the road ahead. We need to get moving, Rathal is days ahead of us.”

She reluctantly turned away from the door and went to him. He hoisted her up into the saddle, untied the reins, and mounted his own horse. Digging his heels into the horse’s sides, he urged the beasts forward, and the two of them slipped off into the night. 
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Jaren led them to the scene of the battle. Once there he was able to pick up Rathal’s trail. The cultists were not hard to track. The dwarf’s horses were well conditioned, their long strides eating up the miles with solemn determination. Jaren and Songbird switched frequently so as not to wear them completely out. They finally stopped for a few hours of rest near dawn.

The provisions that Ozzaek had packed for them were the basic essentials, just enough. One change of clothing for each of them, a whetstone, torches, flint, steel, a knife, a small hatchet, bedrolls, a waterskin, and dwarven trail rations, which consisted of a dark, dry bread laden with seeds and dried meats. In addition, there was a dwarven short bow and waist quiver for Songbird. Jaren found a block of white hardwood that was measured to fit the length of the tang.

The days that followed were a frenzied race across the countryside, and the plains gave way to the arid steppes of Southern Tigraen. Jaren, Songbird, and the horses wore themselves raw. Even when they stopped to rest, there was work to be done. Jaren showed Songbird how to use the whetstone to sharpen the blade. She would work on sharpening while Jaren whittled the wood for the grip. When Jaren had whittled the wood down to fit, he assembled the sword. He slid the cross guard onto the tang, followed by the grip, and lastly the pommel. The pin slid three-quarters of the way on its own. Jaren tapped it gently into place with the flat end of the hatchet. True to the masterful craftsmanship of the dwarves, the pieces came together in perfect alignment for a snug fit, even unfinished as they were.

The edges of the blade gleamed whitesilver where they were being sharpened, a stark contrast to the rest of the motley, unpolished metal, still bearing forge scale in places. Despite its unorthodox appearance, when Jaren tested the sword he found it perfectly balanced and light in his hands. It cut through the air with barely a whisper. He focused on the drills from the Vendarian style, which would serve him well against a larger, inhuman opponent. Many of the Vendarian combinations included slashes and sweeps. While effective, these powerful movements were often tiring, but Jaren found the blade to be surprisingly easy to handle for its size. This was a sword that he could swing all day without getting weary.

It was on the third day that Songbird spotted them on the horizon.


Chapter thirty-nine
Rathal
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STARS BEGAN TO APPEAR in the night sky, faint compared to the warm glow of Great Uhel, which bathed the countryside in soft orange moonlight. The wilds here were sparse. The further south they went the more arid the land became. Sagebrush grew in tightly packed clusters, and the occasional twisted bristlecone pine or juniper dotted the arid landscape. As there was no cover, the cultists had no choice but to set up camp in the open. They were quick to start a fire and cook their dinner, barely tending to the horses, hobbling them a short distance from the camp.

Once their campfire was twinkling in the distance, Jaren and Songbird crept closer.

She held her breath each time they stalked from one clump of sagebrush to another. Slowly they made their way toward the cultist’s campsite. When they were close enough, Songbird was able to see that one of them had taken up the first watch as the other men settled down to sleep. The hours stretched by and Uhel crawled across the sky. It was nearing the end of the first watch when Jaren touched Songbird on the shoulder. “Ready?”

But she was wide awake, seething, eyes fixed on the camp. “He’s going to regret hurting my horse.”

She crawled forward and stopped behind the next cluster of sagebrush. Jaren headed off to the right. She took a slow breath and began counting. Continuing to count, she crept closer still, working her way closer to the camp, darting from one patch of sagebrush to another. When she was about fifteen yards from the sentry, she paused. She continued to count until she reached three hundred; that should have given Jaren enough time to get into position. Then, she stood and drew an arrow from her quiver.

A soft breeze rustled the desert sage. She closed her eyes, tasting the wind, feeling the tug of it on her hair. This shot had to be perfect. She nocked her arrow and readied her bow. She inhaled and drew the arrow back, hand to her cheek. Aiming for the sentry’s throat in the dark was harder than she anticipated. He was backlit by the fire, and she could only make out his silhouette. Her arms started to shake with the effort. She brought all her attention to her task, just as she had practiced with Tetsu. She exhaled slowly through pursed lips and let her arrow fly.

There was a wet, gurgling sound as the arrow found its mark. She immediately drew another arrow and ducked back down behind the sagebrush. There was no response from the camp. She held her breath, waiting. The breeze kicked up, blowing dust and sage into the air, and then the night was still. 
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Jaren entered the camp from the far side, moving low and quiet, sword drawn. Three bedrolls were arranged around the fire, which had burned low. None of the men stirred. The hair on the back of his neck stood up. Had this been too easy? Realization dawning, he threw back the blankets of one of the bedrolls and found only the saddlebags piled up. “Hells.” Rathal had sacrificed one of his own men, setting him as bait while the rest of them had snuck off into the desert. Jaren turned and bolted, but one of the cultists rushed out of the darkness at him, blade swinging.

“Now!” Jaren shouted, blocking the blow. The clash of metal rang out across the desert.
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Songbird sprang to her feet and drew her bow. She called on the power and felt it crash against her awareness like angry waves in a storm. She clenched her teeth. Just a little. Using all her concentration, she pictured a small trickle of power flowing into her. Heat raced along her skin as the tip of her arrow burst into flame. She fired, aiming up, holding fast to the image in her mind of what she wanted the power to do. The arrow sailed in a graceful arc and landed with a soft “thck” in the middle of the camp.

Fire erupted from the arrow. Blankets, saddlebags, oilskins, food provisions, everything caught as if it had been coated in pitch. Flames roared toward the sky, burning with unnatural fury. The desert was awash with flickering light and shadow.

Songbird sprinted in Jaren's direction, drawing another arrow and nocking it as she ran. She was nearly to him when another cultist came out of the deep shadows. He sprang from a cluster of sagebrush and she turned just in time, firing blindly at him. The arrow sank into his shoulder just before he slammed into her, knocking her off her feet. He grunted as he snapped the wooden shaft of the arrow and tossed it aside. She scrambled backward, leaving her bow, reaching for the dagger in her belt. He drew his sword and lunged at her. 
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Cool and collected, Jaren waited for the cultist to strike first, and leave himself open. But these men were not like the men that had been with Rathal back in Reven. This man was a seasoned fighter. He was comfortable with a sword in his hand and refused to be baited. The two of them circled warily, Jaren sparing quick glances when he could, searching for other men waiting to ambush him from the shadows.
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Songbird barely managed to roll out of the way in time. The cultist advanced, pressing his attack. She scuttled backward like a crab, trying to get to her feet, but he harried her, thrusting and swinging with his sword. In desperation, she grabbed a handful of dirt and threw it up at his face. It was just enough. He turned his head, blinking, trying to clear his eyes. Some deep animal part of her brain took over, and she found herself moving on instinct. She launched herself at her opponent, sinking her dagger deep into his belly. Hot blood spilled onto her hands, and she tasted a metallic tang in the air. She wrenched her dagger sideways through his midsection as she darted away.

Songbird leapt for the cover of more sagebrush, throwing herself into the tangle of plants and shadows. “Hylarrscat,” he hissed at her. “I will kill you.” His face was twisted with rage and murderous intent as he raised his sword. His blood made a soft pattering sound as it dripped onto the dry ground as he stumbled forward. There was no way she’d be able to face him one on one, even injured. Better to hide, to lead him on, to tire him out, and to strike when she had the advantage. 
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Jaren thrust his sword, testing his range, trying to keep his back to the fire. Finally, the cultist parried one of Jaren’s experimental thrusts and stepped in with a strong overhand cut. Jaren whipped his sword around and knocked the cultist’s blade to the side, closing the distance and smashing the pommel of his blade into the man’s face. Jaren felt the delicate bones of the man’s eye socket crumple under the impact. The man staggered back, and Jaren brought his sword around, making a graceful arc, slashing his opponent diagonally from shoulder to armpit. The cultist dropped to the ground.
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Songbird ducked into the bushes. The cultist crashed after her, swinging and stabbing wildly, hacking the sagebrush. He was screaming, furious. Songbird just barely kept ahead of him, trying to circle back to her bow. She sprinted for it, grabbing it off the ground as she darted past, before disappearing back into the shadows. The hilt of her dagger was slick with blood, and she sheathed it hastily before wiping her hand on the ground.

Before she had a chance to collect herself the man slashed through the brush, bringing his sword down inches to the side of her. She froze for a brief second, looking at the pale blade reflecting the orange blaze of the fire. She sprinted forward again, her hip quiver thumbing against her thigh as she ran. Drawing an arrow, she looked frantically for Jaren. There! He was just turning away from his opponent as the man crumpled to the ground.

“Jaren!” She shouted. He spun to see her racing toward him, followed by one of Rathal’s henchmen. He moved to engage, Songbird tearing past him. Half mad with fury the cultist barely noticed Jaren until it was too late. Jaren swung and took the man’s head off. He turned just in time to see Rathal materialize out of the darkness. Songbird let out a yelp as Rathal grabbed her roughly, bringing his knee up hard into her stomach.

All the air left her lungs as she dropped to the ground. She curled into a ball, desperately trying to suck in a breath, but only managed to make pained gasping sounds. Rathal kicked her for good measure, sending her sliding through the dirt toward the burning camp. 
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Jaren squeezed the hilt of his blade tight as Rathal turned. Rathal’s eyes had taken on a subtle orange reflective nature. He held a large, two-handed sword, and leveled it at Jaren. “I will be bringing your head to Arzinock.” The scent of brimstone was heavy in the air. Jaren leveled his own sword in response. Rathal rushed at Jaren. The blow shook Jaren’s arms as he blocked. No one that size should have been able to move that fast. Jaren tried to take the offensive, but Rathal pressed his advantage, swinging his great two-handed sword with unholy strength and speed. His eyes were wild, hungry for violence. It was all Jaren could do to block or parry the blows fast enough. 
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Songbird finally managed to suck in part of a breath. She forced herself to her knees, groping for an arrow. Ringing swords drew her attention. It was like watching a wolverine fight a bear. Jaren was quick and savage, wielding his sword as if it were an extension of his own body. But Rathal had brute strength and reach. He was driving Jaren back into the fire. Songbird crawled forward, picked her bow up, and readied her arrow. Ignoring the pain in her chest and stomach, she forced herself to take another breath. She fired. Her arrow flew true, but the air around Rathal shimmered like a mirage and the arrow bounced harmlessly away. 
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Jaren tried to circle, but Rathal was corralling him toward the burning camp. He felt the heat of the fire at his back and gave a desperate lunge. Rathal snarled as he parried, bringing the blade around with the speed of a striking viper and putting Jaren on the defensive once again. It was a desperate tug of war, and Jaren was losing ground. Rathal pressed harder, their swords locked together. The fire had become an inferno behind him. Another step, and he would be in the blaze itself. Rathal pressed harder still. The blades groaned from the pressure, grinding against each other. Without warning, Jaren dipped his sword and dove to the side. Rathal staggered forward into the fire.

Jaren rolled and came up, sword at the ready. Rathal was standing amidst the sea of flames. Laughing, he raised his hands to the sky. “Arzinock be praised!” 
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Songbird shoved her hands into the sandy soil, grounding herself. She clenched her fists, feeling the grit against her palms. She closed her eyes and focused, drawing on more power. Cold. Freezing. If Rathal could bathe in the fire, then she needed ice. But slowly. Not all at once. Goosebumps rose on her skin, and her breath steamed. Flakes began to dance in the air, mingling with the ash.

Rathal lunged at Jaren again, kicking up embers as he went. “I told you I would kill you, Jaren of Mulk.”

Songbird shut her eyes, forcing herself to concentrate solely on what she wanted. She could have no distractions, she had to trust Jaren could take care of himself. The snowflakes began to form small ice crystals. Like letting an arrow fly, she set her magic free. The ice crystals zipped through the air, and like a flock of birds preying on a swarm of insects, they began to dive at Rathal.

At first, they hissed and evaporated when they hit the wave of shimmering air surrounding Rathal. But as more and more of the crystals attacked, the air began to cool. She squeezed her fists tighter, grinding the grains of sand into her skin as she channeled a steady flow of power. It began to snow heavily, and the fire sizzled in protest as it began to die. The ice crystals continued to throw themselves at Rathal in swoops and dives. Razor sharp, one tore through the skin on his cheek, drawing a fine line of blood in its wake. 
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Jaren felt cold, wet drops splatter his cheeks. Suddenly snowflakes mixed with ash in the air. Small blades of ice zipped past him into the fire. Rathal fixed his attention on Songbird, his orange eyes burning.

Jaren let out a shout as he heaved himself at Rathal. Suddenly on the defensive and being hounded by tiny shards of ice, the brute took a step back. A thin coat of frost began to coat Rathal’s blade. Jaren pressed his attack, with Songbird’s magic dancing in the air alongside him. Rathal twisted, bringing his sword to bear, but too slowly. Jaren’s blade, still mottled with forge scale, except for the gleaming silver edges, went through Rathal’s arm. Rathal screamed as his hand fell to the ground, blood pouring from the place his elbow had been.

“Arzinock give me strength.” Rathal cried out, voice wavering with desperation. But all around him, the flames were dying. He staggered back into the dying flames. “No! No! Did I not serve you faithfully my Lord?! Do not forsake me.”

In one last desperate push, Rathal snarled at Jaren, advancing on him, trying to lift his sword with only one hand. “I will kill you!” He screamed, spittle flying from his lips. But Jaren’s sword was already descending through the air. Rathal tried to block. Struggling to lift his greatsword with one hand, he reached desperately for the blade with his bloody stump of an arm. There was a flash of silver in the firelight as Jaren buried his blade deep into Rathal’s skull. 
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Jaren surveyed the aftermath. There wasn’t much left of the cultist’s camp. Everything was charred beyond recognition and buried beneath inches of snow.

“Hey.” Jaren knelt next to Songbird. “You okay?”

She was sitting in the sand, head bowed. “I’m fine.” But her hands were trembling, both from exhaustion and nerves. She was suspicious of the fact that nothing hurt. Come morning, she suspected she would feel significantly worse.

“You did good.”

Songbird stared numbly into the distance. Jaren took hold of her hands. His touch was warm, familiar. She found herself squeezing his hands in response, desperate for something stable.

“You made it snow, in the desert, in the summer.” He continued, “It was—I think Feyn would have been proud.”

“I killed him,” she said abruptly. “The lookout, I just shot him in the dark. No warning, no nothing. I… I murdered him.” The feral, more animal part of her brain that had no concept of murder had gone back to sleep. Now that the danger was past the implications of what she had done came crashing down on her. The all too human part of her mind was struggling to come to terms with the aftermath of their fight and her part in it. This hadn’t been like killing the manticore. “And the other one, I thought I was going to die so I stabbed him. I felt his blood on my hands. I wanted him to die.“ she shuddered.

Jaren pressed his lips into a thin line as he sat. “Yes. That may take you time to come to terms with. I’ll be here to help you through it as best I can. You don’t have to face it alone.”

She turned her face into his shoulder, too tired to cry, but glad for the closeness of him. 
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They sat together until she started to nod off, her head heavy against his shoulder. Jaren eased her down and covered her with his cloak. Rest while you can. Once she was situated, he left her to attend to the grizzly task of getting the relic off Rathal’s body. He tore off some of the fabric from Rathal’s brown robe and wrapped the relic as carefully as he could to avoid touching it directly.

By Jaren’s estimation, not all of the cultists were present. The number of dead bodies at the ravine and the number of cultists here did not add up to the twelve that had pursued them. Some of them had either fled or been sent ahead either to scout the way or to warn Arzinock. Jaren would have to assume the latter and continue to press on directly to the demon’s lair.

There was really nothing else left to salvage, save the horses, who had been hobbled some distance away. Gallop and Deshyr, and a third horse, a gray warhorse with black socks and feathering about his massive hooves. He had a limp. The horse would have gone completely lame if he had been ridden. At least walking he could still carry supplies.

“Song is going to be glad to see you,” Jaren told the mare as he cut all the horses loose.

Gallop made her way over to a dozing Songbird and nudged her, blowing warm air into the woman’s face. As she woke, Songbird nearly wept as she hugged the giant draft horse’s head. Gallop nickered softly in response, lipping at Songbird’s pockets, hoping for apples. “I don’t have anything now, but I promise, as soon as I can, I’ll find a treat for you.” 
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Songbird’s whole body ached. Her skin felt raw, The pink and gold morning sky was strangely beautiful. In the dawn light, Jaren could see on the eastern horizon the mountain that contained Arzinock’s lair. He pointed it out to Songbird. “That mountain is where we are headed. Between here and there is the city of Orloriz. We’ll need to stop for supplies and then continue on as quickly as we can. I think some of the cultists may have gone on ahead, and the less time we give Arzinock to prepare for the arrival of the relic, the better.”

