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 Chapter One: Aislin 
 
      
 
    Aislin stopped, confused. This wasn’t the same street she’d taken earlier. That street had a big, gray, stone building on the corner. She remembered running her hand over the snarling faces carved into some of the stones, thinking how scary it would be if they came to life. Instead of the stone building there was a small pottery shop, the racks out front covered with clay bowls, cups and vases for sale. She turned around and looked back the way she'd come. No sign of the stone building there either. 
 
    She clenched her small fists and gritted her teeth, angry at herself, angry at her situation. She should have paid more attention to where she was going. She shouldn’t have followed that procession. She should have gone straight to the shop and straight home. This was going to make her late getting home. If she was late, Mama would get mad and Aislin probably wouldn't be allowed to go out by herself again. 
 
    And after she’d worked so hard to earn the right to leave the Tender estate alone. She’d spent months wearing her mother down, arguing that she was old enough and responsible enough to go into the city by herself. After all, she was ten now, almost eleven. She wasn’t a little girl any more, even if she hadn’t grown very much taller. She didn’t need Randel following her every time she went somewhere. She was old enough to go out alone once in a while. 
 
    Her breakthrough had come that morning when Mama said she needed some new candles for the house. Aislin volunteered right away. “It’s not very far and I know the way,” she begged. “Please?” 
 
    “No,” her mother replied. “You promised Macht Rome you wouldn’t go into the city unaccompanied. We both promised him.” 
 
    “But that was so long ago. More than two years. And I’ve been a good girl since then. You know I have.” 
 
    For the first time her mother had hesitated before refusing and Aislin knew right then that her time had come. She’d spent the rest of the morning and most of the afternoon following her mother around, pestering her to change her mind. Finally, late in the afternoon, her mother threw up her hands in surrender. 
 
    “You’ll go straight there and come straight back?” she asked. 
 
    “Of course, Mama. I promise.” 
 
    “We’re going up to the palace tonight to have dinner with Macht Rome and Chancellor Quyloc. You remember that, right? We can’t be late.” 
 
    “Yes, Mama, I know.” They went up to the palace every month, usually with FirstMother Cara. Every time they went there Rome and Quyloc asked Aislin if she’d sensed anything bad coming and every time she told them no. She’d never told them about the glowing red thing she found in the secret cave underneath the vine-covered tower. She’d thought about it several times, but every time she’d decided to keep it to herself. She still wasn’t completely sure why she didn’t tell them, only that she had a strong feeling that whatever it was needed to be kept safe and hidden. 
 
    “Okay,” Netra said with a sigh. “You’re right. You’ve been doing well. I suppose it’s only fair to give you a chance to prove yourself. But I’m going to tell the macht about it tonight. If he says no—” she shook her finger at Aislin “—or if you’re late or you get into any trouble…” 
 
    “I know, Mama. I’ll be good. You’ll see.” 
 
    And so, amazingly, her mother had let her go by herself to buy candles. 
 
    Only now Aislin had gone and ruined everything. She would have been fine if the procession wouldn’t have shown up. She was just about to go into the candle shop when she heard it coming down the street toward her. The sounds of drums beating, bells jingling, and over it all a man chanting in a low, dolorous voice. She’d stood there with her hand on the doorknob, staring openmouthed in fascination as it drew closer and closer. 
 
    The procession was made up of about two dozen people and was led by a man in a long, red robe. He was the one chanting. He had his hood pulled up over his head so she couldn’t see his face, and he was swinging a censer as he walked, weaving a pattern of bluish smoke. Behind him others were carrying a closed coffin on poles resting on their shoulders. All of them were wearing hooded robes as well, though theirs were white. To the sides were people who were naked except for loincloths, their bodies painted white with strange symbols drawn on over the paint. They were dancing strangely, flinging their arms and legs around wildly. 
 
    How could she not follow the procession once it passed? She’d never seen anything like it. She completely forgot about the candles and chased after the strange spectacle. She wasn’t the only one either. Other people, scores of them, trailed along behind. They followed the procession until it went into a building made of dark stone, with tall, narrow doors and a pointed roof that had an odd symbol on top of it. 
 
    The doors of the building closed behind the procession, shutting out the followers, and that was when Aislin looked around and realized she didn’t recognize the street she was on. 
 
    At first she wasn’t too worried. All she had to do was go back the way she’d come and she’d find the candle shop. From there it would be easy to get back to the Tender estate. 
 
    Except that it had proven to be anything but easy. In fact, she had a feeling that she was more lost than ever. 
 
    She had to figure out the way back home and she had to figure it out soon. Mama was probably already worried about her. 
 
    Aislin turned around and retraced her steps. She got to the next corner and looked around. Still nothing looked familiar. Another block down was a busy intersection. Maybe she’d see something from there. 
 
    Only that didn’t help either. Now Aislin was getting really mad. Under her breath she used some bad words she’d heard the guards say when they were mad, but they didn’t seem to really help. 
 
    While she was standing there, looking up and down the street, a carriage pulled to a halt in front of her. It was a nice carriage, painted bright red with silver trim. The driver wore white gloves and the two black horses pulling it had shiny coats and harnesses worked with silver. The door of the carriage opened and a fat man leaned out and smiled at her. He was wearing a long, white coat with frills on the sleeves and red satin pants. 
 
    “My apologies, young miss, but you appear to be lost. May I perhaps be of service? My carriage is at your disposal. We can take you anywhere you need to go.” He reached out a pudgy hand, rings glittering on every finger, and beckoned her to come closer. 
 
    Aislin hesitated. She knew she was supposed to stay away from strangers. She remembered all too well what happened that day when the two men had chased her through the city. Even though she took care of them, still it had caused a lot of problems for her. She didn’t want to go through something like that again. 
 
    But those men never smiled and this man had a nice smile. A smile meant that he was friendly, right? And it was a very nice carriage. Carriages often came to the Tender estate and the people in them never chased her or caused problems. So probably it would be okay to accept a ride from the man. She badly needed a ride. She didn’t know what else to do and she didn’t want Mama angry with her. 
 
    She took a couple steps closer. “You better not be a bad man,” she said, giving the man a dark look. “You’ll be sorry.” 
 
    The fat man held up his hands and shook his head vigorously. “I assure you, young miss,” he said in a breathless voice, “I have nothing but the best of intentions. My only concern is for your welfare. The day is drawing on and this is not the best of neighborhoods for a young lady alone. Only accept my offer of help and I will whisk you away quickly and safely to your home, wherever that may be.” 
 
    The quickly part was what convinced Aislin. Surely Mama had already realized she was late. Her only chance to salvage this whole mess was to get back home as fast as possible. 
 
    Besides, if he was planning something bad, well, she would have a surprise for him. One he wouldn’t forget. 
 
    She walked the last steps to the carriage and took the man's hand. His hand was slick with sweat and she almost lost hold when he pulled her up the steps and into the carriage. 
 
    The door closed, the driver cracked the whip, and the carriage lurched forward. 
 
    “Where is it you need to go, young miss?” he asked. His black hair was heavily greased into thick curls that framed his round face. A drop of oil was running down the side of his face. 
 
    “I need to go to the Tender estate. You know where that is, don’t you? And we have to hurry. I'm already late and my mother will be angry.” 
 
    “We certainly don't want your mother to be angry,” he said with a smile that pulled his fleshy lips back from small, white teeth. “Lucky for you that I came by when I did. I’ll have you there in no time at all. You can trust me.” He wiped at the oil running down the side of his face with one thick thumb. 
 
    He kept talking, but Aislin had already quit listening. She'd been living in Qarath for two years now and she’d learned that there were lots of people who talked and talked without really saying anything worth listening to. Even when they stopped talking and waited for her to respond, she could never figure out what they wanted her to say. Nor did she really care to figure it out. To her most people were nothing more than obstacles to be navigated around. She sat back in the seat and looked out the window of the carriage. 
 
    “It certainly is hot today isn’t it?” he said, taking a small handkerchief out of his pocket and wiping his forehead with it. “I don't know when I've ever seen it this hot so early in the year. Are you hot?” 
 
    Aislin flicked a quick look at him and then went back to looking out the window. If she ignored him, probably he’d shut up after a while. Most people did. 
 
    “You know what I like on hot days like this? I like to have a cool drink. What about you? Do you like cool drinks too?” 
 
    He waited. Aislin said nothing. She wondered how long it would take to get to the estate. 
 
    He reached into the pocket of his coat and pulled out a small bottle. He pulled the cork out of the top and held it up to his lips. He tilted his head back, drank noisily, then lowered the bottle. “That sure is good,” he said, licking his lips. He held the bottle out to her. “Do you want some?” 
 