She tried not to show how uncomfortable she was as they packed, but Jaren seemed to have a sixth sense about him. She felt his gaze on her, despite his attention to the horses.

“Are you hurt?”

She shook her head. “You had broken ribs for weeks and you never complained once. I’m just sore, I’ll be fine.”

“We should send Kroegan’s horses back to him.” Jaren was removing the saddlebags from the black horses and redistributing their gear to Gallop, Deshyr, and the gray.

“Will they know their way back?”

“I imagine so. They’re highly trained, well conditioned. Horses like this know how to find their way. We’re only a few days away. I wish I knew the dwarven word for home.”

Songbird left Gallop and went to the sturdy dwarven horses. They were reserved in their affection but nosed her curiously. She petted them all in turn, the harsh language of the dwarves always an odd juxtaposition in her sweet voice. “Thank you for bringing us so far so fast. You should return to your home now.” The horses bobbed their heads as if nodding. “Go on now. Go home.” She coaxed.

The first horse turned, the others following, and the four of them began a leisurely trot back in the direction of the stronghold.

Once they had everything packed away Jaren helped Songbird onto Gallop. The mare tossed her head and stomped a hoof as if to say ‘finally’. Songbird leaned forward and stroked the horse’s neck, wincing as she did so. By the time they set out, all the snow had melted and only the burned husk of a campsite remained.

They were several more days in the wilderness. Jaren continued to work on sharpening his blade. Songbird would either practice with her new bow or meditate on her magic. Her dwarven bow was a recurve and more finely calibrated than her lost bow. The arrows practically leapt from the string on release. Songbird had to adjust her aim to accommodate for the increased power of her new weapon, but Jaren was pleased to see that she was soon landing her arrows in tight clusters.

When she wasn’t practicing archery, she would sit near the campfire and hold her hands in front of her, palms facing but not touching. Jaren nearly dropped his whetstone the first time she made a lightning spark between her hands. He watched cautiously at first, but with growing interest as she changed the lightning into a delicate snowflake made of ice, and then into a small flame. Feyn practiced his magic in a much different manner. But like everything about her, Songbird had her own, unique way of doing things. Jaren smiled to himself as he went back to sharpening his sword. Songbird, who had nearly fled at the sight of a fire in his fireplace, was now holding a flame in her hands.

It was late morning on the eighth day since leaving the dwarven stronghold when they rode into Orloriz.


Chapter forty
Orloriz
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SONGBIRD SHIFTED IN THE SADDLE, nervous. Jaren had explained that Orloriz was the last major community on the road south toward Sauchvor. As they approached, they could see many wagons and tents set up on the outskirts of Orloriz, and there was a fair amount of commotion, even for a larger city. It was not uncommon for people to gather in cities for the festival of Shadi, but it was nowhere near midsummer yet. A crowd this size was excessive for market day, but he could think of no other reason there should be so many people in Orloriz.

“Something’s amiss,” Jaren told her as they entered the city.

“How so?”

“Look at the soldiers.” He nodded ahead. Soldiers permeated the city, the wounded sitting on the edges of the streets, despondent, many suffering from the shock of battle. Most of the wagons and tents contained whole families, looking like they had fled with whatever they could carry.

Jaren and Songbird rode through the large crowds, the gray horse limping along behind. She realized she hadn’t been around this many people since they had left Aixell, over a month ago. It was crowded and noisy, people pressed together in the summer heat. The scent of hookah smoke mingled with an abundance of spices: cardamom, cinnamon, nutmeg, clove, and star anise. The warm spices in the air did all they could to hide the more unpleasant smells of sewers filled beyond capacity, and the sickly sweet scent of decomposing bodies in the merciless sun.

Under her hood, beads of perspiration rolled down her face. She felt her chest tighten, anxious with so many bodies around. After traveling with just Jaren on the road for so long, the throng was unsettling. Her palms were sweaty, and she found herself gripping the horse tight with her legs. Gallop pranced awkwardly trying to rush forward only to be pulled back by the reins as she struggled to figure out what Songbird wanted her to do.

Songbird nearly jumped when she felt a firm hand on her knee. She hadn’t even realized they had stopped. Jaren had reached over to touch her to get her attention. “Easy now. You’re making the horse nervous. Relax.”

Songbird swallowed and nodded. “There’s just– there’s so many people here.”

“It’s alright. I’ve got you.” Jaren gave her knee a reassuring squeeze and she tried to relax her lower body. She felt some of the tension leave Gallop beneath her and she stroked the mare apologetically. They wove their way carefully through the mass of people. The further into Orloriz they went, the more soldiers and families they saw. There was an inordinately large number of Interrogers in the streets, their bright red surcoats and robes making them easy to spot. Songbird wondered if Istvan and Modo were among them.

There was a sudden flurry of activity and the crowd surged toward the center of town. Jaren and Songbird were carried along until they arrived in the center square. Jaren guided the horses off to the side, keeping them far in the back. Songbird, perched in the saddle, had a perfect view.

Wooden gallows had been constructed and there was a river of red robes as the Interrogers marched through the crowd. They were dragging three prisoners in chains toward the platform. The crowd roiled in the afternoon heat as the prisoners were dragged onto gallows. There was a young woman, her head shaved clean; a tall, thin man, scowling at the crowd; and the third man was hell-touched, his deep red skin visible from across the market, his horns sweeping skyward before curving back.

One of the Interrogers adjusted the nooses around the necks of the prisoners while a second addressed the crowd. “These citizens have been found guilty of fraternizing with the denizens of Gorothka. These have been found to be members of the Arzyntine.”

Jaren and Songbird looked at each other.

The crowd surged toward the gallows, shrieking and hissing. The Interrogers around the platform pushed back, trying to keep the crowd in check. The Interroger who had been tightening the nooses came to the front of the platform. “What do we do with those who side with devils?”

“Hang them!” came one cry, and then another, and another. Soon the whole crowd was chanting in unison.

Jaren swore, eliciting a curious glance from Songbird. His hand was at his hip where his sword would have been. Having no sheath, he was unable to carry Kroegan’s sword. It was bundled up and strapped across Gallop’s saddlebags. Wordlessly Songbird handed him her dagger, and he nodded in thanks.

“We may need to leave in a hurry, I’ve seen these things get out of hand before,” Jaren told Songbird. At least they were at the very back of the market square, next to the street.

Returning her attention to the platform, Songbird squinted against the sun’s harsh glare. There was no mistaking the man in the middle. She reached over and tapped Jaren’s armor, pointing at the platform. “Wasn’t he with Rathal?”

Jaren put a hand up to shield his eyes. He squinted, then blinked in surprise, recognizing both the man in the middle and the hell-touched at the end.

“To hells with all of you!” the thin man in the middle shouted. “You’re sheep, believing whatever you’re told. A reckoning is coming. There is an eighth power, and he will cleanse this land with fire and fury!”

The mob screamed and shouted in response, surging forward at the gallows, on the verge of hysteria. “Hang them!” screams rose from the crowd. The helltouched man at the end shook his head, and Songbird thought she could see sorrow on his face.

The thin man continued to shout, “I served Arzinock in life, may I also serve him in death, I dedicate my death to—” The Interroger on the platform shoved the man forward, the rope snapping taut, and with a crack his neck broke. The Interroger moved on and shoved the woman forward off the platform. Her sobbing was cut short as the rope went taut. Her cries ended in guttural choking before she went still. Two bodies swung from the gallows.

The Interroger turned to the helltouched man, but he stepped off the platform on his own. He did not have the luck of a swift end. He kicked and jerked, writhing in desperation as he struggled to breathe, his red face turning a sickly dark purple color as he suffocated. Songbird looked away. Sweat trickled down her back. The cacophony of the crowd’s screams filled her ears. Jaren sat silently, arms crossed, watching.

Red robes blazing in the sun, the other Interroger on the platform stepped forward to address the masses again. “Not only were these citizens found guilty of cavorting with the denizens of Gorothka, but they were also caught trying to sneak past the blockade to join Kreeg’s uprising. The roads south are closed, and they will remain closed until Kreeg can be dealt with.” Cries of dismay and protest arose from the crowd, but the Interroger put his hands up to call for silence. “Be vigilant Tigraeners, anyone found supporting Kreeg or harboring his sympathizers will be put down. Tigraen stands strongest against the darkness!” Sounds of dismay turned to shouts and rallies of affirmation. “We are Tigraen, and we will stand strong. All of us, every last one!” A roar erupted from the crowd.

Three bodies swung from the gallows, silhouetted by the late afternoon sun, while the shouts and jeers of the mob continued. Songbird felt that she would be sick. Whether Jaren sensed her distress or whether he had simply had enough of the heat and the crowd and the Interrogers, she did not know, but she was glad when Jaren turned, leading all of them away through the crowd. 
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Songbird marveled at how different the architecture here was. The buildings of Orloriz were stone or clay bricks, covered with stucco. They towered along the side of the streets, each story hosting tall windows to allow the breeze in. The streets were wide and open, which would normally accommodate a plethora of merchants in tents. Now the roads were crowded with refugees and soldiers. Due to Orloriz’s position along Tigraen’s southern trade route, the city was used to accommodating a fair number of travelers, but it was not designed to hold soldiers or refugees. Jaren and Songbird had to go to three different inns before they found an open room.

The Dusty Rabbit was a very large tavern located near the center of town. It was three stories tall, crammed with tiny rooms in order to squeeze as many travelers within as possible. The tavern boasted large stables, where Jaren turned over the horses. The outside was immaculately maintained, the stucco walls whitewashed, although the colorful muslin curtains were visible inside the myriad of skinny windows. Most of the main floor was taken up by a grand common room, which was filled with patrons seated on cushions at low tables.

It was hot, stifling even, as Jaren approached the counter. It took several minutes for the bartender to get to him. The man was sweating, his face flushed from the heat. “Hail, traveler,” he said, wiping his forehead. “What can I do for you?”

“I’m hoping to find a room?” Jaren had to raise his voice a little to be heard over the noise of the common room. Songbird pressed close to him, trying to keep away from the other patrons at the counter.

The bartender wiped his hands on his apron. “I think I can accommodate you. Did you arrive on foot, or will your horse need tending as well?” He, like most of the people here, wore loose, southern-style cloth pants and sandals. His apron was folded over at his waist, and he wore a sleeveless vest, but no shirt.

Songbird glanced around the common room as Jaren and the barkeep discussed the details. Unlike Aixell, the ceilings here were high, nearly vaulted, and the windows were tall and narrow, the shutters having been thrown open, and sheer muslin curtains stirred in the breeze.

Jaren balked. “That’s outrageous. I’m not paying that, that’s seven times the price it should be.”

“That’s the price. Take it or sleep on the streets with the other refugees.” The barkeep wiped his hands on his apron again. “Now if you’ll excuse me.”

Jaren put his hand on the counter. “Fifteen silver.”

“One gold.”

“Eighteen silver.”

The bartender held out his hand. “Fine. Eighteen silver.”

Jaren placed the coins in the man’s hand.

People lounged at low tables, many of them smoking, passing clay pipes between them; conversations were competing to be heard over each other. She felt the curious glances from a few patrons. Her chest grew tight. She drew in a sharp breath to steady herself.

And then, suddenly, Jaren’s hand was on the small of her back, guiding her through the crowd toward the back hallway. One of the barkeep’s sons led them to a room on the top floor, down a narrow hallway. Their room was very small. There was a long, wide cushion rolled up in the corner with a few blankets folded neatly next to it, and an open window against the far wall. There was no space for a chair or table, and a small chamber pot sat in the farthest corner.

Jaren dropped the saddlebags unceremoniously and went to unroll the cushion. In the traditional southern style, the cushion would serve as both the bed and a place to sit. Once the cushion was unrolled, Jaren sat with his back to the wall, forearms resting on his knees. He closed his eyes, tilting his head back to let his head rest against the wall. The late afternoon sun filtered in the window and the curtains stirred lazily in the breeze.

Songbird seated herself next to him. “One of the men that hung today, he was with Rathal, I’m sure of it.”

Jaren nodded, rubbing his forehead. “Two of them, actually. As I feared, Rathal must have sent them ahead to inform Arzinock. I’m not sure what’s happening in Sauchvor and I don’t know who Kreeg is. We’ll need more information, and we need to stock up on provisions before we continue on, but we shouldn’t delay here.”

Songbird ran her hands through her hair to untangle it. “How do we get information?”

“We’ll need to go out and talk to people. Merchants are always a good source of information, especially when you’re buying.”

Songbird continued to preen herself, deftly braiding her hair. She had become quite skilled at it since Illina’s initial instructions. The tunic Ozzaek had packed for her was made for someone with much larger proportions, and it slipped off her shoulder as she worked.

Jaren reached over and pulled the collar of the tunic back over her shoulder. “We should probably get you something that doesn’t stand out so much and that fits halfway decent. If the road is closed, we’ll need to find a way around. So, we’ll rest tonight, and then go to the market in the morning to start getting an idea of what’s going on.” Jaren leaned his head back against the stone wall and closed his eyes again.

Songbird studied the strong angles of his face, his olive skin, and his dark hair. What seemed like a lifetime ago, Illina had joked that he could pass for handsome. Songbird had decided that he was, in fact, very pleasing to her eyes. Her stomach felt weightless as a bird on a thermal, even now, when she looked at him. Her heart raced when he touched her. He had saved and protected her many times over, but not just that, he had taught her things like how to use a bow and how to ride a horse. Songbird bit her bottom lip gently, remembering the feel of his kiss.

Jaren sighed heavily and opened his eyes, startling her out of her thoughts. “Well, let’s go see what they’re serving downstairs. Maybe we’ll hear something about this business with Kreeg while we eat.”


Chapter forty-one
Flute
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HEAVY WOOD SCRAPED against the smooth stone floor as Jaren and Songbird entered the common area of the tavern. “Hold your end up!” A pair of bickering men were pushing the tables against the wall, clearing an open area on the floor. Songbird tilted her head curiously, watching them, while Jaren scanned for an open seat. In the far back corner, near the bar, a group was just getting up as the tavern maid was clearing away the plates.

The shadows had begun to stretch across the room as the last rays of light were filtering in through the western windows. In the middle of the room, where the tables had been moved aside, a man was tuning a lute. “Do you think he’s a minstrel?” Songbird pointed, hardly able to contain her excitement. Jaren reflexively reached out and gently pushed her hand down. His hand closed over hers, and he led her through the crowd over to the table.

“Appears that way,” Jaren confirmed as he tried to catch the attention of one of the tavern maids.

“Why do you do that?” She asked.

Jaren glanced at her. “Do what?”

“Push my hand down when I point at things?”

A tavern maid arrived at the table. “What can I get a pair of hungry travelers?” She had loose pants that were cinched at the ankles, and a dark vest over her loose shirt. Her hair was braided up and she wore a wide headband across her forehead, to keep it out of her face while she worked. There were colorful embroidered flowers on her otherwise dark clothing.

“Do you have the Sauchvor Spiced?”

She nodded. “I believe we just tapped into a new barrel!”

“I’ll have that, and something lighter for her.” He gestured to Songbird.

“I have just the thing. A light and crisp honey mead seasoned with wildflowers.”

“That should do. We’ll both have dinner.”

The maid headed back to the kitchen. Jaren turned his attention back to Songbird. “As for your question, pointing is rude, and it draws attention to you as well as whatever you’re pointing at, which isn’t always to our advantage.”

Her mouth dropped open. “But I’ve been pointing at everything!”

“As I’m well aware.” Jaren fought back a smile.

“Why didn’t you tell me!?” She stammered. The maid arrived and set down a mug of foaming beer in front of Jaren and a more delicate cup filled with a pale liquid in front of Songbird and was off again.

“It wasn’t an issue.” Jaren shrugged as he took a long draw from his beer. Sauchvor Spiced was one of the few good things about Southern Tigraen as far as he was concerned. “And, now you know.”

Songbird rested her chin on her palm as she pulled the cup toward her. “I thought I was doing so good, too.” After a sigh, she sniffed the cup. “It smells sweet.” She took an experimental sip. Her eyes lit up and she nearly downed the entire cup. It seemed she had finally found something other than water she was willing to drink.

“Go easy on that Song,” Jaren advised. The maid returned with a large platter of food and set it on the table between them. There was a plate of soft flatbread, a bowl of lentil stew, and skewers of meat resting on a bed of greens. As they began to eat one of the minstrels plucked out a few experimental notes on his lute. The tavern maid brought over another cup of mead for Songbird. She turned her attention to the minstrels. The lutist was joined by a man with a flute and another man with no instrument. The three of them began to arrange themselves in the spot that had been cleared.

Songbird sat up and craned her head to try to get a good look at them from the back of the room. All three of them were of Ehrenic descent, and their bronzed skin seemed strange to her after being surrounded by the more olive-skinned peoples of northern Tigraen. They were all wearing knee-high fitted boots that had been polished to a high shine. Unlike the looser pants, which were the preferred style in Tigraen, they wore tight, high-waisted pants. They each had light, linen shirts on, which had been slit nearly half of the way down in the front. Normally the shirts should have been laced up, but these were not, exposing the tops of their bare chests.

One of the men had long blond hair pulled back in a tail. He had a fair number of rings adorning his fingers, which caught the light as he was twirling his flute absently. The flutist scanned the crowd, winking to any woman who happened to catch his eye. The other two minstrels were darker haired. All three of them were freshly shaved, unlike the local men, who proudly sported beards. Finally, the man who had no instrument addressed the crowd.

“My fine Tigraeners, you are in luck! With the road closed, we are forced to stay in Orloriz and entertain for our supper. Tonight, you will have the pleasure, nay, the privilege of ballads and songs from the finest musicians Sarmatti has to offer.”

“Oh? They here too?!” A drunk man heckled from the crowd.

Before the laughter died, the flutist capered forward and shouted in reply. “Aye, sir. They’re right in the back warming up with your wife.”

This drew a roar of laughter from the crowd. The flutist played a light, jaunty retort on his flute before returning to his position on the makeshift stage.

The first minstrel continued, undeterred, “All the way from the great golden city of Arathes, A Trio in Perfect Harmony are we. And tonight, great songs shall we sing for thee.”

They immediately launched into a raucous number that got the whole crowd clapping.

Jaren rolled his eyes and took another drink of his beer. “Tchk. Typical Minstrels. They’re—”

“—Wonderful!” Songbird cut him off.

She was completely spellbound. Jaren pinched the bridge of his nose and sighed. “Mersey have mercy.” They did not know many of the Tigraen songs, but their panache was enough to carry them, and before long patrons were stomping, clapping, and singing along. The more the libations flowed, the more the coins flowed.

During one song, the flutist stepped to the center again and captivated the crowd with his performance. It was a lively piece, and the flute had a staggering number of notes and key changes throughout.

“I’m going to—”

“Shhh!” Songbird flapped her hand at Jaren as she shushed him. The song ended with a cacophony of applause. Songbird added her own loud whistles, which carried from the back of the room, catching the flutist’s attention. He nodded to her in appreciation, followed by a mischievous wink. It was not lost on Jaren and Songbird heard him scowl disapprovingly.

The music died down as the musicians stopped for a quick break. Songbird lifted her cup to drink more of the sweet nectar but found it was empty. Again. “Aww! Where’d it all go?” She held her cup upside down, pouting.

“How many of those have you had?” Jaren’s brows lowered as he tried to remember how many times the barmaid had come by.

Songbird smiled at him, her cheeks flushed. “What? I like it!”

He frowned at her, pulling the collar of her tunic up onto her shoulder. “I’m going to talk to the barkeep, and see what he knows about the situation in Sauchvor, or if he knows where we can get more information tomorrow. Stay here. Do not leave the table, I’ll be right back.” Jaren stood up, stretching his long legs, and headed to the bar. He glanced back and saw she had the cup raised to her eye and was staring into its bottom.

“Tell him this cup must have a hole in it and I would like a new, full one!” she shouted after him.

Jaren waved the barkeep over, resting his hands on the drink-stained wood. “I need to find out about what’s going on in Sauchvor.”

The barkeep eyed him suspiciously. “How can you not know? Have you been living under a rock the last few years?”
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Songbird let her gaze drift from where Jaren was speaking with the barkeep to the merry sight of the Flutist, who must have just made some wonderful joke because the woman he was speaking to blushed and then waved him off with a flap of her hand while the men nearby cackled. Without a second thought, Songbird sprang from the table, her mind brimming with questions for him. Standing too quickly, she swayed forward and caught the tabletop to steady herself. Her feet were strangely wobbly beneath her. Her head felt odd too, in a way that was starting to become unpleasant.

Undaunted, she headed toward the Flutist. As she tried to make her way through the crowd, she began to feel disoriented. The scent of alcohol was heavy, sweaty bodies pressed in around her, and there was so much noise coming from every direction. Someone shoved past her, and she stepped sideways to keep her balance and stumbled right into a man holding a silver cylinder protectively up to his chest.

“I say. This really is a friendly town!“ He smiled and held her arm to steady her. It was the Flutist.

“Oh.” She stepped back to a more conversational distance. Examining him at closer range, she noted he was younger than Jaren, and had an easy air about him. The tops of his ears were slightly pointed, and adorned with earrings. He wore a dark blue surcoat with ornate gold clasps that he left unbuttoned, keen to show off the low cut of his shirt. He grinned mischievously at her. She smiled back, pleased to have found him so easily in the crowd. “It’s you!”

He swept back into an elaborate bow. “Oh, my! You are a lovely maiden! I beg you to take my arm, for now that I’ve drunk in your beauty, I fear it will be mine own self to go weak in the knees.” There was something warm and musical in his voice, and a playful glint in his eye. With a theatrical flourish, he offered his crooked arm towards her. Jaren had done this for her, but not a stranger and never like this. Jaren had warned her many, many times over about strangers in Tigraen, but wasn’t this man from Sarmatti? Besides, she did feel a little off balance.

Tentatively she placed her hand on top of his arm, rather than reaching around to rest her hand in the crook of his elbow as she did with Jaren. She found the musician’s arm to be rather slender by comparison. Jaren’s arms were tough and muscled, fashioned by years of swordplay.

“Did you enjoy the show tonight, m’lady?” he continued.

The pleasant buzz of the mead came back and Songbird perked up at the mention of music. “It was delightful! And the… your thing.”

She went to point but remembering what Jaren had said about it being rude, made a rough pantomime of playing the flute instead, her hands up and mouth curved in an ‘O’ shape. The flutist’s eyebrows shot up, and he pressed his lips tight together to keep from laughing.

“Yes, m’lady. You’re speaking of my flute.“ He smiled again even wider. His tone was friendly and patient in a way that was very un-Jaren-like. This was a man who would not get annoyed with too many questions.

“Can I ask you something?” She ventured.

“Only if your question is to acquire my name.” He winked.

She struggled to get the words out, unable to contain a giggle. “What is—”

“Fabreo of the Silver Pipe!” He cut in with another bow. “Finest flutist in Sarmatti! I make the music that maidens love, and the love that makes maidens sing!”

Songbird wasn’t quite sure exactly what this all meant, so she smiled pleasantly, ready to pepper him with more questions.

“You’re very good,” she said. “Was it hard to learn how to play like that?”

He spun the flute deftly in one hand so fast that the air rushing by made a whistling sound.

“I started as a lad. Lots of practice on my own, if you catch my meaning.” He winked again. “But now I’m so good, I could teach it! I have had a few lovely apprentices over the years.“ He smiled at her differently this time. Something expectant in his tone. Like they were now playing a game, but only he knew the rules. But if this was some sort of game—maybe some way that musicians behaved—it was something Songbird wanted to understand.

“Well, I’d like to play. Can you teach me?” She asked brightly. She could feel the heat of the room in her cheeks again.

“You!?” He feigned disbelief. “Sorry, love, I don’t think so.”

“But—” she started to protest.

“Because you’re already a natural! Show me that thing again with your hands and your mouth.”

She made her ‘flute playing’ pantomime again. Fingers dancing along an imaginary flute, her mouth a lurid O. Fabreo watched with a polite, but bemused smile. Then wrinkled his brow and grabbed his chin in exaggerated consternation.

“You’ve got the gentleman style down pat, love. But you should be learning the way the maidens do it,” he said, matter-of-factly.

“There’s a different way?” She asked.

“Oh most certainly. You move one hand on either side like that. And move them up and down.” He took her hands, moving them from the side of her face to the front of her face. “And the end of the flute goes in your mouth when you blow.”

She looked at him skeptically but did as he instructed. “This seems weird.” She said through her O-shaped mouth. And indeed, other tavern patrons were giving her curious looks—no—she was pretty sure they were staring at her. She might have minded more if the mead hadn’t made her feel quite so pleasant. She didn’t feel anywhere near as anxious as she had earlier.

Fabreo was watching her, looking extremely pleased with himself. “It’s perfectly natural, my lady. In fact, if you want to come upstairs to my room, I’ll let you try it with my big flute, and I’ll help you perfect your technique. You’ll love it.”

Her eyes lit up. “Really!?”

“Come on, it’s right this way.” Fabreo started to turn and ran into a wall. A tall dark wall of a man who was standing right behind him.

“Hey, fool! Watch where you’re—”

The man grabbed Fabreo by the shirt collar with an iron fist. He was breathing slow and deep through his nose.

Songbird paused her lewd gesticulation when she saw him. “Jaren! Look! Fabreo is teaching me how to play his flute.” She proceeded to demonstrate again more enthusiastically. Fabreo looked up. The blood drained from his face as if he saw his own impending painful and extended murder in the man’s eyes. He squirmed, trying fruitlessly to escape the man’s grip.

“He taught you that?“ Jaren’s voice was like breaking rocks.

“I, uh. Sir, please—” Fabreo stammered in terror. “I was just, I didn’t know she was with, It’s a misunderstanding!”

“Aaaand he said that I could go to his room and he’d teach me with his big flute.” She beamed.

“No, no, no, no, that was just, I mean. I wouldn’t, sir. I would never.“ Fabreo was stumbling all over his words.

“Did he now?” Jaren grabbed the flutist with both hands and lifted him up onto his toes. Fabreo’s boots scuffed the stone floor as he struggled.

“Can Jaren come too?” She asked excitedly, practically dancing on her toes.

“Actually, I, I’m sad to announce my retirement from music. I’ve decided to join a monastery and devote my life to the Powers.” He wheezed.

“Sad.” Jaren lowered him slowly back to the floor. “Your talents will be missed.”

Fabreo tripped three times as he flung himself to the tavern doorway and out into the night. Songbird spied something shiny on the floor and picked it up.

“You forgot your flute!” She called, holding the instrument up. The sound of the patron’s laughter chased him down the street.

“He probably wanted you to have it,” Jaren said as she moved to go after the flutist. She tilted then, and Jaren had to catch her to keep her from falling backwards. “Maybe less mead for you next time.” He added, setting her back on her feet.

Songbird was drunkenly trying to operate the flute like Fabreo had instructed and just making an awful hollow sound. “It doesn’t even work like he said it would!” She whined, disappointed.

Jaren looked down at Songbird, who was leaning heavily into his arms. “Let’s go somewhere quiet so I can explain some things to you.”
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“What?! That’s—” Songbird made a face. “Why wouldn’t he just come out and say that’s what he wanted?”

“People rarely say what they mean. For someone like him, it’s a game.” Jaren made no effort to hide the disgust in his voice.

Songbird sat on the plush cushion, leaning against the wall. She turned and pressed her face to the cool stucco, trying to draw the heat from her cheeks. A gentle breeze stirred the thin curtains. Jaren had grabbed a pitcher of water from the barkeep before escorting her upstairs to their room.

“What about you?” Songbird sat up. “Have you had any lovers?”

Jaren frowned, the muscles in his jaw tightening.

“So that’s a yes, then.” She decided.

“Maybe you would care to tell me why you thought it was a good idea to go wander around after I told you not to leave the table?” He started to pace, but stopped immediately, the room not large enough to accommodate more than three of his long strides.

“Why shouldn’t I leave the table? You said we needed information. You went to go talk to people, why shouldn’t I do the same?”

“You should not leave the table because it’s dangerous for you to be by yourself when we’re in town.” He was straining to keep his voice level.

“Then why did you leave me alone at the table?” Songbird felt a heat rising in her throat. She’d never felt the need to provoke him in this way before, and she wasn’t sure exactly where this fire was coming from. “Did you leave her too? Was she beautiful? Did you love her?”

“Moons above, woman, this isn’t a joke!” Jaren snapped, finally losing his composure, “You need to take this seriously. Do you understand what could have happened to you? Do you have any idea—”

“No!” She threw her hands up. “Because you never tell me anything until after the fact. How was I to know he would behave like a rutting elk?”

“Most men behave like rutting elks or worse. They will not be kind to you, especially because you’re so—” he stopped himself.

She raised her eyebrows, waiting for him to finish. He cleared his throat. “Please. You need to be more careful. I don’t want anything to happen to you.”

The faint sound of music came from below. The music covered the nighttime sounds of the city, their melody floating up through the open window, although the songs now lacked the light accompaniment of a flute. Songbird put her cheek against the wall again, feeling miserable.

Jaren sighed. “Would you mind helping me with my armor?” A peace offering.

Songbird climbed to her feet using the wall for support. Unsteady as a newborn filly, she nearly tripped as she moved toward him. Jaren caught her, his strong, steady arms supporting her until she found her feet again. She began to undo the buckles, her fingers struggling. She waited for more criticism, but it never came. When she was finally done with the last buckle, he pulled his breastplate over his head and pushed his hair out of his face. He set his armor down on the floor, next to hers.

They stood together, face to face, a sliver of pale orange moonlight coming in through the window. She was acutely aware of the nearness of him. Jaren, steadfast and unwavering. In that moment, she felt the muscle and strength and virility of him. They were no more than a breath apart. The scent of his leather armor was heavy about him. She swayed slightly, and he put a hand on her elbow, holding her gently to steady her. He dipped his chin to see her face better, concerned.

She came up onto her toes, and suddenly their lips were touching. She lit up with desire in an instant, kissing him urgently, pressing her body against his by instinct. His hands were on her hips, he guided her back, pinning her against the wall. With the wall to steady her, she slid one of her legs up the outside of his, and he pushed her skirts up in response, his hand running up the outside of her thigh. He moved to kiss her neck and her breath caught in her throat as his other hand found her breast.

“Jaren,” she managed. He paused. Emboldened by the mead, the words started to tumble out of her, “Jaren, I, I love you, and I want—”

“Don’t.” He let go of her at once, stepping back. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have—”

“Listen!”

“No,” he repeated firmly. “You are very drunk, and you don’t know what you’re saying. It was entirely my mistake.”

“I do know what I’m saying. I know how I feel.”

He shook his head, placing his hands on her shoulders. “Songbird,” he said with surprising gentleness, “I will not have this conversation with you when you’re not in command of your faculties.” He drew her away from the wall and wrapped his arms around her, kissing the top of her head.

Songbird relaxed into his embrace, feeling the hard lines of his body, the heat of his skin through his shirt. She wanted him; she wanted his lips on her skin and his hands in her hair and a hundred other things she had no idea how to say. Instead, she let him hold her, distant and unyielding.

She began to cry softly. Jaren helped her back down onto the futon cushion. She lay down, trying to still her weeping. The pleasant buzz of the mead was gone. Now she felt sick to her stomach, her emotions a riotous jumble, her head pounded, and the room spun. Jaren sat next to her. He smoothed a stray hair out of her face before running his hand along the length of her braid. She quieted at his touch, soothed by the nearness of him and his steady presence.

“Dream gentle, sweet Songbird.” She heard him say as she drifted off.


Chapter forty-two
Impractical
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SONGBIRD’S HEAD THROBBED. She winced as Jaren set down a mug of cold broth and some flatbread. “I think I’m dying.”

Jaren snorted. “You’re not dying.”

She put her arm over her face to keep the sun out of her eyes. “Then why do I feel like I’m dying?” Her mouth was full of sand, and her stomach threatened to revolt.

Jaren sat down on the edge of the cushion. “That, dear Song, is why we go easy on the mead.”

She whimpered pitifully in response. The air was quickly becoming hot and oppressive in the upstairs room as the sun began its ascent into the summer sky. Songbird rolled over and laid her face against the cool floor. Sunbeams sliced through the window and stabbed at her eyes. She groaned and turned her face in the other direction.

“Come on, get up. Get some food in you.”

“Why are you so mean?”

Jaren helped her up into a sitting position. The room spun dangerously, and Songbird thought she might vomit. She put her head in her hands. “Shalokar’s teeth, I don’t think I’ve ever felt this sick.”

Jaren scowled as he handed her the mug and the flatbread. “When you’re done, wash your face,” he instructed. “You’ll feel better. Get to it, we’ve got things to do.” 
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Songbird was still nursing a headache as Jaren led them down the street. As they walked toward the market district, the streets had more of a hushed tone than Songbird would have expected. Families carrying sacks of their belongings slowly made their way to the Northern end of the city. Mixed among the families were soldiers wearing armor emblazoned with the sigil of the Black Bulls or the Red Shields. The soldiers trudged slowly through the streets, many of them wore bandages covering gruesome wounds.

“Jaren, what is all this? What’s happening here?”