    Aislin looked at the bottle suspiciously. She shook her head. 
 
    “Are you sure? It’s really very good.” He took another drink from it and held it out to her again. 
 
    Aislin had to admit that she was thirsty. And it was hot in the carriage. Maybe one little drink. She didn’t want much. 
 
    She took the bottle and had a little sip. Hmm. That was pretty good. It tasted like it had honey in it. She glanced cautiously at the man. He smiled and nodded. 
 
    “Go ahead. Have as much as you like. I have plenty more.” 
 
    Aislin finished the rest of the bottle and handed it back to the man. His smile got a lot bigger. 
 
    “See? I told you. I told you that you could trust me.” 
 
    The carriage continued on. The horses’ hooves were loud on the cobblestones. The carriage turned, then turned again. It came to a halt and Aislin heard the driver yell something. There was an answering shout and the sound of a gate being dragged open. That was strange, Aislin thought. Why were they going through a gate? Her vision got a little blurry and she tried to blink it away, but it didn’t seem to help. 
 
    The carriage rolled through the gate and then she could hear the gate closing behind them. Were they already home? she wondered. She took hold of the door handle and opened the carriage door. 
 
    It took her a few seconds to get her eyes to focus properly, but when they did she frowned. She turned back to the fat man. “Hey, this isn’t my home,” she said. She scowled at him. “You better not have tricked me.” 
 
    The fat man was smiling, but there was something different about his smile now. It didn’t seem friendly at all. There were too many teeth. Also the blurriness was getting worse. His face kept fading in and out. 
 
    “I’m starting to get mad,” she said. Her words sounded muffled. 
 
    She could sense water nearby. It was a pond, with fish swimming in it and plants floating on the surface. She reached for the water and gathered it to her. She would show this man why he shouldn’t have tricked her. She would make him sorry. 
 
    But something was wrong. 
 
    She couldn't seem to take hold of the water. It kept slipping through her grasp. And why was she so sleepy all of a sudden? 
 
    She started to get out of the carriage, but her legs failed her and she fell on the ground. Her eyelids were so heavy. She could barely keep them open. She tried to get up, but she couldn’t seem to make her arms or legs work. 
 
    As if from a great distance she heard the fat man say, “Be careful with her. With hair and eyes like that she will fetch a great price in Ankhara, but not if she is damaged.” She heard his raspy breathing as he leaned close and felt his hand on her hair, stroking it. “Sleep, little miss. By the time you wake up we will be far from here.” 
 
     
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Aislin opened her eyes. She tried to sit up, but her body didn’t seem to want to obey her. Then she noticed something weird. The sky looked funny. It wasn't blue. It was more of a hazy yellow color. She heard a voice. 
 
    “Is that her?” 
 
    A different voice. “That’s her.” 
 
    “Not much to look at, is she?” said the first voice. Both of the voices sounded strange, not like any people Aislin had ever heard. But at the same time there was something distantly familiar about them, like people she had met so long ago but had forgotten. 
 
    “Maybe if you weren’t lying down,” the second voice said. This speaker sounded like a man. 
 
    There was the sound of movement. Then the first voice said, “That didn’t help. She’s still awfully small. And spindly.” This speaker sounded like an old woman. 
 
    “I thought she would be bigger by now,” the man’s voice admitted. “Maybe she’s not getting enough to eat.” 
 
    “It’s hard to believe that something so small can save the world.” 
 
    “She might still grow.” 
 
    “She better do it soon. We’re running out of time.” 
 
    “Speak for yourself,” the man’s voice said. “I have nothing but time.” 
 
    Aislin struggled and all at once she was able to sit up. “Don’t you know it’s rude to talk about people behind their backs?” she said crossly. 
 
    Her eyes widened in surprise. The two people she’d heard talking weren’t people at all. They looked a little bit like people, with two arms and two legs and everything, but their skin was yellow and they didn't have any hair. Almost no hair anyway. The one sitting down had a few scraggly hairs. They were very long and stretched all the way down to the ground. She seemed to be very old. Her skin was hardly yellow at all. Most of the yellow had been bleached out, leaving her kind of a chalk color. The one who was standing looked old too, but not as old. They were both staring at her, watching her closely. 
 
    Aislin looked around. She was on some kind of mountaintop. Hills and valleys covered in brightly colored plants stretched in every direction. There were flocks of birds, even more brightly colored than the plants. They flew slowly, lazily, hardly flapping their strange, broad wings. It looked more like they were swimming than flying. She looked up and saw no sun in the sky, no clouds either. 
 
    It was all very peculiar, and yet, at the same time, there was something familiar about it too. 
 
    “Where am I?” she asked. 
 
    “You don't remember ki'Loren?” the male said. 
 
    “What’s a ki'Loren?” Aislin asked. 
 
    He shook his head sadly. “You shouldn’t say that so loudly. She has feelings, you know.” 
 
    Aislin was feeling confused. “Who are you talking about?” 
 
    “Ki’Loren.” He fluttered his hands at the world around them. “All of this is her.” 
 
    Aislin crossed her arms and glared at him. “You’re not making any sense.” 
 
    “He does that a lot,” the old female said. “I mostly ignore him. You should do the same.” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous. I’m the only one around here who makes any sense at all,” the male said, crossing his arms over his chest. The motion looked strange on him. Aislin had the feeling he was making fun of her and she quickly uncrossed her arms. 
 
    “You mean like the time you walked around for days on your hands because you were certain that ki’Loren was about to flip upside down?” the old female asked. 
 
    He frowned. “It didn’t end up happening, did it?” 
 
    “No. But you did fall and bump your head.” 
 
    “Maybe I don’t always make sense,” he said thoughtfully. 
 
    Aislin was starting to get a headache. “Can you just tell me where I am? I have to get home.” 
 
    The male looked up. “I expect you’re somewhere in Qarath right now.” 
 
    “This is not Qarath. I know that much.” 
 
    “Well, you’re not here,” the old female said. “Or at least, most of you isn’t.” 
 
    Aislin looked down at herself. She didn’t see any parts missing. “How did I get here?” 
 
    “Probably bumped your head like I did,” the male said. “And, since you used to live here, you thought you’d take the opportunity to come back for a visit.” 
 
    “I used to live here?” Aislin looked around and once again had that odd feeling of familiarity. She looked back at them. “Who are you anyway?” 
 
    “So you forgot us too,” he said sadly. Abruptly he sat down on the ground and put his hands over his face. His body shook as if he was weeping, though he made no sound. 
 
    Aislin looked at the old female. “Is he always like this?” 
 
    “No. Sometimes he’s worse.” 
 
    “Will you answer my questions?” Aislin asked. 
 
    “He is Ya’Shi and you may call me the Ancient One,” the old female said, stroking her long, scraggly hair. 
 
    “Sleepy One would be better,” Ya’Shi put in. “This is the longest I’ve seen her eyes open in years.” 
 
    “I’m not sleeping, I’m contemplating the mysteries of existence,” the Ancient One said loftily. 
 
    “The mysteries of snoring is more like it.” 
 
    “Can you two just stop?” Aislin pleaded. “I want to go home.” 
 
    “Then go,” Ya’Shi said. “No one is stopping you.” 
 
    “You did come to us,” the Ancient One said. 
 
    “But I don’t know how to leave.” 
 
    “It’s simple. Remember that you’re not here,” the Ancient One said. “That’s how I get away from him.” 
 
    Aislin remembered then, the fat man, the honey-sweet drink. “I don’t know what will happen when I get back. He did something to me. I’m frightened.” 
 
    “You’ll have to take care of him,” the Ancient One said. 
 
    “I don’t know how to do that.” 
 
    “Then I suppose he will haul you away to Ankhara where you will be made a slave and the world will be doomed, once the Devourers come through from the Abyss and get the key and use it to break open all of existence.” 
 
    “How do you know about the Devourers?” Aislin asked. She’d thought about them many times since that day she found the glowing red object in that strange black room. In her mind she pictured them as having lots of long, black teeth. But she’d also kind of started to think they were something she’d made up. She’d only been a little girl when that happened, after all. 
 
    “I know lots of things,” Ya’Shi said loftily. 
 
    “That’s not helpful,” Aislin snapped. It was something her mother often said to her when she was being difficult. 
 
    “They’re the beings you’re supposed to save the world from,” the Ancient One said. “Though from where I’m sitting it looks like you’re not taking that job seriously at all. It looks more like all you want to do is play.” 
 
    “You’re talking about the bad time Mama said is coming.” 
 
    “We are,” the Ancient One said. 
 
    “And I’m supposed to stop them I guess, the Devourers.” 
 
    “Only if you don’t want them to bleed off our little world into the Abyss,” Ya’Shi said. 
 