“The barkeep told me that Sauchvor is in revolt. Kreeg, Duke of Vorglund, Lord of Sauchvor, has turned against the Tyrant. Apparently, Kreeg has been building his strength in secret for some time now. Things are very bad. Word is he’s just hired the Blacksteel Rangers. The Tyrant mobilized his forces in Arga-Pentha, most of whom have already come south, but I don’t know if it will be enough.” The tone in Jaren’s voice was one that Songbird hadn’t heard from him before, and she couldn’t quite place it.

“What does all of that mean though?”

Ahead at the end of an alley lay the body of a soldier, recently passed. His bandages were blood-soaked, and his armor was broken. The flies had already found the body. It wouldn’t be long before it started to smell in the sun and the heat. Songbird watched as people stepped around the body, unconcerned.

“More of that. A lot more” Jaren nodded toward the body of the soldier. “It means war. It means yet again many good people of Tigraen will fight to defend our land from the darkness and yet again my countrymen will die in the process. The worst of it is that Kreeg has deceived so many. It will likely be brother fighting brother on the battlefield. That is if the Blacksteel Rangers don’t slaughter every one of them first.” Bitterness laced his voice.

Seven women in blue robes and veils were making their way down the street. People moved out of the way and bowed their heads respectfully. The priestesses of Kyleria chanted as they walked, the woman in the front carried a jar of perfumed water. She dipped a tassel into the jar and flicked the rose-scented droplets before her. The small procession stopped at the end of the alley, and two of the women knelt to prepare the soldier’s body.

“What is a Blacksteel Ranger?” Songbird asked.

“Damned Aruthien sellswords,” Jaren spat. Songbird tilted her head in confusion.

“They’re men who fight in exchange for coin. They’ve got no honor, and they’ll sell their services to the highest bidder, no matter which side they’re on. The Rangers rarely lose a battle. They say hiring them means sure victory.”

“What do we do, then? How can we help?” Suddenly her headache and her queasy stomach didn’t matter quite so much anymore.

“We destroy Arzinock.” 
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There were no colorful banners snapping the breeze, no musicians or minstrels in the town square to celebrate the coming of Shadi, the Stranger’s Feast. The mood was solemn, people shuffled about their business, heads down, in a hurry. Red-robed Interrogers were given a wide berth when they made their way through the crowd, like oil on water. Everyone looked at everyone with suspicion.

The first stop was a tailor. When they walked into the shop Jaren found himself suddenly homesick. This shop was easily twice the size of Illina’s. If Songbird had been dazzled by the number of fabrics that Illina had in stock, this collection must be overwhelming for her because it put his sister’s to shame. Bright fabrics of all types, delicate linens, lightweight muslins, sheer chiffons, and exotic silks lined the walls. Illina had one partial mannequin. There were three here, each displaying a dress. Songbird had gone quiet, and he saw she was staring at the dresses.

There was a changing screen in the corner, and a woman was just bidding farewell to the previous customer. The seamstress approached. Her deep umber skin spoke of her Gadorn descent, and her bright eyes sparkled. She was wearing the Southern-style loose pants and vest their serving woman had at the tavern the night before, along with a colorful head scarf. “Welcome!”

“Hello!” Songbird was nearly tiptoeing with excitement as the collar of her dwarven tunic slipped down over her shoulder. Jaren resisted the urge to pull it back up onto her shoulder.

“What can I do for you?”

“Jaren is going to buy me a dress,” Songbird told the seamstress.

Jaren balked. The seamstress laughed easily as she looped her arm through Songbird’s in a friendly manner and began to lead her to the changing screen. “Certainly! For you, I have just the thing.”

“No. No dresses.”

Songbird turned to face him, her eyes pleading.

“No. Don’t look at me like that. A dress isn’t practical.”

“Sometimes impractical clothing is the best kind of clothing.” The seamstress teased with a wink.

Jaren untangled Songbird from the seamstress and walked her over to the far side of the shop. “We need to blend in. We’re going to need to move quickly, across the wilderness, a dress isn’t going to work well for that.”

“I could make it work.” She was very serious. “Wouldn’t you like it if I wore a nice dress?”

Of course, I would. “Let’s start by finding something to your liking in the local style.”

They returned to the seamstress. She brought out several pairs of loose, southern-style pants. Songbird settled on a pair of deep maroon pants made from light woven cotton, paired with a white, long-sleeved tunic and a matching vest, a maroon brocade with colorful flowers embroidered on it. Finally, a sheer scarf that could double as a vale, but would be far more breathable than sweltering under the hood of her heavy wool cloak.

The seamstress disappeared into the back of the shop for a few moments.

“Now can we look for a dress?” She turned to him, hopeful.

“Song, I really don’t think—”

“Now that you’ve gotten something practical, you need to at least consider the impractical.” The seamstress had returned, carrying a bundle of rich blue fabric in her arm. She held up an elven summer dress from Sarmatti. The dress was made from luxurious silk and sheer gossamer, which shimmered in the light.

Songbird’s eyes went wide before turning to Jaren. “I’m trying it on.”

“You can try it on if you like, but we’re not getting a dress.”

The seamstress had already pulled Songbird behind the changing screen. Jaren shifted his weight, feeling oddly restless as he waited. He resisted the urge to pace, instead choosing to study the bolts of fabric that lined the walls. They were wasting time.

The seamstress stepped out first, and Jaren’s attention snapped back to the changing screen a little quicker than he would have liked to admit. Songbird stepped out, presenting the dress. The skirts were slit high, nearly up to the waist. The fabric in the front was divided into two long sections, which covered her breasts and tied behind her neck. There were no sleeves because of this and the style created a plunging neckline leaving her freckled décolleté exposed. The manticore claw necklace he had made for her law between her breasts. She turned, pulling her hair over her shoulder and revealing the open back of the dress.

Jaren opened his mouth and then shut it. He swallowed. He opened his mouth again and closed it. Leave it to the Sarmattians to have their women wear something so revealing and yet so… “Beautiful.”

“Jaren is going to buy me this dress,“ Songbird told the seamstress; her voice was very soft, and her eyes never left Jaren’s. Powers save me, he thought.

The seamstress grinned. “Someone coming up from Sauchvor traded this to us last winter. Who knows when the trade routes will open up again, I haven’t been able to find a buyer. It fits the lady as if it was made for her. Really, you’d be doing me a favor by taking it off my hands. I’m even willing to part with it for far less than it’s worth.”

By all accounts, it felt like the world was ending, between an uprising in Sauchvor and cultists summoning a demon, Jaren didn’t know if they would live another fortnight. If it made her happy, how could he tell her no? Jaren cleared his throat. “Fine. But she’s not wearing it out of the shop.”
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Songbird was hot, dusty, and trying to ignore her pounding headache, which had come back with a vengeance. Wanting nothing more than to get out of the sun and get some water, she was doing her best to wait patiently as Jaren was finishing his discussion with one of the leather merchants. His sword needed a sheath. And he did buy her a very nice dress after all. She wasn’t sure she would be able to talk him into it, but he had been suspiciously quiet since she had tried it on.

Finally, coins clinked as they exchanged hands and Jaren took some wide strips, of hard leather, some thick sinew cord, and a heavy bone needle. They turned back toward the Dusty Rabbit.

By the end of the morning, Jaren and Songbird had acquired clothing far more suitable for travel, food, and supplies, as well as a good understanding of the current state of affairs in Vorglund, which were very bleak.

“I guess that’s that then?” She was lagging behind, struggling to keep up with Jaren’s long stride. “Time to move on?”

He paused, allowing her to catch up to him. He bent his elbow and held his arm out to her, much the same way as the flutist had done the night before. Songbird glanced up at him from under her lashes, taking in the strong shape of his face. She tucked her hand into the crook of his elbow. He pulled his arm to his body, bringing her close.

“Yes, time to go face the demon.”


Chapter forty-three
Doubt
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SONGBIRD HAD SEEN SNAILS MOVE FASTER than the passing scenery. Even the sun seemed reluctant to make its trek across the sky. Neither Jaren nor Songbird spoke much, the weight of their final task growing ever more oppressive. Gallop was anxious, sidestepping and tossing her head frequently. Deshyr mostly ignored her, but the gray warhorse, Storm, nipped at Gallop in reproach. Storm had been seen by the farrier in Orloriz and no longer walked with a limp. Songbird began to hum the horses seemed to settle a little.

“That’s the song you were singing in the dwarven stronghold, isn’t it? Where did you learn it?”

“It’s my song.”

“You came up with it, all on your own?”

“Mhmm. I miss singing, and it helped to work on a new song, even if it’s mostly been in here.” Songbird tapped the side of her head. “I’ve been really struggling with the last verse, but I think I’ve got it now. Would you like to hear it?”

“I would, actually. If you’ll sing it for me?”

She glanced at Jaren, suddenly a little nervous. He’d never taken an interest in her songs before now, but he seemed genuinely interested so she began to sing.

In the forests of my home, ‘ere the day had yet begun,
We’d gather, and sing, and we’d summon the sun.
But, innocent and foolish, we never realized,
It was no song of ours that could make the sun rise.

The bird who lifts her voice at midnight lifts her voice alone,
Still waters aren’t moved by the ripples of one stone,
So will this mean anything, in the end, when I’m gone,
Or is it still a foolish thing to try and sing the dawn.

Your farm girl stood the road, staff firm in her hand,
And faced down the demon, defending her land.
But did she achieve nothing but to choose where she’d fall?
And what if no morning light answers my call?

The bird who lifts her voice at midnight, lifts her voice alone,
Though I lay upon this altar all I am and all I’ve known
Will I have meant anything, in the end, when I’m gone?
Am I just one more foolish bird who tried to sing the dawn?”

But maybe all my choices, the great and the small,
Should better rest on who I am, not what might befall.
Though one single star could never brighten the night,
It can’t help but shine. It’s a vessel of light.

So though I lift my voice alone, I lift it yet for you,
To honor all you’ve given me, I must see this through.
Though I don’t know what light, or hope my sacrifice will bring.
At heart, I am a songbird… And a songbird will always sing.
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Jaren had never heard anyone sing with such ardor. Each note was laden with sorrow and hope. Her voice had soared and dipped as easily as a kestrel riding the winds.

Songbird went quiet, and Jaren struggled to find the right words. The horses continued along through the arid plains, their large hooves kicking up dust behind them. Desert locusts buzzed from the sage brush.

Finally, Songbird broke the silence, interrupting his thoughts. “Jaren, what happens after?”

“After?”

“You know, after.“ She gave him a look. “After the quest. When we’ve beaten Arzinock. What happens then?”

“Ah. Well, that depends. Ideally, we go home.”

“Oh.” Her voice was quiet. She looked down at the reins in her hands.

Jaren studied Songbird. “You’re not homesick?”

“No. Well yes. I mean sometimes. I’m just used to traveling with you, and maybe I’m not ready to go back home yet.”

“No?” He shifted, turning slightly sideways in his saddle to face her a little better. “You’re honestly not tired of sleeping on the ground for days on end with nothing but jerky and stale bread to eat?”

Songbird leaned back, looking up at the sky, as if deciding how she wanted to answer. Jaren followed her gaze. Huge white clouds were building in the distance. An eagle soared far above, riding the afternoon thermals. Insects called to each other in the midday heat and the warm air smelled of desert sage. Gallop swished her tail, trying to ward off a particularly persistent fly.

“Of course, it’s easy for you to tease, you’ve been all over Tigraen already. I want to see all the things that you’ve seen, to go to the places you’ve been.”

“That so? You really want to walk the width and breadth of Tigraen?”

“Yes!” She turned to Jaren. “We could help people, do what you used to do, travel and kill monsters and keep people like Rathal from stealing horses and hurting anyone, and we could do some good, I think.” She trailed off. “That is if you wanted to come with me.”

Jaren regarded her with a bemused expression. “If I wanted to come with you? Song, we haven’t even completed the quest we’re on, don’t you think it’s a little hasty to be planning your next endeavor?”

“No,” she said stiffly. “It gives us something to look forward to. To fight toward.”

Jaren nodded once, conceding. “Alright. Say we continue on together after defeating Arzinock. Where would we start?”

She paused, biting her bottom lip as she thought, looking into the distance. He could practically hear her mind working. “Ah! I know.” Her eyes were alight. “Where is your favorite place in all of Tigraen? That’s where I want to go first.”

He raised an eyebrow at her. “Why’s that?”

Her cheeks turned pink, and she was slow to answer, as if she were choosing her words carefully. “I want to know what brings you joy, to experience the things that you love, and to understand those things better. If we were to go someplace that made you happy, then maybe I could know you better by it.”

Jaren stared at her. He’d expected her to want a place with a story or a monster or something grand and splendid, certainly not someplace personal to him.

She hurried on. “If you don’t want to take me you could always tell me, and I could just go—”

“No.” Jaren cut her off. “It sounds nice. I suppose I’ll have to decide where my favorite place in Tigraen is.”

But he already knew. There was a place in Kolja-Sorja, on the northwestern side of Tigraen that suddenly came to mind. The Shadecrag mountains were wild and rugged there, but there was a little valley in the foothills. He remembered standing on the hill with a gnarled old pine, its branches sighing in the summer breeze. The view had been one of the most stunning he’d seen in all his travels. The snowcapped peaks protected the valley on its western edge and the deep blue waters of the Sorja lake in the east sparkled in the evening sun. It should have been too far north for fireflies, but there they were, drifting lazily above the meadows.

At one time he had thought about building a cabin there. Perhaps they could build a home together, fill it with trophies and treasures from their adventures, and one day, Jaren thought, perhaps, they could fill their home with the laughter of children instead. He glanced at Songbird perched in the saddle, riding Gallop smoothly as if she had been doing it her whole life. Her eyes searched the horizon, eager to see and to know and do. Her flaming hair was loose and tumbled down her back, the soft curves of her body swaying with the horse’s steady pace.

Tigraen be damned, and all her demons too. What if they left now? The border to Sarmatti was only a few days further south and then east. They’d have to avoid The Pale of course, but they could make it. Or maybe they could go west, past the Shadecrags, across the deserts of Gazea-Gozon, into the Free Kingdoms. There were plenty of places that weren’t Tigraen, places where they could ride away and never look back.

Except. He could not escape Skylae’s justice, no matter how far they rode, nor would he be able to escape his own guilt. And Songbird, well, Jaren was pretty sure there was no Power in all of Galhadria or the moons above that would convince her to abandon her quest. She would do as she willed, regardless of any and all consequences. He wished she wasn’t so stubborn; more-over he wished he didn’t admire that about her quite so much.

No. They had to finish this. There was no other way. Then, and only then, would they truly be free to go where they wished. The valley came back into his mind again, lush, and green, and peaceful.

“Jaren?” She leaned over and put a hand on his arm. He started at her touch. “Everything alright?”

“Yes. I was just thinking.” He fixed his gaze on her. “I know exactly the place I’ll take you first.”

She flushed at his response. Jaren shifted again in his saddle, turning back toward the road and the task that lay ahead. They were very close now.

The fortress itself was built into the side of the mountain and looked dilapidated as if it had not seen repair in years. Stone towers rose forth, crumbling walls between them surrounding a courtyard, barracks, and stables. Judging by the layout, Jaren had guessed that the fortress had been a military outpost at some point in Tigraen’s history, before being abandoned. There were too many ruins in Tigraen to remember what they had all been at one time or another. It was a country that had seen too much war and bloodshed, a country whose people had been forced to carry on, who did not have the luxury of returning to rebuild or reclaim every fallen city or outpost.

“There it is.” He gestured to the ruin. “The fortress of Arzinock.”


Chapter forty-four
Sojourn
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JAREN RAN HIS FINGERS over the small wooden carving. He held it up in the firelight, turning it each way, looking at it from every angle. He’d been working on it since they had left the Whisperwoods, and he still wasn’t sure if he was happy with it. There had been precious little time for it. They had been pursued by cultists, and then after leaving the dwarven stronghold, he had spent almost every moment either carving the hilt or sharpening his blade. The leather he had obtained in Orloriz had to be fashioned into a sheath. Songbird had taken to that task, insisting on helping. But now, with the sword complete, the blade sharpened, and the sheath stitched together, he could finally return to the small carving.

Songbird had helped him out of his armor and was now singing softly to herself as she was brushing the horses. When she finished, she disappeared off into the brush for a few moments and was now returning. Hearing her steps approaching their campfire, Jaren tucked the small carving away. Later. He would finish it later.

Songbird stepped into the firelight. Jaren stared. She had changed into the dress he had purchased for her in Orloriz. He hadn’t expected her to actually wear the damn thing. Jaren had never seen one of the Powers manifest, but if Mersey herself were to appear this instant, Songbird would have put her to shame. Her hair tumbled down her back in soft waves, her fair skin almost glowing softly in the starlight.

“Jaren?” She sounded nervous.

He waved her over. Campfire mingled with the sweet scent of sage in the night air. Lonely crickets called out softly in the night; the breeze whispered through the twisted pines and sagebrush. The fabric of her dress sighed, revealing the gentle curves of her legs as she crossed over to him.

“I have something I need to tell you. And I want you to just listen.” She waited for him to nod before continuing. “Tomorrow, we might not make it,” she said carefully. “And, it’s… I tried before… what I mean is.” Her breath quivered in her throat. She paused, flustered. “I’m not sure why this is so hard. I don’t know how to ask.” The fire crackled and popped behind her.

“That’s a first. You never have trouble with questions.” He teased, but he held out his hands and she took them, kneeling before him. He could feel her trembling. She really was nervous. His expression grew serious. Was she having second thoughts about going on? “Take your time.”

“Jaren,”—she gathered her nerves and looked up, meeting his eyes—“I want us. Please.” Abruptly, she leaned in and kissed him on the lips. Her touch was light, soft, like the brush of fresh flower petals. She pulled away quickly. He regarded her for a moment, watching a cascade of emotions play over her face. She stood up suddenly, pulling her hands from his. “I meant—”

Jaren grabbed her by the hips and pulled her down to straddle his lap, kissing her fiercely. He had wanted her for so long now. Like a wanderer in the desert, it would take more than a sip to slake his thirst. He wanted all of her. She shivered as he kissed below her ear, then down the side of her neck. He lingered in the small curve where her neck met her shoulder, brushing her skin with his lips, tasting the sweetness of her skin, drinking her in.

A low moan escaped her throat, and her fingers tangled themselves in his hair. He found one of the slits in her skirts, his hands hot against the shock of the cool night air as he slid them up her thighs. She sucked in a startled breath, pulling back, caught between desire and fear. Their eyes met his unspoken question hanging in the air between them.
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Her heart thundered in her chest, she was beginning to ache. She needed his touch, craved his body, hard against her. “Yes,” Songbird told him, tremulous with want, nodding. “Yes.”

She leaned in to kiss him again but he pulled back. “Is this your first time, ever?“ By the way Jaren had emphasized the word she understood. He wanted to know if she’d experienced this before becoming human.

“Yes.” She tried not to sound as self-conscious as she felt. “You’ll be my first.”

“And you’re sure this is what you want?”

“Yes.”

“It might be uncomfortable for you,” Jaren spoke slowly, his voice low. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

Songbird squeezed his forearms. “I trust you.”

“If at any point you don’t like what’s happening, or you want me to stop, you tell me.” He leveled his gaze, eyes dark and green and knowing.

“I will.”

He stood up, pulling her to her feet with him, and led her over to where their bedrolls were laid out. She pulled her hair to the front as he untied the fabric at her neck, his fingers brushing lightly over her skin. Her dress dropped to the ground with a whisper. She stood naked before him, her skin bathed in pale starlight. She stretched, savoring the night air against her skin, breathing out a sigh of contentment. She was radiant, knowing no shame, feeling more herself out of her clothes than in them.

His hands were warm and calloused as they moved over the curves of her body, taking in all of her. They traveled from her hips over her waist, where he brushed over the large pale scar across her right side. Jaren let go of her just long enough to pull his own shirt off. He cupped her breasts, running his thumbs over her nipples, causing her to shiver. He kissed her again, tongue darting between her soft lips, and she wrapped her arms around his neck, pressing her body against him, curling her fingers into his hair.

Songbird swayed on her feet, breathless. Her heart was racing. He eased them down. Songbird reached for his belt, more sure of herself now. Her nimble fingers quickly worked the buckle, and she pulled his belt free. He tugged the rest of his clothes off. She paused, taking in the sight of him, eyes roaming his body. He was all lean muscle, olive skin marked with a myriad of scars.

A deep ache had settled between her legs. She wanted to touch him, to travel every inch of him. Songbird placed a hand on his chest, her fingers cool against the heat of his skin. She let her hands wander, trailing down. Jaren sucked in a breath as she touched him, exploring.

He moved forward, leaning her back down onto the blankets. He bent his head down and kissed her breasts, flicking his tongue lightly over one of her nipples. The stubble of his beard tickled her skin as he trailed kisses down her body. His lips grazed the crest of her hip before he parted her thighs and began to kiss between her legs. She gasped with delight, her head tilting back.

She had no idea she could feel this way, each touch, each sensation more surprising, more pleasurable than the last. Jaren slid his hand up her inner thigh. She moaned again, clutching the blankets as he slid a finger inside her. Ripples of pleasure spread through her, slowly building as he began to work her into a fervor, his finger stroking her while his thumb traced circles around a particularly sensitive part of her. She arched her back, tightening around him. “Jaren!” She breathed, desperation and ecstasy mingling in her voice.

He pulled her to him. Songbird felt the pressure of him, and then pain as he entered her. She winced, tensing around him. But the pain passed, and she wrapped her legs around his waist, pressing herself to him, the heat and the hardness of him filling her. She couldn’t remember when she’d started wanting him to claim her in this way, but it was far stranger and more wonderful than she’d imagined. Breath quivering, she gripped him hard with her legs, pressing, needing him in a way she had never needed anything, yearning for release.

“Patience,” He murmured into her ear, guiding her. His movements were agonizingly slow at first, yet she couldn’t help but savor the exquisite sensation of his length sliding in and out of her. His steady movements quickened, and she clung to him, instinct taking over, pacing him. Suddenly, her whole body tensed, and pleasure, like she had never known, filled her. Every muscle in her strained in pure bliss as she surrendered to him. And so at the culmination of their coupling, Jaren surrendered himself to her as well. Both of them were utterly spent when he finally lay down beside her on the blanket.

Gradually Songbird became aware of the sounds of the night. Crickets chirped, a log in the fire popped, and sagebrush rustled softly in the breeze. Gallop pawed the ground nearby. She rolled onto her side to face him, glistening with sweat in the starlight, still quivering as the last remnants of euphoria ebbed from her body. He pulled her close, wrapping a strong arm around her, and kissed her on the forehead. Overhead, a thousand stars shimmered in the night sky. 
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Desert birds called out to each other in the early morning air. Jaren came awake as the horizon was starting to lighten with the first pale rays of dawn. The slow rise and fall of Songbird’s breathing told him that she was still asleep. He studied her face. She was sleeping peacefully, her face untroubled, soft freckles decorating her cheekbones and around her eyes. There were so many things he wanted to say to her, things he had been trying to put into words for weeks now. Absently he reached over and gently ran his fingers through her hair.

Why was it so difficult to tell her how he felt? But how could he? What would he say? You can’t come with me. I don’t know if I can protect you from what we’re facing. I can’t lose you because how could I ever go on without you? How could he tell her that he had never cared about or wanted any other woman this way before; that he loved her?

She stirred, stretching under their blanket, before blinking sleepily at him. He wrapped his arms around her and she tucked her head under his chin. Her skin was soft and warm against him.

“Jaren?”

“Yes?”

“Were you upset with me, before, in Orloriz?”

“No.”

“Will you be upset with me if I tell you now?”

“No, Song.” He kissed her hair.

“I love you.”

He hesitated. If there was a sure way for him to shield her from Arzinock, it would be to deny his love for her. But she deserved to know. He opened his mouth but closed it with a slow exhale. Her fingers traced lightly over his arms.

“It’s okay,” she told him very gently. “You don’t have to say anything. I just wanted you to know.”

In all his life, Jaren could never remember anyone accepting him so completely. Here she was, bearing her heart to him with no expectations, accepting him exactly as he was in this moment: a broken man who couldn’t muster up the courage to tell her how he felt. He felt his heart might splinter and crumble. Powers, he didn’t deserve her. He brought her hand up and kissed the inside of her wrist. They lay quietly, watching the sky lighten from pale yellow to blue. Jaren buried his face in her hair. She smelled like pines and starlight, like home. For one last beautiful moment, nothing else existed.


Chapter forty-five
Fortress
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HINTS OF THE DISTANT STENCH of brimstone and rotting flesh came and went whenever the wind changed directions. Scraggly pines clung to the mountainside, too stubborn and ancient to know that this was not a good place to grow. Gallop’s ears were swiveling in all directions, her nostrils flaring, alert, and apprehensive. Storm and Deshyr were walking with their heads down, chewing their bit anxiously. Dawn had come, bright and clear, but now gray clouds began to move in.

Despite the fortress’s abandoned appearance, the road leading up to the main gate was well-worn. Jaren dismounted first, then went to help Songbird from Gallop, and though she didn’t need it, she accepted his help.

Anxious, her senses seemed to be taking everything in with shocking clarity. She could smell rain on the wind. The sky was beginning to turn a dark, angry blue to the west. It was still clear in the east, and the sun lit the desert sage and the gnarled pines magnificently. The leaves and needles were a shocking green against violent clouds while the pine bark was a myriad of deep browns and soft ambers. The trunks twisted and writhed as they grew toward the heavens, having been shaped by years of winds blowing off the plains.

She had set aside her skirts today and was wearing the southern-style pants they had gotten in Orloriz, which she wore tucked into her high boots. Jaren had managed to acquire his preferred northern style of loose pants and tunic. Songbird tilted her head as she studied him, remembering all the lines of him and the feel of his hands on her skin. His black hair shone in the sunlight, his movements confident and precise as he tied the horses. She was again reminded of the rugged beauty of a distant mountain. Her chest ached as she realized just how far from Reven Wood they were. Jaren is home, she thought to herself. If he is with me, then I am exactly where I need to be.

Instead of hobbling the horses, Jaren tied their reins with a quick release knot to the largest juniper, to provide the most cover for them. While he worked Songbird pulled her hair over her shoulder and plaited it tightly.

They took turns checking each other’s armor. Songbird checked the straps and tightened a few of the buckles in a routine that had become very familiar to her by now. She laced his bracers, delicate fingers weaving the leather cord through the eyelets with ease. Jaren returned the favor, examining her straps and buckles, adjusting anything if needed, before Songbird belted on her quiver. He helped her lace her wrist guard onto her bow arm, tying the knots slower than normal. Jaren was always precise and deliberate, though she couldn’t help but sense a certain tenderness in his attention this time.

Songbird strung her bow and filled her quiver with arrows. She had decided she rather liked the dwarven style, which allowed her to draw from the hip as opposed to over her shoulder from her back. She belted her dagger to the other side. Jaren had already belted on his sword, resting comfortably in the leather sheath she had sewn for him. Songbird had insisted on helping with that part, working with the thick bone needle and tough sinew by the campfire in the evening while Jaren used the whetstone, honing the blade’s edge till it was razor sharp, gleaming like white silver whenever it caught the light.

Songbird stroked Gallop comfortingly, gently petting her nose. “Be good. Watch out for Storm and Deshyr while we’re gone. We’ll be back soon,” she told the mare. 


[image: image-placeholder]


Jaren pulled their supplies from the saddlebags: torches, rope, bandages and salves, and finally, still wrapped in a bloody scrap of Rathal’s robe, the relic. He was checking the saddlebags for anything else he might want when he found the carving he had been working on.

The wooden bird was small in his hand, as finely carved and intricately detailed as he had been able to manage with his knife by firelight. He had meant it as a gift, but the timing had never seemed quite appropriate. The bird was elegantly poised as if it was mid dive in flight, its wings gracefully swept back, its head tilted, beak open in song. He hesitated, the deep redwood feeling heavy against his palm.

“Hey!” Songbird chirped, impatient. He turned, glancing over his shoulder. She stood with her hands on her hips, head cooked to the side. “Are we ready?” But the tremor in her voice betrayed the confidence of her posture.

I’ll give it to her later. He dropped the carving back into the saddlebag and fastened the straps. “Yes.” He bent and gathered the shoulder pack, which contained their supplies and one of the waterskins. “We’re ready.” 
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Jaren led them away from the main road and around to the far side of the fortress. The old game trail was barely visible anymore, but Jaren, who had spent nearly half his life trekking through the wild parts of Tigraen either with the garrison or with his pack, found it again. The trail wound up the steeper side of the mountain. Jaren forged ahead while Songbird carefully picked her way through the tall grasses, weaving in and out of scraggly bristlecone pines and twisted junipers, bringing up the rear. Thunder rumbled in the distance, but directly overhead the sun beat down, the summer heat merciless.

They were drenched in sweat by the time they reached the outer wall of the fortress. Jaren’s clothes clung to his skin under his leather breastplate. Wisps of Songbird’s hair that had escaped her braid stuck to her face. Jaren wiped the sweat from his forehead, pushing his hair back, before drinking from the waterskin. When he was finished, he handed it to Songbird. “You sure you’re ready for this?”

She took several long draws before popping the cork back into the stem and handing it back to Jaren. “As ready as I’m ever going to be.”

“And you’re sure you’ve figured out how to make the relic work?” He shouldered the waterskin.

“A little late to be asking me that now, don’t you think?” She smirked wryly.

“Say it.”

Songbird rolled her eyes. “I know how it works. I do. But we need to use it as a last resort because of the risk involved. We should try to kill him outright, without its help, if we can. I’ve trusted you, time and again. Now I need you to trust me on this.” Her touch was gentle as she placed her hand over his.

The muscles in his jaw tightened. “Just so, it is as you say.”

Turning to the left, keeping their right hand on the wall, they walked the edge of the fortress until they found a portion of the wall that had been blasted apart some years ago. The hair on the back of Jaren’s neck stood up, and he suddenly felt cold, despite the summer heat. Here, in this very spot, years ago, Feyn, Wrinnit, Alceas, and he had the discussion that had sealed their fate. He broke out in sweat anew.

Songbird’s hand found its way into his, and she gave him a reassuring squeeze. “It’s going to be okay. You’re going to beat him this time.” She smiled at him, ever sanguine. He squeezed her hand back. Together they climbed through the wall and into the fortress.

Jaren had seen no patrols, or signs of anyone from the outside, except that the road to the main entrance appeared to have been well used. Now that they were inside, it was eerily quiet. Cautiously, they scurried between doorways and crept along the inside of the wall and down the hallways making their way toward the center of the fortress.

Peeking into the rooms as they passed, Songbird reported them deserted. As they came to a cross hallway, they paused, Jaren looking around the corner to scout ahead. She tugged on his sleeve.

“Jaren,” she mouthed her voice barely a whisper. “Why is it empty? Where is everyone?”

He shrugged. They slipped around the corner and down another hallway toward the courtyard.

She pulled on his sleeve again. “Is it a trap?”

“I don’t think so.” He put his hand out to slow their forward movement as they approached the end of the hall. “Up until recently ago, Rathal had the relic in hand and was on his way here. Arzinock would have no need of a large unit of troops to be stationed here.”

“But surely there’s someone?”

As if to answer her, voices echoed down the hall from the courtyard. Songbird nocked an arrow and Jaren raised his sword. Sticking to the shadows, they crept as close as they could manage. There were two men and a woman standing in the courtyard, heads shaved, dressed in brown robes. Thunder rolled long and slow across the countryside. Only snippets of their discussion were audible.

“ ... should be here any day now...”

“... and Kreeg ... but what about...”

“But Duchess of Sauchvor said...”

“... think the relic will free him?”

“Most certainly... was there during … summoning.”

“Remember,” Jaren told Songbird under his breath, “these men will kill you if they get a chance or feed you to their master. It’s us or them.” She nodded once, hardening her expression. Jaren shifted his body to shield her as best he could, and she took what cover she could from behind him as she drew her bow.

Songbird picked the biggest one of the group and aimed for him. As much as her instincts told her to go for the eyes, she deferred to a larger target. He was just opening his mouth to speak when there was a “thhck.” He looked down to find an arrow sticking out from between his ribs. The other cultists with him went wide-eyed. His fingers moved up to touch the arrow in disbelief.

A second arrow embedded itself in the triangle at the base of his throat. He wheezed as he started to panic. His companions were slowly moving into action, their lack of combat experience painfully obvious, as they fumbled to pull clubs from their belts. Jaren came at them like a hungry wolf, and they fell before him. Songbird darted across the courtyard, sidestepping the pools of blood on the cobblestones. She joined Jaren as he was putting a swift end to the man she had shot, who was wheezing, panicked, and gasping for air.

A long, deep roar emanated from deep inside the mountain, which shook the fortress. Bits of rock and dust tumbled down from the walkway around the courtyard. Songbird looked at Jaren, pale. “Is that..?”

“Yes. That’s him.”

She swallowed nervously.

Jaren and Songbird engaged in two more brief skirmishes before reaching the top of the stairs that led down into the dungeon.