    “I don’t like the sound of that.” 
 
    “It probably won’t be very pleasant for anyone,” the Ancient One said. She and Ya’Shi were both staring at Aislin very intently, as if waiting for something. 
 
    “But I don’t know how to stop them. I’m only one girl and I’m not very big.” She scowled. She didn’t like thinking about how small she still was. Everyone kept saying she would grow someday, but she was starting to think she never would. 
 
    “You'll get bigger, won't you?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I don’t know. I hope so.” 
 
    Ya'Shi looked at the Ancient One. “I don’t think she’s going to figure it out.” 
 
    “Oh, well,” the Ancient One said with a shrug, “we've seen the world end before.” 
 
    “It didn't end that time, remember?” Ya’Shi said. “The other stubborn one, this child’s mother, she stopped it.” 
 
    Aislin perked up. “You’re talking about Mama, aren’t you? Did she really save the world?” 
 
    Ya’Shi nodded. “Some years ago.” 
 
    “Wouldn't it have been a good idea to tell me this?” the Ancient One said. “Here I've been worrying all this time.” 
 
    “You were there when it happened,” Ya’Shi pointed out. 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    He pointed at the ground where she was sitting. “Right there. The same place you always are.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “You'd think I'd remember something like that,” the Ancient One said. 
 
    Aislin spoke up. “Have you forgotten about me?” 
 
    They both looked at her curiously. “Who is she again?” the Ancient One asked. 
 
    “The girl who's supposed to save the world.” 
 
    “Oh, right.” 
 
    “How do I save the world?” Aislin asked. 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll think of something,” the Ancient One said. “You’re the hero after all. You and the other two children.” 
 
    “I don’t feel like a hero, and I don’t have even one friend,” Aislin said. “The other kids think I’m weird.” 
 
    “We do too,” Ya’Shi assured her. 
 
    “That’s not a nice thing to say!” Aislin protested. 
 
    “She’s right,” the Ancient One said sternly to Ya’Shi. “Behave.” 
 
    Ya’Shi lowered his head and mumbled an apology. But as he did so he tilted his head toward Aislin slightly and she saw him smile and wink at her as if they shared a joke. 
 
    “I kind of hate you,” she told him. 
 
    “He has that effect on everyone,” the Ancient One said. “You should have seen how Shorn reacted to him. He really hates Ya’Shi.” 
 
    “That’s not true at all,” Ya’Shi said with a wounded air. “Shorn and I grew very close during our short time together.” 
 
    “Close to breaking your neck, you mean.” 
 
    “Please stop,” Aislin said. “This isn’t fun at all.” 
 
    “Life isn’t always meant to be fun,” Ya’Shi said, holding up one long finger in admonishment. 
 
    “Can’t you just help me figure out what I’m supposed to do?” Aislin asked. “I don’t want the Devourers to eat everything.” 
 
    “We will,” the Ancient One said. “When the time comes. But right now you have a more immediate problem.” 
 
    “The fat man,” Aislin said. 
 
    The Ancient One pointed at Aislin. “You won't be saving much of anything if you don't save yourself. Best if you wake up soon.” 
 
    “But I can't,” Aislin said. “I don't know how.” 
 
    The Ancient One looked at Ya'Shi. “Are you sure it was a good idea to have Netra raise her?” 
 
    “Who else was going to? You?” 
 
    The Ancient One looked around. “Maybe not such a good place to raise a child,” she agreed. 
 
    “I thought you were going to help me!” Aislin yelled. 
 
    “We are,” the Ancient One said. “Isn't this helping?” 
 
    “Just tell me how to wake up!” Aislin yelled. 
 
    “I usually wake up by opening my eyes,” the Ancient One said. 
 
    “That's a good place to start,” Ya'Shi said. “Try that.” 
 
    Aislin touched her face. “My eyes are already open.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Of course I'm sure!” 
 
    “Well, it was worth a try. I guess there's nothing else we can do,” Ya'Shi said. “The world will need another savior it seems.” 
 
    Everything started to fade. Aislin felt herself slipping away. “You have to help me!” she cried. 
 
    “You’re the girl who can control water, aren't you?” Ya'Shi said. 
 
    “Yes,” Aislin replied. 
 
    “Wasn’t there water in what the fat man gave you?” 
 
    The world was growing very blurry now. Aislin could hardly see Ya'Shi or the Ancient One at all. “There was,” she said. 
 
    “Then you can control it,” he said. “Remember one last thing,” he called out to her. “You don’t just control the Sea. You are the Sea.” The world faded out completely. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Aislin was nowhere. All was blackness. She could only distantly feel her body. It felt terribly heavy. She couldn’t make it move, no matter how hard she tried. 
 
    She stopped struggling then and thought about what Ya’Shi said. The fat man had drugged her. The drug was in water. She could control water. And she didn’t need her body to do it. She did it with her mind. 
 
    She reached down inside herself and gathered the stuff she drank, all of it. She pushed it out of herself. Vaguely she was aware of it flowing out of her mouth. She could feel it running across her cheeks, pooling under her neck and shoulders. 
 
    Still she could not move, but already she felt better, less leaden. The drug was passing out of her body. 
 
    After a time—she had no idea how long—she was able to open her eyes. She was in a room. The ceiling and walls were painted white. The room was dim, lit only by a small lantern hanging from the ceiling on a hook. It took some time before she was able to turn her head. When she finally managed it, her head felt very heavy. Her mouth was terribly dry. She was lying on a bed. There was a thin blanket over her. 
 
    She heard the sound of movement and a chair scraped across the floor. She turned her head some more and saw that there was someone else in the room, sitting at a small table. It was not the fat man. He had a sword hanging from his belt and was wearing leather armor, so she thought that he was probably a guard. A guard left here to watch her. He shifted in his chair again and turned to look at her. She quickly closed her eyes and pretended to be asleep. 
 
    She waited a minute, fighting sleep the whole time, and then opened her eyes again. The guard was no longer looking at her. His arms were on the table and his head was on his arms. On the table were a mug and a plate with scraps of food on it. It was the mug that drew her attention. There was water in it. 
 
    It was all she needed. 
 
    The first time she reached for the water, nothing happened. It was so hard to concentrate. She didn’t feel like herself at all. She had to wait a few minutes and rest before she could try again. 
 
    This time she was able to take hold of the water, but her hold was weak. It only rose up a couple of inches before slipping from her grasp. When it fell back into the mug, some of the water sloshed onto the table. 
 
    The guard sat up, a look of surprise on his face. He stared in confusion at the mug. He dipped his finger in the spilled water, then picked up the mug and looked into it. “That’s odd,” he said. He turned to look at Aislin, who quickly closed her eyes once again. 
 
    The guard shrugged and set the mug back on the table. He sat staring at it. When nothing happened after a moment he poked the mug with his finger. 
 
    “Huh. Guess I’m losing my mind then.” He put his arms back on the table and put his head down on them. After a few minutes his breathing was deep and regular. 
 
    Aislin reached for the water again. This time her hold was better. The water flowed up and over the sides of the mug and down onto the table without splashing. She bit her lip as she concentrated. It irritated her that this was so hard. She was used to this being as easy and natural as breathing. 
 
    The water flowed across the table. It reached one of the guard’s arms and flowed up onto it. 
 
    The guard woke up then. “What the…?” he exclaimed, looking at his shirt sleeve, which was soaking wet. He picked up the mug and peered into it. “How did that happen?” 
 
    Aislin kept the water moving. She pushed it up his arm, over his shoulder. The guard dropped the mug and stood up suddenly, knocking his chair over in the process. The water left his shirt and flowed up his neck. His eyes bulged in disbelief and he tried wiping the water away, but it did no good. It kept moving, passing over his lips and into his mouth. He spun and looked at Aislin, saw that her eyes were open. 
 
    “You!” he gasped. He reached for his sword. Aislin pushed faster and the water flowed down his throat. He tried to shout, but by then the water was in his throat and only a choking sound came out. He grasped his throat and began retching, but none of the water came out. 
 
    Aislin forced the water deeper, down into his lungs. He staggered sideways, banging into the table. He fell to his knees, trying desperately to draw in air. 
 
    After a minute he collapsed to the floor. He twitched once more, then went still. 
 
    Aislin got up from the bed. She felt dizzy and lightheaded and had to hold onto the bed to keep from falling down. She stepped over the fallen guard and walked to the doorway, where she stopped and looked back. She remembered what her mother had taught her, that killing was wrong. That she should only kill if she had no other choice. This man was no longer a threat to her. She pointed at the guard and motioned with her fingers. He convulsed as the water came shooting out his mouth. He began coughing and rolled onto his side. 
 