Standing at the precipice, the dark maw of the stairwell was open and waiting to swallow them. Songbird shivered. Jaren pressed his lips and blew out a slow breath through his nose before unshouldering the pack. She shifted her weight anxiously, wiping sweaty palms on her pants as he lit a torch and led them down into the shadows. 
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Together, they descended into the darkness. The stench that drifted up was nearly enough to gag Songbird. She covered her mouth and nose with her hand to try to keep it out but was unsuccessful. It was a long, long way down. Songbird’s legs began to burn after a while. She had expected the air to be cool, as it had been in the dwarven stronghold, but the air coming up from below was warm and reeked of death. The smell of rancid flesh with just a hint of rotting fruit coated the back of her throat. Light flickered from the torch, barely enough to ward off the shadows, which shifted ominously against the roughly hewn wall.

Between the smell and the absolute pitch dark and the knowledge of what was waiting below, this was worse than any other time she had been underground. She glanced over her shoulder, hoping for one last glimpse of the sky, but Jaren continued on, undaunted, and she hurried to keep up with him. Another feral roar rose up from the dungeon, and she felt the vibration in the air and deep in her body as the terrible sound passed through them.

Gradually, orange firelight came into view, ebbing out from the threshold at the bottom of the stairs. At last, they had arrived.


Chapter forty-six
Arzinock
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JAREN CREPT UP TO THE DOORWAY, pressing his back to the wall, and stole a glance around the corner. Just as he remembered, the dungeon was once again dimly lit by torches and fires burning in braziers. The air was hazy with smoke and dust. Across from the doorway, loomed the accursed black altar. Behind the altar was the large, black bell, which had collapsed at some point and lay cracked on the floor.

Unlike last time, Arzinock was positioned in the middle of the room, exactly where the summoning circle had been etched into the stones. The demon’s torso was above ground, but at the waist his body melded into the floor. He had been trapped between worlds when Alceas had interrupted the summoning spell. Unable to finish crossing over, but bound by the incomplete magic of the ritual, neither was he able to return to Gorothka.

Over the years he had grown into the dungeon, his body melding with the stones like an infection spreading from a wound. By now, his mass covered large sections of the floor and had begun to climb up the walls. Hundreds of bones lay strewn about, pale against his black hide and the gray floor. The putrid rotten egg smell of sulfur mixed with decomposing bodies choked the air. Arzinock had propped himself up, head facing the door, his eyes half closed, glowing in the dim light, nostrils smoking. The demon made a thrumming sound deep in his throat, which was so low and so loud, Jaren felt it in his bones.

Jaren’s chest tightened. Though he had faced this creature before, and Arzinock had haunted his dreams for years, the sight of the demon was still unsettling. Unbidden, his brother’s broken body came to mind and the sound of Alceas’ last screams echoed across his memory. This, one of the most hated enemies of Tigraen, had taken everything from him. Anger welled up inside him suddenly, so intense it burned away any last remnants of fear. He tightened his grip on his sword, the leather cord that wrapped the hilt creaking softly. This would end today, with his death or Arzinock’s.

He felt Songbird press up against him, craning her neck to look around him into the room. Jaren watched the blood drain from her face as she got her first real look at the demon. Arzinock’s head was covered in wickedly curving horns, his hide both scorched and armored. Heat radiated off him, as well as the stench of brimstone, oppressive in the underground space. This was certainly a denizen of some hellish domain. The worst of it was his eyes, which were smoldering pits of hate and fury. She went weak in the knees, and Jaren grabbed her arm as she started to slip to the floor. He pulled her back to standing. She was shaking in terror, on the verge of completely losing her nerve.

“Stop it,” Jaren hissed, shaking her roughly by the arm. When she made no response, he grabbed her chin and turned her face toward him. “Look at me.” She tore her gaze away from Arzinock and turned her focus to Jaren. Her pupils were huge, her eyes wild with fear. “Breathe,” he told her. She pulled in a shuddering breath. “Again. Breathe.”

She nodded, and he could see she was trying to settle herself the way she had practiced nightly at camp.

“Good. I need you to focus,” he continued, his voice hushed, “I need you at my back. You are Songbird, you were born for this, and you will not be afraid.” She nodded again, more eagerly. Though her hands still trembled, she pulled an arrow from her quiver and nocked it.

“Coward.” Arzinock’s gravelly voice shook the room. “Come forth and face me.”

Songbird and Jaren looked at each other. There was so much he wanted to tell her, but that time had passed. He grabbed her around the waist with his free hand. Pulling her to him, he kissed her fiercely. It was as brief as it was intense. Jaren tore his eyes away from her and stepped around the corner. 
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Songbird dropped to her knees and went through the pack. There, still wrapped in part of Rathal’s shredded robe, was the relic, the red gem glowing brightly in the dim light. She rewrapped it, the relic almost too hot to touch even through the layers of cloth, and stuffed it into her breastplate before grabbing her bow and leaping to her feet. She steeled herself and followed Jaren. She would not let this man fall.

Arzinock had pushed himself upright, nostrils flaring, maw gaping. Jaren and the demon had locked eyes, sizing each other up. Tension crackled in the air between them. Arzinock roared. The sound was deafening, echoing off the dungeon walls, causing Songbird to cover her ears. Dirt and bits of debris dropped down from the ceiling. Jaren and Arzinock never took their eyes off each other. Jaren did not hesitate, he advanced on the demon. Arzinock waited, growling deep in his throat.

Songbird loosed her arrow, which bounced harmlessly off the armored scales on Arzinock’s back. The demon gave it no more attention than he would a flea. With Arzinock distracted, Songbird stepped into the room, although every fiber of her being was screaming at her to hide. She leveled her bow once more at the malevolent beast. Arzinock was focused on Jaren. As she exhaled, her breath steamed, the air around her rapidly cooling. She pulled as much power as she dared, and the metal tip of her arrow began to frost over. Willing her arrow to strike true, she let it fly. This time, the arrow embedded itself between the armored scales of the demon’s back, and ice began to creep from the shaft in delicate snowflake patterns.

Arzinock grunted, shaking himself. Her arrow burst into flame and the ice melted away. The demon turned to Songbird for the first time, and she felt the full weight of his attention upon her. Her knees threatened to buckle.

The demon tilted his head back and laughed, a roaring sound akin to a forest fire. “Behold. Another morsel has been delivered unto me by your hands, Jaren of Mulk.”

The muscles in Jaren’s jaw flexed as he clenched his teeth. An arrow whistled by Jaren’s ear and landed with a soft “thwk” in the demon’s neck, ice spreading from the arrow.

“Petulant creature,” he snarled.

Songbird shot him again.

Arzinock lowered his head and grinned at her, razor teeth gleaming, his nostrils smoking. The demon opened his mouth and spewed fire at her. She dashed out of the way, running along the wall as the stream of fire followed her, scorching the rock. 
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Jaren shouted, rushing forward and swinging at Arzinock. The demon snapped his maw shut and pulled his head out of reach before sending another blast of fire at Jaren. Jaren dipped out of the way, sprinting to remain ahead of the fire.

An arrow sank into Arzinock’s face, below one of his eyes. The demon shook himself, unfazed. Songbird darted about, pelting Arzinock with arrows, while Jaren attacked the demon head-on. The polished edges of his blade gleamed silver in the darkness, pulling him forward, eager to do its work. Jaren moved like a gale through the trees, violent and destructive. 
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Songbird was drawing a steady stream of power now. Her mind had gone quiet. Everything else had fallen away, the putrid air ceased to bother her, and the smoke no longer burned her eyes. Calmly, she knocked an arrow, drew, exhaled, and released. By darting in and out and attacking him, they seemed to be gaining the upper hand. Arzinock was anchored to the floor in the middle of the dungeon. As long as they could keep out of reach perhaps they could wear him down and win the fight.

Without warning the demon launched himself at Jaren, digging his claws into the dungeon floor for purchase. His claws dug deep into the stone, and he pulled. Hard. There was a nauseating squelching sound as his flesh ripped apart. Arzinock drug himself forward, blood spurting out onto the floor behind him from where he had ripped himself apart. He had completely torn himself in two to get away from where his lower half was trapped in the stone. 
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It took Jaren a second to register what had happened, but he brought his sword up just in time to block a swipe from the demon. The holy blade burst alight with blue flame and demonic flesh sizzled as they made contact. Arzinock jerked his hand back and screamed with fury. Jaren immediately went on the offensive, lunging forward and driving the demon back.

Arzinock was much larger than Jaren, but he was slower; he was forced to drag his body around by pushing or pulling himself with his arms, making maneuvering difficult. Jaren darted in, circling, landing several blows as Arzinock struggled to turn himself fast enough. Enraged, the demon bellowed and continued to swipe at Jaren, who was forced to back away from its monstrous claws.

Jaren continued to back up, sidestepping to keep himself from getting pinned against the wall. The further away from the center of the room he got, the more Arzinock struggled to pull himself forward. Arzinock roared and dug his claws into the ground, fighting against the invisible forces that pulled him back toward the summoning circle. His claws left deep gouges in the stone floor. He shrieked in defiance and threw himself forward again, slashing at Jaren. Jaren dove out of the way, but Arzinock’s claws caught him in the legs, tripping him. Jaren managed to land in a roll and came up sprinting, putting some distance between them. At last, Arzinock allowed himself to be pulled back to the center of the room, leaving a bloody trail across the floor. The demon glared, calculating.
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Shouts carried down the stairwell. Songbird dashed toward the single entrance, panting. Arzinock slithered after her, dragging himself across the floor. Jaren sprinted around, trying to get between the demon and Songbird. Bile rose in the back of her throat. Her bow slipped from her grasp. She put her hands on the wall. Arzinock shrieked, causing her to startle. She squeezed her eyes shut. Focus. Focus. Focus. She took a breath and nearly gagged, the brimstone and rotting flesh coating her throat. Frost and rime spread from her fingertips coating the wall. Razor-sharp blades of ice sprang up impaling anyone on the staircase. The shouts died in a gurgling cry of horror and desperation. Arzinock roared at Jaren; the sound shook the room once more. Jaren stood his ground, placing himself in front of Songbird, sword up, on guard.

Jaren lunged forward, driving his sword into Arzinock’s reaching hand. The sizzle of burning flesh filled the air as the holy blade scorched the demon’s hide. Arzinock screamed, pulling back. The demon breathed deep, his lungs working like giant bellows. The demon exhaled, breathing a stream of hellfire straight at Jaren. Songbird leapt to Jaren’s exposed side, throwing her hands out in front of her. The fire hit a wall of solid ice, which hissed and sizzled. Steam billowed up as the hellfire melted through the thick blockade. Songbird shook from the effort, sweat poured down her face as she worked to maintain the protective ice wall. Arzinock shrieked and slammed his fist into the ice wall, cracking it.

Songbird sagged, the effort from using so much magic sapping her strength quicker than she had hoped. Jared pulled her with him as he backed away and Arzinock allowed himself to be dragged back to the middle of the room. Songbird watched with despair as the wound in Arzinock’s palm began to heal, as well as several of the gashes that Jaren had landed on the demon’s forearms. Looking down at her quiver she saw her arrows were gone. She felt dizzy, her remaining grip on her power tenuous at best.

Jaren swore under his breath, panting. “We can’t kill him while he’s still connected to Gorothka. We have to either send him back or bring him through.”

This was it. They were down to it, the moment she had been dreading. “If I can make him vulnerable, can you kill him?” Songbird’s voice quivered.

Arzinock lunged forward, striking the ice wall again. The cracks spread.

“Yes, do it!”

The demon blasted the ice with another fiery breath, and struck again, shattering the wall, sending chunks of ice flying. Jaren sprinted to the side. Songbird circled wide, dashing behind the demon and towards the altar.

Jaren and the demon continued to battle, Arzinock letting forth another terrible roar. Songbird stood behind the altar and pulled the relic out from under her breastplate. Her hands were shaking as she unwrapped it. The stone sculpture tumbled onto the altar, knocking bits of dried blood loose. Songbird pulled her dagger from her belt. This was the only way. She would bring Arzinock through making him mortal so Jaren could kill him. All that was required was a blood sacrifice on the altar.

The metal was cold against her skin. She bit her lip as she pressed down and pulled the dagger across her palm. She cried out, having cut deeper than she meant to. Blood welled up from the wound, and she dropped the dagger. With clenched teeth, she held her trembling hand over the relic. Her blood smoked and sizzled as it dripped onto the relic. Arzinock whipped his head around immediately.

The demon slithered across the dungeon with a sudden burst of speed. She grabbed the relic with her good hand and scurried for cover. The relic blistered her skin as she crawled into the huge black bell. She pressed her injured palm against it, willing it to work, blood hissing as it touched the stone. Arzinock pulled himself up over the altar and brought his head down to the opening of the bell. His burning eyes and smoking nostrils filled her vision, she tried to scoot herself back as far as she could, desperately pulling power.

Arzinock lifted his head up and shoved his claw into the bell, grabbing Songbird. His claws pierced her leather armor. She let out a pained cry as they dug into her flesh. Still, she held onto the relic, her eyes squeezed shut. Ice and frost began to creep up Arzinock’s claws and fingers.
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Jaren was scrambling to get to them, panic rising in his chest. He lost traction on the floor, wet with blood and water and decomposition. Arzinock turned his attention to Jaren, his maw curling into a wicked grin. Jaren froze. The demon squeezed his hand, sinking his claws deeper into Songbird. She whimpered in response. Even in the dim light, Jaren could see the blood soaking her clothing.

Suddenly the red gem in the relic cracked. The old runes carved into the stone floor began to glow brightly. Arzinock bellowed in victory as his body slid toward the center of the dungeon. The air shimmered, and Jaren watched in disbelief as Arzinock’s torso reknit itself together, connecting with his lower half, which flowed through the portal. The demon had to crouch down from the low ceiling, his long, wicked tail twitching with delight. He had made it into Tigraen at last.


Chapter forty-seven
Songbird
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ARZINOCK PURRED deep in his throat as he moved toward Jaren. He clutched Songbird tightly in his hand. Oh, Powers save us. Jaren finally understood why she had been so reluctant to use the relic. She was keening pitifully as the demon twisted his claws into her. Jaren was beyond rage, nearly beyond thinking. He charged at Arzinock, sword leveled.

The demon spewed fire from his maw in a wide arc around the room, blood and water evaporating in blinding, reeking steam. Still, Jaren rushed forward. Arzinock’s tail lashed out, knocking Jaren to the ground, his sword skidding across the floor. The demon pounced, pinning Jaren with his other massive hand. Scalding saliva dripped from between his teeth.

“Thus art thou brought low before me, wretched human.” The demon grinned. 
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Lightheaded and struggling to hold onto consciousness, Songbird willed every last bit of power to come to her bidding. I will not let him fall. Jagged shards of ice burst up through the dungeon floor, piercing the demon’s feet, thick frost and ice rapidly spread from the wounds, coating the demon’s scales. Arzinock shrieked, rearing up, freeing Jaren.

“Kill him!” Songbird screamed with the last of her strength, “kill him now!” 
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Jaren rolled to the side, grabbed his sword, and leapt to his feet. The demon was howling in pain and fury. Jaren came up just in time to see Arzinock slam Songbird into the ground so hard the stones cracked on impact.

Jaren’s eyes went wide. Ice continued to creep up Arzinock’s legs. Snowflakes hung in the air. The flames in the braziers sputtered and hissed as the temperature dropped, and then went out. The dungeon was plunged into total darkness. Only the glow of Arzinock’s eyes remained.

Suddenly, Jaren was back in Reven Wood. It was morning, the sun warm on his skin. He could smell the crisp oak and pine in the air. Songbirds called from the branches and squirrels skittered up and down the trunks. The grass of his clearing was soft under his boots, his blade heavy in his hand. He could hear and smell and sense, but he could not see. He was blind. He had practiced this routine every morning for hundreds upon hundreds of days, fighting against invisible enemies.

Back underground, in the demon’s lair, he raised his sword. Blue and white flames danced along the edge of the blade. Rage and adrenaline honed his senses to a keen edge. The demon swiped at Jaren, and he parried on instinct. The movements flowed through him without thought, his body sensing every attack, performing every counter with perfect clarity. Arzinock pressed his attack, but in the darkness Jaren held his own, matching every strike and slash as if he could see them coming. The demon’s attacks became increasingly erratic, his frustration mounting. Arzinock let out a desperate screech and swatted at Jaren. Jaren swung his sword, meeting the blow and nearly severing the demon’s forearm. This time, the wound did not close.

Arzinock reared up, his maw wide. An orange glow crept up his throat as he prepared his hellfire. Jaren ducked out of the way and darted inside the demon’s defenses. He drove his sword into the demon’s chest, the blade erupting in cold fire as blood spurted out from the wound. A Phoenic defense followed by a Vendarian attack. Arzinock shrieked and tried to push himself backward, away from Jaren.

Jaren drove the blade in and pulled down, heaving himself along the length of Arzinock’s torso. The holy sword slid through the demon’s flesh like water and the wound smoked and sizzled as blood and entrails poured out. Jaren yanked the blade free and turned back toward the demon’s head. Arzinock continued to push himself away. Jaren advanced, hearing and feeling his way toward his target, his steps confident.

Arzinock struggled to prop himself up with one arm. He sagged, weakly struggling to put some distance between himself and the warrior, unable to stand on his mangled and frostbitten feet. Jaren stepped forward, raised the sword overhead, and brought it down upon the demon’s neck with all of his might. The blade sank deep into Arzinock’s flesh. The demon let out a howl, which faded into a pitiful gurgling cry. Jaren pulled his sword free and struck once, twice more and then the demon’s head came free of his body and fell to the ground with a loud, wet, thud.

Arzinock’s body flailed around wildly for a desperate moment before dropping to the ground. Jaren stood, breathing hard, sword gripped tightly in his hands. The body continued to twitch but eventually went still.

The demon was dead. 
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Jaren sank to his knees as the adrenaline left his body. Gradually, the fires in the braziers flickered back to life as the magic faded from the room. Arzinock’s decapitated body lay before him, wounds smoldering. The head lay on the ground several feet away, the eyes had rolled back in their sockets and the mouth hung open, tongue lolling out to the side lifelessly.

He forced himself back to his feet. There was a horrible, hollow tightness in his chest. There was no way Songbird could have survived. Jaren could not bear the thought of seeing her body broken and mangled, but the thought of leaving her here was far worse. No. He would not, could not, do that to her. He would take her outside and bury her under a tree, where she could still see the sky. She would like that. That would be best. He staggered over to the crater on the floor and forced himself to look.

What he saw didn’t make sense. Her clothes were there, inside her crushed armor, which lay in the middle of the impact site. Cracks in the stone spider-webbed out from the center of the crater. But no pool of blood. No broken body. She was simply… gone. He stared, trying to comprehend what he was seeing.

Exhausted, confused, and utterly devastated, he dropped to his knees next to her armor. How could there be no body? Tentatively, he reached toward her tattered breastplate. Was that movement or some trick of the light? Jaren pulled his gloves off and carefully lifted her leather armor. A small lump struggled weakly, tangled in her clothing. Tremulous, Jaren pulled the cloth aside. What he found was a small bird, its little chest rising and falling rapidly with the nervousness of a feral animal in an unfamiliar environment. It flapped wildly, uncoordinated, dazed, and unable to fly.

Holding his breath, he carefully reached out to catch the bird. Panicked, it tried to flutter away from him, but he cupped his hands over it pinning it down gently. Ever so gingerly curling his fingers underneath it, he scooped the bird up in his hands and brought it close to his chest. Jaren had never handled anything quite so delicately in his life. Eventually, the bird stopped struggling, and he lifted his top hand to look at it.

The bird was resting quietly in his palm. It had rich, wine-red feathers along its back that faded to a honey-golden color in the tale with a pale white chest and belly which were dotted with little spots: a red and gold Tigraen wood thrush. The little bird looked around, large brown eyes taking everything in. When it saw Jaren, it stretched its wings out, the tips of the feathers were charred, blackened, and curling at the ends. The bird shook itself before settling down into his hand again, the feathers of its breast like a soft whisper against his skin.

“Songbird? Is that you?” Jaren’s voice was hoarse, barely above a whisper. The bird looked up at him, tilting her head to the side, but he could not be sure there was any understanding in her dark, avian eyes.

Jaren wept.


Chapter forty-eight
Jaren
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AFTER THE LONG, arduous climb from the dungeon, Jaren emerged into the fortress above. A gentle rain was falling and thunder sounded in the far distance. He searched the ruins until he found a suitable container for Songbird. She would not stay in his hands, or perch on his shoulder as she once had, and when given the opportunity, she would flutter desperately trying to escape. Worried she would injure herself further, he held her close to his chest, pinning her burned wings to her sides. Eventually, he found an old bucket. It was dented and rusted, but it seemed sturdy enough to at least hold a small songbird. He gently deposited her into the bucket and tied a scrap of her tunic over the top of it.

It was nearly dusk by the time he returned to the horses. Storm was chewing on some plant he had pulled from the dry ground, and Gallop dozing comfortably with one hoof relaxed. The mare woke as Jaren approached, and she looked around for Songbird. She snorted and pawed at the ground as if demanding that Jaren explain why the small woman was not with him. Dropping his pack, and her bow and her quiver, which he had collected and carried up from the depths, he went to the horse, the old bucket in his hands. “She’s here,” he told the horse. “I didn’t leave her behind.”

Deshyr raised his head, while Storm barely acknowledged his return. Gallop, however, eyed him suspiciously. Jaren did his best to calm her before he presented her with the bucket. Slowly, he pulled back the fabric covering the top of the makeshift cage. Ears pricked forward with curiosity, the mare stuck her nose into the bucket, scenting the little bird who was cowering at the bottom. Gallop breathed out, blowing warm air onto the songbird, ruffling her feathers. The songbird cheeped in response. Gallop tossed her head back, whinnying and, pawing the ground with her front hoof, agitated.

“I know,” Jaren said miserably as he tied the cloth over the opening again. “I know.” 
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Not wanting to keep her in a rusted bucket the entire way home, Jaren stopped at the first community he came to. It was not more than a small collection of houses along the road, but he was able to trade for a basket with a lid, some leather cord, and a piece of antler to fashion a latch. He tried to make her as comfortable as he could. Putting a few scraps of cloth in the basket, making sure she had something soft to nest in. From there, they headed north.

The passing miles were heavy and unbearably quiet. Jaren hadn’t realized how accustomed he had become to Songbird’s chatter. Now, there were no questions, no humming, no singing; only the occasional distressed fluttering or chirping from her basket. Each time he heard it, his chest tightened, his heart torn between anger and sorrow. Whereas once she might have sat in his palm or alighted on his shoulder, now she panicked and tried to flee anytime he tried to get her out of the basket. She didn’t seem to recognize him anymore.

Jaren had never been one for idle chatter, but he found himself talking to the little bird. As they rode along and his eyes roamed over the countryside, he tried to answer all the questions he could imagine her asking. This river was called the Black Karthan. No, sadly, he did not know why it was named as such. That little flower on the side of the road was called a Forget-Me-Not. Those mountains to the west were called the Shadecrag Mountains. He’d traveled to them but no, he’d never been over them to the lands beyond. 
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One evening, as Jaren was setting up camp, he was going through the saddlebags when he brushed against a small wooden object. He pulled it out and saw that it was the carving he had made of the small bird. His hand started to shake, and he closed his fingers tightly around it. He squeezed, the wood biting into his palm. Nausea swept over him and acid burned in the back of his throat. How many times had he had the opportunity to give this to her? Why hadn’t he? Coward.

Suddenly, shouting incoherently, he turned and threw the carving as hard as he could. He continued to scream, all of the grief and anger, and sorrow forcing their way out of him. The horses shifted nervously at his sudden outburst. He turned back to the basket that was sitting next to his bedroll. He glared at it.

“How could you!? You were not supposed to trade your life for mine!” He was still shouting. Jaren stomped over to the basket and tore off the lid. The little bird looked up at him in alarm, cowering against the side. But he already knew the answer. Crumpling to the ground he pulled the basket into his lap, staring at her. “I failed you. I let you carry this burden all on your own. There were so many things I should have told you, and now it’s too late. I don’t even know if you can understand me, or if you remember what it’s like to be a woman, but I want you to be with me. I want to take you to my favorite place in Tigraen, and I want to answer all your questions, and let you point at anything you want, and listen to you sing.”

Jaren forced himself to take a breath. His chest ached. His eyes burned, but no tears came. “Tolwyn’s Truth is that I love you. I wanted to tell you a long time ago, but I was afraid of what it might have meant for us. I should have said it anyway. Believe me, when I say it now, I love you. I want you to be with me, always. Songbird, I want us.”

The little bird sat in the basket, unmoving. Jaren sighed and pushed his hair out of his face. “I don’t know what to do with you, except take you home and set you free.” He carefully put the lid back on the basket and walked away from camp, searching the tall grass for his carving.

He looked for a long time.

Jaren was almost sure it was gone, but the redwood caught the last light of the evening sun, and he pulled it from the weeds and tucked it into his armor, against his chest, next to his heart. 
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Summer was just beginning to wane when Jaren finally arrived in Mulk. He had traveled slowly, and it had taken him over a fortnight to make the journey. For the most part, he had stayed off the main roads and out of towns. He convinced himself it was for safety, to avoid any remaining cultists, but deep down, he knew it was to be alone while he grieved.

The streets of Mulk were empty, with most everyone in the fields. Slowly, he turned up the road in the direction of Illina’s house. She was standing out front, selling a new dress to the baker’s wife. He waited patiently at a distance, but Illina happened to glance up as she was holding up the dress for her customer to admire. Illina gasped, dropping the dress, and ran to Jaren.

“Jaren? Jaren is that really you?” She threw her arms around him and burst into tears.

He embraced her. “Yes, sister. I’m home.”

She put her hands on his shoulders and held him back to look him over. Tears were streaming down her cheeks. “By the Powers, it’s really you!” She hugged him again. The baker’s wife wandered over, curious to see what was going on. Jaren nodded to her politely over his sister’s shoulder. Her eyes went wide, and she turned and hurried down the street. Most of Mulk would know within the hour that he was back.

Illina stepped back again, wiping her tears. “I didn’t think I’d ever see you again. And where’s my sweet little Songbird?” she asked, looking around for the small red-headed woman. It took but a moment for her to realize that it was just Jaren and the horses. Her hand went to her mouth. “Oh, Mersey.” She breathed. “Is she…?” Illina couldn’t bring herself to say it. Jaren shook his head slowly.

The basket felt heavy in his hands as he presented it to Illina. She furrowed her brow in confusion, but Jaren lifted the lid just enough for his sister to peek inside. The little bird fluttered furiously, hoping towards the opening, trying to get free. Illina gasped, as Jaren gently replaced the lid. “Is that…? But it can’t be.”

He nodded glumly. “Just so.”

“Then, she was telling the truth? She really was… Oh Jaren, I’m so sorry.”

Tenderly, with the utmost care, Illina tried to take the basket from his hands, but Jaren refused to relinquish it. So instead, she took the reins and walked with him to the stables. After the horses were brushed and fed, the siblings made their way back to Illina’s shop.

“We could make a cage?” Illina offered.

“No.” Jaren pressed his lips. “It would be unkind to keep her in a cage. I don’t think she remembers. She’s a wild thing now. She needs to be back in her forest, with the trees and the sky.”

“Alright then,” Illina conceded. “We’ll take her tomorrow.”


Chapter forty-nine
Home
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THE NEXT MORNING Illina and Jaren rode to Reven. They took the old trail through the trees, the path familiar. Jaren breathed deep, the smell of earth and the pine bringing some comfort. It wasn’t long till they came to his clearing. There was a burned husk of a building where his cabin had stood. As he dismounted there was a loud, angry honking. Devil-Goose came racing around from behind the remnants of the cabin, hissing. Jaren couldn’t help but laugh. “How in the hells have you been surviving out here on your own? Stubborn bird.” A small clutch of goslings wandered around to the front and made their way to the garden. Devil-Goose kept watch as they nibbled among the overgrown plants.

Illina handed the basket to Jaren, and they walked to the center of the clearing. It was a fine day and the sun shone brightly in the clear blue sky. A gentle breeze whispered through the pines. Jaren knelt down and laid the basket on its side before lifting the lid off. The little songbird cautiously made her way out of the basket and into the tall grass. Once she was clear of the basket, she stretched her wings and hoped forward excitedly. She flew, a little haphazardly, dipping and wobbling as she went, to the lowest branch of the nearest tree. She stretched her wings again before turning to preen her feathers.

“I suppose that’s that then.” Jaren stood, still watching the bird, hoping against hope that she would somehow find her way back to him.

Illina put her arm around his shoulder and gave him a squeeze. “What will you do now?”

“I’d like to rebuild here, I think,” Jaren said quietly. “So that I can be close to her. But, I promise to come to town regularly to check up on you.”

She nodded, having expected something along those lines. “Just don’t disappear, Jaren.”

He smiled at her, though his heart wasn’t in it. “I’ll do my best.”

Jaren and Illina surveyed the scope of the damage and took inventory of what had survived the fire. There wasn’t much left, but then, there hadn’t been much to begin with. After sorting through the few miscellaneous items and packing them away in the saddlebags, they returned to Mulk. 
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Pa Tibus came to visit them at Illina’s that evening, and Jaren relayed the tale of his adventure in its entirety to them. They talked long into the night, Jaren and Tibus smoking their pipes until the candles burned low. “We’d be glad to have you in town,” Tibus offered. Illina nodded in agreement.

“With the trouble in Sauchvor, all the Black Bulls, including Sir Hardric were called to arms by the Tyrant. It would be good to have you in Mulk for the time being.”

The pipe smoke hung in the air, the room smelling pleasantly of burned tobacco. “I really have nowhere else to stay until I rebuild, so I’ll be here in the interim. Although I would prefer to return to Reven for the long term,” Jaren said slowly. “I won’t be a stranger,” he added, looking at Illina. She reached across the table and squeezed his hand.

That seemed to appease Tibus. “Rumor has it that a host appeared and a blessed Lyn-Tyrian descended from the heavens and smote Kreeg and all his forces, including the Blacksteel Rangers. Apparently, there were no survivors. It was an unexpected and decisive victory for the Tyrant and for our Sarmatti cousins.”

Jaren snorted. “Surely you don’t believe such a bard’s tale?”

Tibus shrugged. “Who am I to question a miracle? Regardless, when Sir Hardric returns I will let him know of your quest and the outcome so that he might inform the Tyrant of the great service you’ve done for Tigraen.”

Jaren shook his head. “Don’t. I’m not interested in a reward, at least not one the Tyrant can give me. Certainly not land or title.”

Pa Tibus shrugged. “Even so, I think the Tyrant should know of your bravery and your sacrifice. And the Interrogers will want to know about your encounters with the Arzyntine. But, as you say, they have plenty to worry about in the meantime, as do we. I’ll see what we can do about getting your cabin rebuilt.” 
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It didn’t take long for the story of Jaren’s exploits to spread through the town. Several men volunteered to help Jaren rebuild his cabin, a few at the behest of Pa Tibus, but most of their own volition. Over the next several weeks, the cabin took shape, as well as a small stable in the back, and more laying boxes for the geese, of which Jaren now had several. During the construction, Jaren could have sworn he saw a small bird watching from the trees, keenly interested in what was happening in her forest. With so many hands helping, the cabin was complete by the time the season changed.

The cabin was the same cozy, one-room layout that it had been, but the people of Mulk had made sure it was well furnished. He now had a cellar, stocked with food stores for the winter. There was a small bed, with a mattress stuffed with fresh cut pine boughs and hay, piled high with thick wool blankets and furs. A great number of odds and ends had been donated as well, wooden bowls, plates, cups, a few utensils, an old pair of snowshoes, a fine axe and hatchet for chopping wood, and a heavy wool cloak were among them.

Jaren was overwhelmed by the generosity of the townsfolk. He went to Tibus to try to find out who had helped to supply his cabin so that he could pay them. He still had a fair amount of the gold left that he had recovered from the crypt, but Pa Tibus waved him off. “Leave it alone. It is the least we can do.”

Once he was settled, he managed to return to something of a routine, though an air of melancholy lingered. His grief haunted him, like the ghost of a hungry wolf, as did his guilt. He felt that he should be happy; he was victorious after all. He had slayed the demon, avenged his family, and saved Tigraen from a great calamity. Even so, some days he felt the cost had been far too high. He would give his sight up again just to have her back, but Skylae was silent, and Ficiun was nowhere to be found. So, Jaren did what he knew how to do best and buried himself in work. His days consisted of chopping wood and preparing for winter. Once or twice a week he would ride to town to visit his sister or Pa Tibus, and help with odd jobs around Mulk.

In the blink of an eye, summer was gone and autumn was upon Tigraen. The fall season was always a short explosion of color, the leaves turning from golden yellow to fiery red orange. The horses’ winter coats came in. Harvest began in earnest, a race against time. There were only a few short weeks to gather everything before the snow came. Humans and animals alike stocked their stores to the brim with whatever they could manage to get them through the long, dark, winter.

One crisp fall morning, Jaren was sitting on the stump outside his front door, eating bread. It was early still, and the grass was covered in frost, a sure sign that winter was on its way. Oak leaves drifted down from the canopy, rays of morning sun highlighting the bright golds and sharp reds as they tumbled slowly through the air. A small wood thrush swooped into the clearing and landed in front of him. She tilted her head, eyeing him intently. When he didn’t move, she chirped at him, impatient. Tentatively, he tossed her a few crumbs, and she warbled sweetly in thanks. He knew the song at once. It was her song. Jaren held his palm out, hopeful. The bird alighted to his hand, for the briefest of moments, before flying away. 
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The days grew shorter, the air colder, the winds biting. Jaren was walking back from the stream, carrying two buckets of water on a yoke to his cabin. He carefully sidestepped a particularly gnarled root on the path. When he arrived in his clearing, he knew at once the air was different. Pine and wet leaves and frost and winter berries could be scented in the air. Something moved through the trees a short distance away. Slowly, he knelt, unshouldering the yoke and setting the buckets down. The hair on the back of his neck stood up.