    Aislin left the room and found herself in a hallway. She still felt dizzy, but it was getting easier to walk. She made her way down the hallway and came to a door on the left. In the room beyond there were two women washing dishes, one with a scarf tied around her head and the other with a fresh bruise on her cheek. They looked at her, surprised. “You're not supposed to be in here,” the woman with the scarf said. 
 
    “No, I'm not,” Aislin said. The woman with the scarf started toward her, but Aislin was ready for her. The water in the wash tub began to churn and foam. Toothy creatures unlike anything that had ever existed formed, watery jaws snapping. The woman with the bruise stood there frozen in fear. The woman with the scarf backed away so quickly she tripped and fell on her rear. 
 
    “How do I get out of here?” Aislin asked. Both women pointed to a doorway on the far side of the room. 
 
    Aislin went through two more rooms. In the second one a man was sleeping on the floor in the corner. He didn’t stir as she passed by. She went through a door and found herself in a courtyard, high stone walls on three sides topped with rusted iron spikes. On the far side of the courtyard was a tall metal gate. It was near dark. Lanterns hung from the walls, providing light. The red carriage was there, parked beside the fish pond, but the horses had been unhitched and there was no one around. 
 
    Aislin headed for the gate. But before she’d gotten very far she heard shouting from inside the house. She took off running, still unsteady on her feet. 
 
    She got to the gate and pushed on it, but it didn’t move. She looked around frantically and quickly saw why it wouldn’t move. There was a heavy bar across it. Standing on her tiptoes she could just reach it. It moved when she pushed on it, but she couldn’t raise it far enough to get it out of the brackets. She wasn’t tall enough. She needed something to stand on. 
 
    “I really don’t think it’s a good idea for a little thing like you to be out on the streets alone at this time,” a voice said from behind her. “You don’t know who you might run into. It could be dangerous.” 
 
    She spun. The fat man was standing there. He had a knife in his hand. 
 
    “There’s no way you should be awake,” he said, “after the greedy way you drank the whole bottle of my special sleeping draught. But it doesn’t really matter. This time I’ll make sure you’re tied up good and tight.” He was moving toward her as he walked. 
 
    “You better stay away from me,” Aislin warned him. 
 
    “Or what?” 
 
    “I’ll hurt you.” 
 
    He smiled. It wasn’t a friendly smile. “I don’t think so. You’re only a little girl.” 
 
    Doors opened and a handful of guards ran into the courtyard, their weapons drawn. They began converging on Aislin. 
 
    “I warned you,” she told the fat man grimly. She reached for the water in the fish pond and it responded instantly. It was part of her and she was part of it, now that the effects of whatever he’d given her had mostly worn off. 
 
    She thought of the shliken. A half dozen tentacles formed in the water. They were grayish-green and as big around as a man’s arm. They snaked across the courtyard toward the fat man. 
 
    The guards saw the tentacles and came skidding to a halt, eyes and mouths wide. 
 
    The fat man’s eyes hardened. The tentacles were behind him and he hadn’t seen them yet. “I think I’ve had enough of your foolishness, little miss. You’re in no position to—” His words broke off as a tentacle wrapped around one of his arms. “What…what…?” he gasped, looking down at it in surprise. 
 
    “I told you,” Aislin said. 
 
    The tentacle tightened. The fat man stabbed at it with his knife, but it did no good. The knife simply passed through it without having any discernible effect. 
 
    Another tentacle wrapped around his ankle, and a third reached over his shoulder and down across his chest. He tried to jerk free, but they were far too strong. A fourth tentacle wrapped around his waist. They began dragging him toward the fish pond. 
 
    “No!” the fat man screamed. The last two latched onto his free arm and leg. He fell onto his back, thrashing wildly. He twisted and saw the guards standing there, staring at him. “Help me!” he cried. “Get these things off of me!” 
 
    All but one of them stood frozen in place, their eyes bulging. That one hefted his sword and started toward Aislin. She glared at him. 
 
    “Don’t come any closer. I’m warning you.” One of the tentacles released the fat man and slid across the courtyard toward the guard. 
 
    The guard lowered his weapon and backed up. 
 
    “What are you doing!” the fat man shrieked. “Get her! Kill her!” 
 
    Aislin pointed at the fish pond. A huge head had appeared, staring at the guards. Its beaked mouth opened. The guards stared at it in horrified fascination. Two of them ran back into the house. 
 
    “Come back here!” the fat man screamed. “I order you!” 
 
    The rest of the guards broke and ran. 
 
    The fat man was dragged up to the edge of the pond. He looked wildly at Aislin. “No!” he gasped. “Please. I’m sorry.” 
 
    But Aislin wasn’t. She was angry. She wanted to make him suffer for what he’d done. 
 
    Aislin flicked one finger and the fat man was dragged into the pond. He fought wildly, but he had no chance. She pushed him further underwater, hating him, wanting him dead. 
 
    But then she sighed and let him go. He crawled to the edge of the pond and hung there, half in the water still, choking and gasping. A door opened and a guard came out of the house. It was the one she’d nearly drowned earlier. She glared at him. 
 
    “Open the gate. I want to leave.” 
 
    He swallowed visibly, but he didn’t move. 
 
    “Open the gate!” Aislin yelled. 
 
    He nodded and ran for the gate, going in a wide arc that kept him as far from Aislin as possible. Once the gate was open he ran through it and disappeared. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Out on the street, Aislin looked both ways, not quite sure which way to go. The street was quiet, with only a couple of people on it. To the right a few blocks down she could see a busy street so she decided to go that way. 
 
    She stood on the edge of the busy street. Wagons passed by carrying lumber, heaps of potatoes, garbage. Nearby there was one that was stopped in front of a building, an older man and a young boy just unloading the last of the wooden crates that were stacked in the back. The boy hopped into the back of the wagon and the older man was about to climb up onto the seat when Aislin made her decision. She hurried over and tugged on the man’s coat. He looked down at her. 
 
    “Do you know where the Tender estate is?” she asked him. 
 
    He gave her a curious look. “I do.” 
 
    “Take me there,” she said. She grabbed onto the side of the wagon and pulled herself up onto the seat. He stood there looking at her, surprised. He had white hair and hands roughened by years of work. “Let’s go,” she said. “I’m in a hurry.” 
 
    A smile appeared on the man’s face. “You’re not much for politeness, are you, miss?” 
 
    “I’m late,” she said. “And I’m grumpy.” 
 
    He looked around. “I’d ask what a little thing like you is doing down here all by yourself, but I don’t guess it matters. Not really.” He climbed heavily onto the seat and settled himself. “Next stop, the Tender estate.” He snapped the reins and the horse started off. 
 
    “Don’t try anything, either,” Aislin told him. “I’m watching you.” A moment later she added, “And I don’t want anything to drink.” 
 
    The man chuckled. “You’re a fiery one.” The horse clopped up the street, the wagon swaying and creaking. “A little young to be a Tender, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I’m not a Tender.” 
 
    “Are you a servant, then?” 
 
    “I don’t want to talk anymore.” 
 
    “I’m going to say you’re not a servant. I don’t guess you’d last long with a tongue like that.” 
 
    When they reached the estate, Aislin hopped down before the wagon came completely to a halt and ran for the gate. “You’re welcome!” the man called after her, but Aislin ignored him. 
 
    Randel, the young guard who was tasked with keeping an eye on her, emerged from the open gate about the time Aislin got there. “There you are!” he exclaimed, crouching down in front of her. He looked relieved to see her. “You got here just in time. Your mother was about to send out every person on the whole estate to look for you, the Tenders included.” 
 
    Aislin stopped. “Am I that late?” 
 
    “It’s dark,” Randel said. “What do you think?” 
 
    Aislin scowled. “Now she’s never going to let me go out on my own again.” 
 
    “It might be a while,” he agreed. He stroked his goatee, something he often did. He was powerfully proud of his facial hair. “I was worried too, Aislin. I don’t want to see you get hurt.” 
 
    “But I’m fine!” she said, spreading her arms as if to show him. 
 
    “That you are.” He patted her on the shoulder and stood up. He held out his hand. “Shall we go find your mother?” 
 
    Aislin took his hand and they entered the estate. Netra was standing in front of the estate house, a number of guards, servants and Tenders gathered in front of her. She was giving them orders, splitting them into teams and telling them where to search, when she turned and saw Aislin approaching. 
 
    She ran over and swept Aislin up in her arms and hugged her tightly. 
 
    “That’s enough, Mama,” Aislin said after a minute. 
 
    “I’ll say when it’s enough,” Netra said gruffly. She set Aislin down. “I don’t know whether to be more relieved or angry,” she said. 
 
    “I’m only a little late.” 
 
    “Only a little? You said you would be right back. You promised me.” 
 
    Now Aislin felt a little bad. She could see from her mother’s face how frightened she’d been. “I got lost is all. But a nice man in a wagon gave me a ride home.” She decided not to tell her mother about the fat man. Not right now anyway. She would only get upset and then who knew how long it would be before Aislin got to leave the estate again. 
 
    “A man in a wagon? But I taught you…” Netra trailed off. “Never mind. We’ll talk about it on the way. Come on. Let’s get you looking presentable. That dress is filthy.” She took hold of Aislin’s hand and began pulling her toward the small cottage they lived in near the back of the estate. 
 
    “Do we still have to go? It’s so boring.” It was terribly difficult to listen to old people talk about things she didn’t care about. 
 
    “Don’t complain. It’s only once a month. Besides, you like the macht.” 
 
    “I guess.” Aislin had to admit that Macht Rome wasn’t that bad, for an adult. He smiled a lot. And he didn’t talk to her like she was a little kid, which is what most adults did. She hated that. She wasn’t a little kid anymore. 
 
    “And he is the king. If he wants us to show up, we don’t have a lot of choice.” 
 
    “If he’s the king, why do we call him ‘macht’?” Aislin asked. 
 
    “Because he wants us to. Now hurry up.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    A few minutes later they were in a carriage heading at a good pace for the palace. Cara, the FirstMother of the Tenders and Netra’s friend since childhood, was with them. Aislin liked Cara too. She was always friendly and kind. There was something calming about being around her. 
 
    “Anything interesting happen lately, Aislin?” Cara asked her. 
 
    Aislin thought about the fat man. She’d bet Cara would find that pretty interesting. But instead she said, “No, just boring stuff,” and looked out the window. 
 
    The carriage stopped in front of the palace. Chamberlain Opus was there, neat as always in white gloves and a black coat, with his hair and mustache oiled. He bowed and offered his hand to Aislin, but she ignored it and jumped down out of the carriage. She wasn’t some old lady who needed help with everything. 
 
    “Hi, Opus,” she said, and scampered on past him. 
 
    Opus turned to watch her go. “I see you managed to get her to wear shoes this time,” he said to Netra. “You’re making progress.” 
 
    “Maybe, maybe not. It will be a miracle if she makes it through dinner with them still on,” Netra replied. 
 
    “Don’t give up too easily. It has taken quite a few years, but I have managed to shave off some of the rougher edges of the macht,” he said with a faint smile. “With the help of the queen, of course.” Having grown up on the streets and risen through the army before he took the crown, Rome had never had much use for the formalities of his position. In the first year or two of being king he had driven Opus nearly to despair with his refusal to dress or act in anything resembling a royal manner. 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind,” Netra said. 
 
    Aislin ranged on ahead as Opus led Netra and Cara to the dining room where they would dine with the macht. She’d been here enough times that she knew where it was. They all walked too slowly anyway. 
 
    It wasn’t the large, formal dining room, which was used only for large events and greeting foreign ambassadors, two things Rome truly hated. Actually, he hated any function which required him to wear fine clothing or use silverware instead of his hands. Rome was already there, sitting at the head of the table, wearing a simple leather tunic and black, cotton breeches. His tunic was open partway down his chest, revealing a thick mat of curly black chest hair. His head was bare, his black hair long and bushy and blending seamlessly into his thick, untrimmed beard. 
 
    To his right sat Quyloc. He was nearly the opposite of Rome in every way. Where Rome’s frame was thick with muscle and more than a little fat, Quyloc was lean almost to the point of being skinny, though there was corded muscle on his forearms that said he was far from weak. He wore no beard or mustache and his white-blond hair was cut so short that he was almost bald. His clothes were neat and precisely tailored to fit him. Finally, where Rome’s expression when he looked up and saw Aislin was open and frank, Quyloc’s was guarded and wary. His deep set eyes landed on Aislin and his expression didn’t change. To her he’d always looked a little bit like a hawk trying to decide if she would make a tasty meal. 
 
    “Welcome!” Rome boomed, standing up from his chair and giving them a big smile. He motioned at his plate, which was adorned with crumbs of bread and a cheese rind. “I got a bit hungry waiting for you and decided to have a bite.” 
 
    He came forward and took Netra’s hands in both of his. “Good to see you again, Netra. It’s always a pleasure.” Then he turned to Cara and took her hands. “You look well. Being FirstMother suits you.” He waved to the table. “Have a seat.” The two women nodded to Quyloc, who nodded back, and then they sat. 
 
    Rome crouched down in front of Aislin and shook his head. “This must be Aislin, but it sure doesn’t look like her. She’s grown too much to be the little girl I remember.” 
 
    Aislin knew he was only saying that. It was the same thing he always said. She hadn’t grown at all. But it made her smile anyway. She held out her hand like she’d seen her mother do. 
 
    “What? No hug for your Uncle Rome?” 
 
    Shyly Aislin held her arms out, and Rome swept her up in a big hug. “That’s better,” he said after he set her down. Before he stood up he scratched his ear and gave Aislin a serious look. “Don’t you have something you want to tell me?” he asked. 
 
    Aislin knew right away what he wanted her to say, but she pretended ignorance. “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yep, I’m sure.” 
 
    He gave her a mock frown. “Do I have to order you to say it?” 
 
    “You snore like a fatso pig!” she yelled. 
 
    Rome laughed heartily. “That’s what Bonnie tells me. Now let’s eat.” 
 
    A couple of years before, Netra and Aislin had arrived for a dinner only to find Rome asleep in his chair, snoring loudly. Aislin had turned to her mother and informed her that the macht “snored like a fatso pig.” Rome overheard, and the rest was history. He asked her to say it again nearly every time he saw her and he was known to regale visiting dignitaries with the tale, which he always ended by laughing boisterously. Usually it caused them visible discomfort, which Rome liked even better. He couldn’t stand the false world of diplomacy. 
 
    While the food was being brought out, Quyloc asked Aislin, “Have you sensed anything?” 
 
    Aislin shook her head. Quyloc asked her a few more questions, but she had nothing else to add and soon he left her alone. Aislin sat there, kicking her legs under the table, while the old people began talking about boring things. She wished she could run off and explore the palace. There were lots of interesting rooms in it. But she knew her mother would say no if she asked. 
 
    None of them were paying any attention to her and she had an idea. She casually dropped her fork under the table. “Oops,” she said. “I better pick that up.” 
 
    She hopped down off her chair and ducked under the tablecloth, which hung most of the way to the floor. So far, so good. No one had said anything. All she had to do was get to the other end of the table without bumping into anyone’s legs, then a quick dart for the door and… 
 
    Out of nowhere, Netra grabbed her arm. Aislin was pulled out from under the table to meet her mother’s severe gaze. “Really?” Netra whispered. Rome was arguing loudly with Quyloc, who was sitting very still, his arms folded across his chest. No one else seemed to be paying them any attention. Netra leaned up close to Aislin. “Do you think I never tried that trick when I was your age?” 
 
    “I…uh…” Aislin had never really thought about her mother being a little girl before. 
 
    “Get back in your seat,” Netra said. 
 
    But before Aislin could do so the door opened and a girl Aislin had never seen before slipped into the room. She looked to be about Aislin’s age, though she was taller. She had curly, dark red hair with a bow in it, though the bow had slipped and was in danger of falling out. She was wearing a yellow dress that was smudged in several places and ripped in one. Right behind her came the queen, Bonnie. 
 
    “I told you not to go in there, young lady,” Bonnie said sternly. “Your father’s busy right now and you shouldn’t disturb him.” 
 
    “But I want to meet her!” the girl said. “Why can’t I just say hi? I won’t stay long!” She was moving quickly as she talked, not quite running, but very close. Bonnie grabbed for her, but she ducked and left her mother holding only air. 
 
    “Hey, there’s my little Liv!” Rome called out. “Come give your father a hug. He’s feeling all grumpy from arguing with Quyloc again.” 
 
    Liv ran and gave her father a hug, but she had her eyes on Aislin the whole time, and she quickly squirmed away from him. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Rome. We’ll be out of here in a second,” Bonnie said. She was a large woman, not fat, but big-boned and as tall as many men. She had ruddy cheeks and a mass of red hair. Aislin had only met her a couple of times, but she seemed nice, if sometimes a little tired. But then, adults often seemed tired. She wasn’t sure why that was. Maybe they didn’t sleep enough. “Come on, Liv. Let’s let your father work.” 
 
    “But I haven’t met her yet!” Liv turned to her father for support. “Daddy, can’t I stay a little bit longer? I want to meet her.” 
 
    “Absolutely not,” Bonnie said. 
 