The little songbird flew into the clearing, followed by a strange and wondrous creature. Ficiun appeared out of the trees, walking upright on his hind legs, cloven hooves crunching on the fall leaves. The moss on his bark-like skin had turned a dark green, and the leaves and vine sprouting from him were now ablaze in the colors of fall. His elegantly spiraled ram’s horns had turned from a light tan to jet black.

“You.” Jaren narrowed his eyes, clenching his hands into fists.

Ficiun put one hand to his chest and made an extravagant low bow, dipping his head. “Sooth. It is as you say. I am I.”

“Why?” Jaren demanded.

“I am I for this is the shape my Lord Shalokar has fashioned me into. And you are you for your Powers have shaped you thus.”

Jaren took a step forward. “That’s not what I meant and you know it, trickster. Why did you pick Songbird, why did you send her out to take on a demon that she had absolutely no hope of defeating? Why send her to her death? Why?!” His voice shook the stillness.

Ficiun regarded him coolly, disdain evident in his green and golden eyes. “Jaren, your inane line of questioning continues to confound mine logic. Mine reasons for hating the demon are mine own. You know very well the answers to your other inquiries. I sent her in your stead because you would not go. Thou questions occurrences which did not happen. Whether or no there was hope for her success, the pair of you were successful, were you not? Arzinock is no more. Neither is she dead, but quick, and present with us even now. How can thou say there was no hope and that she was sent to her death when neither of those things came to pass?” Ficiun held his hand out and the little songbird flew to it. She chirped at the fey.

Jaren tried to keep his composure. “Change. Her. Back.”

“Ah, but now it is my turn to inquire of you. Why?” The fey began to circle around the clearing and the little bird flew to Jaren’s shoulder. Ficiun spread his hands and shrugged his shoulders, his long fingers delicately poised. “Why should I remake her into something she is not?”

“You did it before, you didn’t seem to have a problem doing it then.” Jaren snapped.

“Sooth, it is as you say. But now, the songbird has undergone her trial. The matter is concluded. The demon is dead. Her task, your task, is complete.”

“She wanted to do more, and you took that from her. We could have done more, together.” Jaren tried to keep his voice level. The little bird on his shoulder chirped, seemingly in agreement.

“Alas, there is naught I can do for you. The magic is done.”

Jaren clenched his fists so tight the color drained out of his knuckles “Then why did you even come here?” Desperate, and mad with grief, he felt his anger start to boil over. “If you don’t turn her back into a human, I will burn this forest to the ground. Brand’s Bond, I swear it.”

The fey narrowed his eyes, which glinted dangerously. “Do not trifle with me, mortal. If you should try to burn down my forest, you shall be dealt with accordingly, in a manner both swift and cruel, for I will not suffer any threat to my woods. Songbird is a bird. She was always a bird, and she was always meant to return to being a bird upon the conclusion of her errand, though she did not know it. I say again, she has fulfilled her kismet and so returned to her true form. It is through no fault of my own that you assumed she would stay as she was. I do not bear the responsibility of your expectations.”

“She wasn’t finished,” Jaren insisted stubbornly. “Change her back.” His tone softened, “Please. I love her.”

Ficiun circled closer, and Jaren suddenly wished he had more than just a knife on him. The fey tilted his head, regarding Jaren with either curiosity or scorn, his caprine eyes unreadable. “Mortals do fall in and out of love all the time. They take many lovers, and they love many things: power, money, jewels, beauty. Your kind love so easily and for such a short while. What guarantee would you give me that you will not discard her when she ceases to amuse you?”

“I will swear by all the Powers, the old and the new. I vow on my life, three times over,”

“Such an impassioned plea, one may start to believe thou art indeed sincere in thine intentions.” Ficiun rubbed his chin with long fingers, considering.

“I am sincere. I would die for her.” Jaren nearly snapped, desperate to convince the fey.

“Ah, but wouldst thou live for her? Therein lies the real question. And for her part, what assurance do I have that she desires to forsake her true form? Should her heart yearn to return to that of a woman, how then will we know that it is to do so to spend those days with you?”

Jaren nearly threw up his hands in exasperation, “Ask her! If you don’t believe me then ask her.”

“Very well. If she denies you, what then?”

Jaren paused. The thought hadn’t occurred to him. He’d been so wrapped up in his own grief that he hadn’t considered that maybe she was happier as a bird. Nausea and unease were rising in his stomach. What if she rejected him? What if she didn’t want to become human again, or spend the rest of her life with him? He swallowed his fear. He had to know.

“Whatever answer she gives, I will accept.”

“Sooth.” Ficiun held his hand out again, and the songbird perched on his finger. She whistled and chirped. The strange features of the fey creature’s face made it impossible to discern Ficiun’s expression while the bird spoke. When she was finished, he dipped his head to her. “So be it,” said Ficiun. There was a sound like the wind in the trees that moved through the clearing and then the fey was gone. Silence hung in the empty air.

“Wait, what does that mean? What did she say?” Jaren asked. There was no reply. “Ficiun! What did she say?!” he shouted, his voice echoing through the giant trees. Nothing. Jaren looked at the bird, who was now perched on a low branch. “What did you say?” She warbled at him, fanning her wings.

The first flakes of winter’s snow began to fall.

The snows that winter were deep and heavy. After the first freeze, the songbird had followed Jaren into his cabin, and nestled herself within the rafters, close to the fireplace where it was warm. Above the mantel hung an ugly sword, the metal mottled and unpolished save for the sharp edges, which gleamed brilliant white silver. Below the sword was a sharp stiletto, with a tapered blade and a small crossguard. On the mantel itself, he placed a small wooden carving of a bird in flight next to a manticore claw bound on a leather cord.

The little songbird’s presence was a small token of joy, a gentle reminder of hope. Each morning he woke just before the sun to her song. The song of a small songbird lifting her voice to sing the dawn. And each morning he was glad for it.


Epilogue


Spring came early to Tigraen. Snow and ice melted making way for green grasses and plants, which were sprouting, reaching eagerly toward the warm sun. Jaren emerged from his hut like a bear coming out of hibernation. The songbird, too, was eager to fly and feel the wind in her wings. She sang to Jaren every morning before taking flight to look for insects or twigs or seeds, or anything else a small bird might find interesting after being cooped up most of the winter.

The weather continued to remain mild and pleasant, and the forest seemed to be bursting with new life, more so than usual. The songbird in particular seemed restless. She would flit anxiously from one place to another, never perching in one spot for more than a moment. It was as if she were impatiently waiting for something. One morning before breakfast, as soon as Jaren opened the door, she flew from the cabin and did not return.

By late afternoon he was resolved to go look for her. He took the ugly sword down from the mantle and sheathed it. He wore the sword on his left and a dwarven quiver on his right. Taking up a dwarven recurve bow as well he left the cabin. He stood in the clearing for a moment, trying to decide which direction she might have gone.

A familiar hush came over the forest. The wind shifted. He could smell wet earth and cedar. The wind changed directions, again and he felt the hair on his arms stand up. Jaren looked to the west, but the sun was past its zenith, and he couldn’t see with the light in his face. He felt the temperature drop and then there was the strange scent in the air of blood and wet feather down and sweat. It had been a year ago, but he remembered it clearly, he would never forget that smell. A woman’s cry broke the silence, laced with pain, but also joy and excitement. And then, nothing.

“Songbird?” he called nervously, putting a hand up to shield his eyes from the glare of the sun. He listened, straining to hear something, anything. At last, he heard movement on the edge of the clearing. He squinted, trying to make out what he had seen. And then she was there, crossing the meadow toward him, unsteady on her feet.

“Songbird!?” he called in disbelief, his heart in his throat.

“Jaren!” she called back.

Jaren dropped the dwarven bow, her bow, and raced to meet her. She leapt into his arms and they clung to each other. He kissed her fervently and she melted into his embrace. When they parted, she laid her head on his chest, her arms wrapped around him. Jaren held her close, stroking her long hair with one hand.

“By the Powers, I missed you.”

“How could you miss me? I didn’t go anywhere! I’ve been with you this whole time,” she said indignantly, turning her face up toward him.

“But why now? Why not autumn?”

“Ficiun’s power waxes and wanes with the seasons. Spring is for creation; autumn and winter are for resting.”

“So you’re really here then? To stay?” he asked cautiously, squeezing her tight.

She smiled at him, and it made his heart ache. “Yes, Jaren of Mulk. I’m here to stay.”

Jaren couldn’t help but smile back as he tucked a stray wisp of hair behind her ear. “In that case, I don’t know if you realize this or not, but you’re naked.”

“It’s not my fault,” she demurred. “That’s just how the magic works. But I suppose, if you still have my clothes, I can get dressed, and then we can go do some good in this world.”


Thank you so much for reading!

If you enjoyed this book please leave a review on Amazonand/or GoodReads. It helps independent authors like myself so much and is deeply appreciated.

If you’re not ready to say goodbye to Jaren and Songbird just yet, there's good news! Here is your chance to see what Jaren and Songbird's lives were like before getting tangled up with the Arzyntine in my free e-book: Of Silver Wolves and Songbirds.
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Links


Thank you so very much for reading "A Songbird's Tale"! If you enjoyed this book, be sure to let others know by leaving a review!

Sign up for my newsletter and get a FREE novella "Of Silver Wolves and Songbirds"

Rumor has it something terrible has crawled out of The Pale, a treacherous magical wasteland on the border between Tigraen and Sarmatti where the very fabric of reality is said to be frayed. Can Jaren and his Pack defeat the monstrous creatures and track down a missing ranger patrol in time, or will The Pale claim its next victims?

The little songbird's human friend has lost his most valuable treasure, a brooch pin in the shape of a wolf head. Retrieving it means facing magpies, snakes, ottergliders, and owls. Can the songbird outwit her cunning opponents to retrieve the brooch, or is the human's treasure lost forever?
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Find me online at:

Online: www.Tiffani-Sahara.com
Instagram: @Tiffani_Sahara_Writes
Facebook: Tiffani Sahara Writes
YouTube: Tiffani Sahara


Appendix - Powers, People, and Places of Galhadria


A note on names in Tigraen - There are no surnames (or family names) in Tigraen. After the first Tyrant entered into power he decreed that loyalty to the country should come before all else and abolished the use of surnames. It took several generations, but now the people of Tigraen identify themselves by their place of birth, rather than a surname.

Aruthien – A country far to the west, famous for its mercenaries.

Black Bulls - Country knights of Tigraen. Generally, knights who have earned their knighthood through work and service, and are generally not of noble birth.

Blacksteel Rangers – The most feared and hated mercenary troop every to come out of Aruthien. Hiring them is said to ensure your victory.

Brand - One of the seven Lyn-Tyrian Powers. Brand is concerned with the affairs of the mind; with creativity, lore, teaching, magic, and the arts of civilization. As part of this, Brand is often appealed to as the witness of oaths.

"Dozhdvynik" - A derogatory word in the dwarven tongue. It translates loosely to ‘enthraller’ or ‘outsider’.

Feast of Dra - One of the lesser fey lords famous for his love of everything brewed or distilled, and of singing, dancing, and celebrations of all kinds, Dra threw legendary parties in both Skos and Naduum in the ancient days, and those parties are recreated after harvest time across Galhadria. They center around singing, dancing, feasting, and most of all, drinking. Wearing masks or disguises is common at these parties, and between the anonymity of the masks and the liquor, the parties can get pretty wild.

Galhadria - A moon orbiting Great Uhel, which is inhabited by men, elves, dwarves, kobolds, dragons, giants, and more.

Gorothka and Gorothkans - Gorothka is one of the nine major moons that orbit Great Uhel and the home of the Gorothkan Powers. Gorothkans are considered to be malevolent and demonic in nature. They have not walked openly among men since the fall of Skos and Naduum.

Great Uhel - A gas giant around which nine major moons orbit. These moons include Galhadria, Gorothka, Lyn-Tyr. It takes up a significant portion of the sky and is visible day and night. Even though it is technically a planet, since it appears in the sky, most Galhadrians refer to it as a moon.

Gromm – One of the Old Powers. The father of giants, and tool crafting. It is said he caused the sundering with his mighty hammer Kveld when he battled Tiamat.

Interrogers - Tigraen’s very strict law enforcement services, answering only to the Tyrant himself. Over the years they have become highly specialized in rooting out those dabbling with the Gorothkan forces and are not afraid to use any means necessary to do so.

Ianaden –  A spring holiday, the official start to the planting season. Named for Ianaden who was a Skosian druid and great planter of forests across the world.

Kyleria - One of the seven Lyn-Tyrian Powers. She is the Lyn-Tyrian associated with water and in some depictions her wings are waves. She is also associated with tides, cycles, births, and deaths. She hates undead in all forms.

Lyn-Tyr and Lyn Tyrians - Lyn-Tyr is a moon that orbits Great Uhel, and the home of Lyn-Tyrian Powers. Lyn-Tyrians are considered to be benevolent, virtuous, and angelic in nature. They have not walked openly among men since the fall of Skos and Naduum.

The Powers - There are several Powers in Galhadria. The Major Powers are broken down into the Old Powers and the Young Powers. The Old Powers include Tiamat, Gromm, and Shalokar; while The Young Powers include seven Lyn-Tyrian Powers and six Gorothkan Powers.

Naduum – An ancient continent said to have sank beneath the waves during their war with Skos.

Nova Eian - One of the continents on Galhadria. Nova Eian is the continent on which Tigraen, Sarmatti, and several other countries are located.

Mersey - One of the seven Lyn-Tyrian Powers. Mersey is concerned with love, healing, and promoting kindness and altruism. Her temples are havens for healing and recovery.

Red Shields - The Tyrant’s dedicated and elite force of knights. These knights are headquartered in Arga-Pentha, and are almost exclusively noble-born.

Sarmatti – The country just to the southeast of Tigraen. They are noble and honorable neighbors to Tigraen. (Just ask them, they'll tell you.)

Shadi – Also known as The Stranger’s Feast. A festival held on the longest day of the year, which long ago had roots in appeasing the unknown, tricky, and capricious fey, but has since changed into a day of altruism and hospitality where food and drink are offered to travelers, foreigners, and the poor.

Shalokar - One of the Old Powers. Shalokar is the fey lord. He goes by many names and has many faces. He tends to dabble in the affairs of mortals for his own amusement, sowing chaos simply for the sake of chaos wherever he goes.

Skos – An ancient continent said to have sank beneath the waves during their war with Naduum.

Skylae - One of the seven Lyn-Tyrian Powers. Skylae appears as an armed and armored Lyn-Tyrian bearing a fiery sword. She promotes knowledge, law, strategy, and might in the service of justice.

Tigraen – A country in the northeast part of Nova Eian. Tigraen is a country with a long and bloody history, and the dour attitude of its citizens reflect that. Tigraen is not a country where strangers or strange things are welcome.

Tiamat – One of the Old Powers. Tiamat is considered the Primordial Devouring Immortal of Creation and Destruction, the Queen of Draconic Races, and the Mother of the Dragons themselves. It is said Tiamat drove back the pure chaos of the Great Old Ones and ignited the sun with her breath.

Tolkern - One of the seven Lyn-Tyrian Powers. Tolkern appears as a stern young Lyn-Tyrian armed with a golden bow. He is concerned with exploration, hunting, craft, and skill; making him a patron of all forms of arts.

Tolwyn - One of the seven Lyn-Tyrian Powers. Tolwyn appears as a well-armored and mighty avenging Lyn-Tyrian. He cares for truth above all. He is the upright champion of the law, the most feared and hated foe of the Gorothkans.

Tyrant - The formal title of the highest position of power in the country of Tigraen. In another country, the equivalent of this position is often referred to as a King.
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Tiffani grew up on Lord of the Rings, Star Trek, and all-night video game marathons. She’s a jack of all trades and sees no reason why she shouldn’t have as many skills and adventures as her fictional characters. From pull-up competitions to art shows, she likes to do a little bit of everything. Like that time she ran away and joined the circus. Or that time she rappelled down a waterfall. Or that time she went ice climbing without an ice axe. Or that time… well… you get the idea.

Ever the dreamer, Tiffani absolutely does not have a problem with taking on far more creative projects than any one person can reasonably complete, and she resents the implication. She lives in Colorado with her husband Nick and their two fluffy dogs.
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