    “Oh, what can it hurt?” Rome asked. “She’s already here.” He ignored the flush that crept into his wife’s cheeks when he said that. “Why don’t both of you stay? Here, I’ll get you a chair.” He motioned and a waiting servant picked up one of the unused chairs and moved it over beside him at the head of the table. “Let’s give them a chance to get to know each other.” 
 
    Giving Rome a harsh look which he completely ignored, Bonnie sat down. “We’ll talk about this later,” she said under her breath. She picked up Rome’s mug and sniffed it. “Rum?” she said. “I thought we agreed only ale.” 
 
    “Uh, that’s right, we did,” Rome said. “Must have been a mistake in the kitchen. Let me finish that off and I’ll get some ale.” He reached for the mug, but Bonnie pulled it away from him. 
 
    “I think I’ll have this. The gods know I could use it, after the day I’ve had,” she said. 
 
    While they were talking, Liv came over to stand beside Aislin’s chair. 
 
    “Hey,” she whispered. “You want to do something fun?” Up close Aislin could see that she had lively, piercing dark eyes and a generous scattering of freckles across her upturned nose. There was a small cut on her cheek that had only partially healed. 
 
    Aislin nodded. 
 
    Liv looked around. No one seemed to be paying any attention to them. Bonnie was talking to Cara and Rome was once again arguing with Quyloc. “Let’s go,” she said. Taking Aislin’s hand, she pulled her away from the table. 
 
    Netra looked up as they were scurrying away and said, “Wait a minute. I want you to stay here, Aislin.” 
 
    “Let them go have some fun,” Rome said. “Why should they have to sit and be bored to death by the old people and their problems?” 
 
    Netra looked like she was going to argue, but then she relented. “Stay out of trouble,” she told Aislin, who nodded. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Liv whispered. “Before they change their minds.” Still holding Aislin’s hand, she took off at a run. 
 
    Liv led Aislin to a doorway hidden behind a curtain in the corner of the room. Behind the curtain was a narrow hallway. “The servants use these,” she said. “They’re great for getting around the palace without being seen.” 
 
    They followed the hallway to a room where several servants were sitting at a table talking and eating. They smiled at Liv and one of them spoke to her. 
 
    “I can’t talk now,” Liv called, barely slowing down. “I have to show my new friend around.” 
 
    At breakneck speed she led them down more hallways and past several more servants, then out through another doorway, this one covered by a tapestry, and onto a broad landing. Liv turned to Aislin. “I’m Liv, by the way.” 
 
    Aislin was feeling a little overwhelmed. She wasn’t sure what to make of this loud girl. She pulled her hand out of Liv’s. “I’m Aislin,” she said in a small voice. 
 
    Liv laughed. “I know that! I knew you were going to be here tonight too. That’s why I came into the room. I wanted to meet you. We’re going to be great friends.” 
 
    Aislin wasn’t so sure about that, but she didn’t argue. 
 
    “What do you want to do first?” Liv asked. “I think some of the servants’ kids are having frog races tonight. Have you ever been to a frog race?” 
 
    Aislin shook her head. She didn’t think she liked the idea much. Not the frog race itself, which didn’t sound too bad, but the other kids. Mostly other kids stared at her and she didn’t like it all that much. So when Liv took her hand and tried to pull her away, she dug in her heels and shook her head again. 
 
    “Okay, no frog race,” Liv said, clearly not upset or deterred by Aislin’s refusal at all. “Not everyone likes frogs. My mother didn’t much like it when I put one in her bed. Daddy laughed, but she was sore for a whole day. What else can we do? Oh, I know! Let’s go look at the tower. You’ll like that. You like going outside, don’t you?” 
 
    Aislin, feeling a bit overwhelmed by the sheer number of words and the speed with which they were delivered, could only nod. The next thing she knew she was being whisked away again. 
 
    They ran down the stairs for a couple of floors and then into another one of the narrow hallways. This one led to a door to outside. Aislin looked around and realized they were behind the palace now. She’d never been back here before. The moon had risen and there was quite a lot of light. Off to the right was a large garden. To the left were a number of fruit trees. 
 
    “That’s where we’re going,” Liv said, pointing. Over it all, behind the trees, loomed the dark shape of the tower. “C’mon.” 
 
    Liv led her onto a brick path that wound through the fruit trees and a minute later they were before the tower. Aislin saw that a tall stone wall had been built around the tower, which was itself built right on the edge of the high cliffs overlooking the sea. There was a heavy, wooden door with a big padlock on it set in the wall. 
 
    “They built the wall because of the vine,” Liv said, her voice quieter now, as if she were awed by it all. “Look. You can see it up there.” She pointed. 
 
    The part of the tower that was visible above the wall was completely covered in a thick vine. Aislin had seen the vine before, on the day when she found the secret room with the red glowing thing in it. She shivered a little at the memory of it. There was something wrong with that vine. 
 
    “They had to build the wall because the vine eats people,” Liv said in a spooky voice. She gripped Aislin’s hand a little bit tighter, and Aislin didn’t pull away. She didn’t like the vine at all. She remembered the eyes she’d seen looking out of it. 
 
    “Why don’t they kill it?” Aislin asked. 
 
    “They tried, but no one can. That’s because it’s not from this world.” 
 
    Aislin looked at Liv, trying to see if she was smiling. Was she joking about this? But Liv wasn’t smiling. 
 
    “I swear it’s true,” Liv said. “My father told me all about it. Do you want to know the story?” 
 
    Aislin nodded. 
 
    “It was during the war against Melekath and his Children, before either of us was born. The vine comes from a place called the Pente Akka, or something like that. It’s another world and it keeps trying to get into our world so it can swallow us all up.” She shivered as she said this. Aislin thought about what Ya’Shi and the Ancient One had said about the Devourers. Did the vine come from the same place they did? 
 
    “There’s things living in there, terrible monsters with knives for fingers. During the war they almost broke through. My daddy and Quyloc were trapped in there and almost died. But they got free just in time and fought the monsters back. They saved the world.” 
 
    Aislin listened almost without breathing, trying to imagine it all. 
 
    “They stopped the monsters from coming through, but they couldn’t kill the vine so they built the wall so it can’t hurt anyone. I like to sneak out here and look at it. Sometimes I think I can hear it moving.” 
 
    Aislin remembered the sound of the vine moving on the stone steps under the tower. She took an involuntary step back. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Liv reassured her. “It can’t get out. We’re safe here.” 
 
    “Here, what are you girls doing?” a voice said suddenly nearby. 
 
    Both girls jumped and shrieked a little. The only reason Aislin didn’t run away was because Liv gripped her hand tightly and stopped her. But her heart was racing and she could hear her blood pounding in her ears. 
 
    A man stepped forward out of the fruit trees. He had a sword hanging from his belt, and he was wearing a steel cap and chain mail. 
 
    “It’s you, George!” Liv cried. “You scared me so bad I almost died!” 
 
    “I’m sorry for that, young miss,” the guard said, “but you know you’re not supposed to be back here. Your mother will have your hide if she finds out.” 
 
    “But you won’t tell her, will you, George?” Liv said in a wheedling tone. 
 
    “Of course I won’t,” he replied. Then he sighed. “You won’t stop until I’m busted down to latrine duty, will you?” 
 
    “You won’t get into trouble, George. You know I’ll never say anything. I swear.” 
 
    “That’s enough for me, I guess. Who’s your little friend?” 
 
    “This is Aislin. We just met. She’s a little shy, but that’s okay.” 
 
    “I imagine you talk enough for the both of you,” he said with a chuckle. 
 
    “I’m trying to make her feel comfortable.” 
 
    “Well, I’d better be on my rounds. You two move on now, okay? There must be something else you can do.” 
 
    “I was thinking about showing Aislin the pond Daddy had put in.” 
 
    “That’s a fine idea. I’ll be seeing you around,” he said, touching his cap and walking away. 
 
    “Come on,” Liv said, taking Aislin’s hand again. “I think you’ll like this.” She led her around the side of the palace toward the front. They came to a wide lawn bordered by flowers. In the middle was a small pond a dozen paces across. 
 
    “What do you think?” Liv asked, when they were standing beside it. She crouched and stuck her hand in the water. “I just love water, don’t you?” 
 
    Aislin’s opinion of Liv went way up. She crouched down too and put both hands in the water. “More than anything,” she agreed. 
 
    “There’s fish in it and everything,” Liv said, peering into the water, “but you can’t see them right now. It’s too dark.” 
 
    Aislin didn’t need to see them. She could feel them, every one of them. There were dozens of them. 
 
    “I come out here whenever it’s warm enough and swim in it,” Liv said, again raising Aislin’s estimate of her. “I’m glad summer’s coming. Then I’ll be able to swim every day.” She splashed in the water a little bit. “I wish we could go swimming right now. I bet you’d like it. But I’m not supposed to swim at night.” 
 
    Aislin was sure she would like to go for a swim. 
 
    Liv looked around. Seeing no one nearby, she began taking off her shoes. “Oh well, I haven’t been in trouble for almost a whole day.” She put one foot in the water. “Brr. It’s a little cold. Are you coming?” 
 
    Aislin didn’t need to be asked twice. She quickly kicked off her shoes and dove in, splashing Liv. When she surfaced, Liv was standing near the edge of the pond and giggling. 
 
    “You got me all wet!” she cried. 
 
    Aislin wasn’t sure what to make of that. Wasn’t the point of swimming to get wet? She gave up puzzling over it and dove underwater, reveling in the feel of the water on her skin, the freedom she had when she was in it. When she was in the water, she was another person. There was nothing to hold her back, nothing she had to do or think about. 
 
    When she surfaced Liv was staring at her. “Wow. You were down there for a long time. How’d you do that?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Aislin admitted. “I just can.” 
 
    “Teach me, teach me!” Liv cried. Holding her nose, she jumped into the deeper part of the pond and then surfaced a moment later and splashed around. “It’s so cold!” she said, but made no move to get out. 
 
    “It feels good to me,” Aislin said. 
 
    “You’re not cold at all?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “What are you, some kind of fish?” 
 
    Aislin stiffened, remembering the kids teasing her about being a fish back when she lived in Seaside. She’d been teased a few times since living at the Tender estate too, though not nearly as often. 
 
    But Liv continued on, oblivious. “Oh, I wish I was more like you. What else can you do? Can you teach me?” 
 
    Aislin hesitated, trying to figure out if Liv was making fun of her or not. But the other girl seemed sincere. There was no undertone of mockery. 
 
    “I can call the fish,” Aislin said, taking a sudden chance that surprised even her. “Would you like to see?” 
 
    Liv’s eyes got very round. “More than anything,” she said breathlessly. 
 
    Aislin sang one of her little fish songs then. It didn’t take much, since the fish were so close. 
 
    “I can feel them swimming all around me!” Liv said delightedly. “One just bumped into my leg!” She clapped her small hands together. “I wish I could do that. You’re amazing, Aislin, you know that?” 
 
    Aislin felt a smile spread across her face. No one had ever thought she was amazing before. Mostly people were afraid or mean. Even her mother only seemed to tolerate her abilities. She didn’t really like the things Aislin could do. But here was this other girl and she not only tolerated Aislin, she liked what she was able to do. 
 
    Aislin decided then and there that Liv was right: they were going to be friends. The thought excited her. She’d never had a real friend before. 
 
    “What else can you do?” Liv asked. 
 
    But before Aislin could respond, someone new came strolling up. 
 
    It was a boy a few years older than them. He was carrying a lantern, and he held it up to see better. 
 
    “You’re not supposed to be in there, Liv. Mother is going to kill you.” 
 
    “What are you doing out here, Brecken?” Liv asked. 
 
    “Looking for you, what else? Mother sent me to find you. It’s time for your friend to go home. Mother has half the servants out looking for you.” 
 
    Liv was getting out of the water while he spoke and Aislin followed her. They both stood on the grass, dripping wet. 
 
    “She doesn’t have to know,” Liv said. “Please don’t tell her.” 
 
    “You’re soaking wet! I won’t have to tell her, she’ll know,” he replied. He held the lantern so he could get a better look at Aislin. “Your mother is looking for you too,” he said. 
 
    Aislin nodded, not sure what to say. For some reason Brecken didn’t lower the lantern but kept staring at her. He had a frank, open way of looking at her that reminded her of Rome. She looked away, embarrassed for some reason she didn’t understand. 
 
    “Maybe if we take our time getting back, we’ll dry off. Or we could run to my room and change clothes really fast,” Liv said. 
 
    “No chance of that,” Brecken said. “Mother said to fetch you and I’m fetching you. We’re going straight back.” 
 
    “You’re being awful,” Liv said. “You know that?” 
 
    “Whatever,” he replied. “Do you really think you’d get away with it anyway? Mother would know instantly you’d changed your clothes. You know what a hawk she is.” 
 
    “You’re probably right,” Liv said sullenly. “Do you think she’ll be very angry?” 
 
    “I think she’s already very angry. You two were supposed to come right back.” 
 
    Liv gulped. As they started following Brecken back, she said softly to Aislin, “I wish I could turn into a fish right now and swim away. Fish never get into trouble for getting wet.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    “You went swimming?” Bonnie’s face was red and she was shaking her finger at Liv, who was looking down at her feet. 
 
    Aislin looked at her mother. Mama wasn’t saying anything, but she could tell from her expression that when they left she was going to have some things to say. 
 
    “It seemed like a good idea at the time,” Liv said quietly. “I only wanted to show Aislin around.” 
 
    “So you showed her the fish pond? By getting into it?” 
 
    “It was an accident?” Liv said hopefully, looking to her father for help. 
 
    Rome started to laugh, but when Bonnie whirled on him, her hands on her hips, his smile faded and the laughter died away. “It was very bad, what you did,” he said, trying his best to be stern, though the effect was somewhat ruined by the traces of smile that hung around the edges of his mouth. 
 
    “You’re a lot of help,” Bonnie snapped at Rome. “Really. So much help. It’s like having three children instead of two.” Rome did his best to look properly chastened, lowering his head and picking at some food stuck to his shirt. 
 
    “We’ll be going now,” Netra said, taking Aislin’s hand. “I’m sorry for any trouble my daughter caused.” 
 
    “Oh, it wasn’t her fault, I can assure you of that,” Bonnie grumbled. “If I know my daughter at all, and I do, she was the cause of all of it.” 
 
    Before Netra could lead Aislin away, Liv cried, “Can Aislin and I play tomorrow, Mommy? Please?” 
 
    Bonnie scowled at her. “After you went into the pond at night even though I’ve told you over and over not to? You’ll be lucky if you get to see her in a month!” 
 
    “No, Mommy!” Liv cried. “Please! I’m sorry, I really am!” 
 
    “Not as sorry as you will be.” 
 
    “Daddy, help me!” Liv cried, hurrying to where her father sat and throwing her arms around his knees. “You said I needed to make a friend and finally I did. Don’t take her away already.” 
 
    Bonnie put her fists on her hips and glared at Rome, who cleared his throat. 
 
    “We have been wanting her to make new friends,” he said, wincing as Bonnie’s scowl darkened further, “and really, how bad is it, what she did? All she did was go swimming. She didn’t really hurt anything.” 
 
    “It’s not the swimming, it’s the disobedience,” Bonnie growled. 
 
    “Couldn’t you punish her some other way?” he asked. 
 
    “Please, Mommy?” Liv chimed in, looking at her mother appealingly. 
 
    “Don’t flutter your eyelashes at me, young lady,” Bonnie said, pointing at her daughter. “It won’t work on me like it does your father and you know it.” 
 
    “So I can play with Aislin tomorrow?” Liv asked. Rome added a hopeful look of his own. 
 
    “It’s pathetic, that’s what it is,” Bonnie said to Rome. “You, a big, strong man. The mighty Black Wolf, feared far and wide. Brought down by a little girl. You should be ashamed.” 
 
    But Rome didn’t look ashamed. He was fighting to keep his smile under control. Bonnie turned to Netra. 
 
    “Sometimes I wonder what it’s like, raising a child without a man interfering.” Before Netra could respond, she continued on. “If it’s okay with you, the children can play together tomorrow. But I’d like to have them here, where I can keep an eye on them.” 
 
    Aislin squeezed her mother’s hand and looked up at her. Netra looked down at her for a moment, then nodded. “She should probably be in trouble for getting her nice dress all wet and muddy, but it is good seeing her make a friend.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    When they got back to the cottage, Netra sat down and pulled Aislin into her lap. She squeezed her tight and pressed her face into her hair. Usually such displays of affection bothered Aislin, but this time she was too busy feeling excited about tomorrow. 
 
    “I’m proud of you,” Netra said. “I’m glad you finally have a friend of your own to play with.” 
 
    “Like you and Cara were friends when you were little?” 
 
    “I don’t know how I would have survived without Cara. So much of the time she was the only one I could talk to. I hope you find the same thing with Liv.” 
 
    Later that night, lying in bed, Aislin wondered what it would be like, having a friend. She had so much she wanted to share, but before this she’d never had anyone to share with. The thought both excited her and frightened her. Part of her was still afraid that Liv was only pretending, that she’d make fun of Aislin sooner or later. 
 
    Thinking about it, she started to feel really afraid. Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea after all. Who knew what Liv was really up to? Look at the fat man. He’d seemed nice at first too, but then he turned out to be bad. Maybe Liv would turn out to be bad too. 
 
    She tossed and turned for a long time before she was able to fall asleep. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Aislin felt awful when she woke up the next morning. Her head hurt and she didn’t think she’d slept at all. Her dreams had been filled with children chasing her and laughing at her. 
 
    She crawled out of bed and realized that her mother wasn’t in the cottage. She went and sat down at their little table and put her head on her arms. Her mother came in a few minutes later carrying a sack with some vegetables in it. 
 
    “So, are you excited for your big day?” Netra said brightly. “I bet you can’t wait to see Liv again.” 
 
    Aislin didn’t respond except to bury her head deeper into her arms. She heard her mother walk over next to her. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Aislin?” 
 
    “I don’t want to go,” she said without looking up. 
 
    Netra sat down in the other chair. “Why, honey? I thought you were excited about it.” 
 
    “I’m not.” 
 
    Netra stroked her hair. Aislin pushed her hand away. “Do you want to tell me about it?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Okay,” Netra said gently, “but I think Liv is going to be really disappointed. I know she was really looking forward to playing with you.” 
 
    Aislin raised her head, but didn’t look into her mother’s eyes. “You’re wrong.” 
 
    “Are you sure? She seemed really excited last night.” 
 
    “She’s just pretending.” Aislin wondered why it hurt so much to say the words when she didn’t care. She didn’t really need friends anyway. The sea creatures were her friends. That was all the friends she needed. 
 
    “Why would you say that?” 
 
    “Because it’s true!” Aislin blurted out. “Other kids don’t like me. They always make fun of me!” 
 
    “I don’t think Liv is like other kids.” 
 
    “Yes, she is. You don’t know.” 
 
    They sat there in silence for a while. Aislin finally got up and went outside and sat under a tree. She’d go down to the sea today, that’s what she’d do. Randel would take her. 
 
    But for some reason her decision didn’t make her feel any better. It actually made her sadder. Now she felt like crying and that made her mad. This was all Liv’s fault, she decided. Liv should’ve left her alone. She was perfectly fine before. 
 
    Her mother came outside a minute later. “I’m going to go send word up to the palace now, to tell Liv you’re not coming,” she said. She waited and when Aislin didn’t respond she added, “It’s only the polite thing to do.” She waited another minute and then started walking away. 
 
    As soon as she did, Aislin felt like her heart would break. She started crying, even though she tried not to and told herself she was only being a baby. She hated everyone. She wished she’d never met another person ever. 
 
    All at once she leapt to her feet and ran after her mother, crying and yelling for her to stop. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    When the carriage rolled up before the palace Aislin didn’t jump out like she normally did. Netra got out and stood there, holding her hand out. “Come on, Aislin. We’re here.” 
 
    But Aislin was frozen. Her tears had dried up on the way here, and she’d realized that she’d made a terrible mistake. “No. I want to go home.” 
 
    “Fine,” Netra said, a little irritation creeping into her voice. “But first you’re going to tell Liv to her face.” She turned to a servant waiting nearby. “Can you fetch the princess, please?” The man bowed and ran off. 
 
    “No, Mama!” Aislin cried. But it was too late. The servant was already gone. “Why did you do that?” she wailed. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Aislin, but if you’re going to cancel your plans, you’re going to have to do it face to face.” 
 
    “I won’t.” Aislin buried herself in the carriage cushions. Maybe Liv would get the message and go away. 
 
    All too soon she heard Liv’s voice telling Netra good morning. Then footsteps as Liv came over to the carriage. 
 
    “You’re here!” she cried. “Ooh, I’ve been so excited! I swear I didn’t sleep the whole night. What are you doing? Is this hide and seek? Can I play too?” The carriage shifted as she climbed in and got under one of the cushions. A moment later she said, “But who’s looking for us? Who are we hiding from?” She sat up. “You know what we should do?” 
 
    Aislin stayed hidden and didn’t reply. Then the cushion she’d put over her head lifted and there was Liv, leaning in close. 
 
    “We should play hide and seek down in the old dungeons underneath the palace. Wouldn’t that be better? It’s dark and scary down there.” She shivered as she said it. 
 
    Aislin sat up, her curiosity getting the better of her. “There’s dungeons under the palace?” 
 
    “Of course there are,” Liv said casually, as if it were the most normal thing in the world. “What kind of palace doesn’t have a dungeon? Daddy doesn’t use them, but they’re still pretty scary.” 
 
    “I’ve never seen a dungeon.” 
 
    “Well, what are we waiting for? Let’s go!” Liv jumped out of the carriage and bounded toward the palace. She stopped at the top of the steps and turned back. Aislin was still standing in the door of the carriage uncertainly. “Come on!” Liv yelled and waved. 
 
    Aislin looked at her mother, but her mother looked away. “I guess I came all this way,” Aislin said under her breath. “I might as well see.” She climbed down out of the carriage and walked slowly up the steps. 
 
    “Later we can go to the fish pond,” Liv said breathlessly, when Aislin caught up to her. A servant opened the palace door and the two girls passed through. “But I can’t go swimming this time or I’m really in trouble. Even Daddy said so and I think he means it. Maybe you can go swimming though. Mommy didn’t say anything about that. I bet it would be okay for you to go. I could watch, even if it will make me feel sad because I can’t swim too. But if you have fun I’m sure I’ll have fun too. I’m so glad you’re here!” So saying she leaned into Aislin, put one arm around her and squeezed her tight. “We’re going to be just like sisters,” she whispered. 
 
    Aislin was finding it hard to keep up with the flood of words, and the whirl of emotions she was feeling dizzied her. A few minutes ago she’d been convinced this was all a mistake, that Liv was only pretending to be her friend. Now she didn’t know what to think. It was all very confusing. 
 
    She followed Liv through the palace in a daze. It was hard to believe she was here. Had she made a terrible mistake? She looked at the people they passed suspiciously, waiting for one of them to tease her or tell her to leave. But none of them did. They bowed or curtsied to Liv and smiled and nodded at her. None of them bothered her at all. 
 
    Was it possible she’d been wrong about Liv? 
 
    Aislin didn’t like the dungeons much. They were too small and too dark. She looked at the chains hanging from the wall in one of the cells and tried to imagine what it would be like to be locked down here, but she couldn’t. It seemed too awful. She would go crazy. Liv made ghost noises and rattled the chains. The sound made Aislin’s skin crawl. Then Liv set the lantern down on the floor. 
 
    “Watch this,” she said. “Look how big my shadow gets.” She stood so the lantern cast her shadow huge on the wall. Then she held her arms up and made her hands into claws. “All fear me!” she said in a spooky voice. She jumped up and down and made her shadow do a crazy dance. 
 
    Aislin was glad when they left and went back outside. She nodded when Liv asked her if she wanted to go to the fish pond. Once there she sat on the edge and put her feet in the water. It made her feel better right away. Liv pulled off her shoes and joined her. 
 
    “I can’t stop thinking about what you did last night,” Liv said, “when you called the fish. How did you do that?” 
 
    Aislin considered this for a minute. She’d never really thought about how she did it. It was simply something that came naturally. “I don’t know,” she admitted finally. “It’s something I’ve always been able to do. It’s like talking. I just do it.” 
 
    “Can you teach me how to do it?” 
 
    Aislin shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe. Probably not,” she amended quickly. “Treylen says hardly anyone can do what I do.” 
 
    “Who’s Treylen?” 
 
    “He’s an old man who lives down by the sea. We lived with him for a while when we first got here.” 
 
    “I’d love to go down to the sea with you someday,” Liv said, her eyes shining. “I’ve never been.” 
 
    “Not once?” The idea sounded horrifying to Aislin. 
 
    “Not a single time. I can see it from on top of the wall, but that’s the closest I’ve ever been. What else can you do? I mean, besides calling fish, which is pretty neat really.” 
 
    Aislin looked around, making sure no one else was nearby. In a low voice she said, “I can control the water.” 
 
    Liv’s eyes got big. “Really?” 
 
    Aislin nodded. 
 
    “Show me. You have to show me,” Liv said excitedly. 
 
    Aislin put out her hand and moved it side to side. A small wave appeared and rolled across the pond. Liv jumped to her feet. 
 
    “That was incredible!” she yelled. 
 
    “Not so loud,” Aislin said, letting go of the water. The wave disappeared. “I don’t want anyone to know.” 
 
    Liv sat back down. “Why not? If I could do that, I’d tell everybody.” 
 
    Aislin got very quiet and refused to answer. Liv took her hand. “What’s wrong? What did I do? I’m sorry. Don’t be mad, Aislin. I didn’t mean it.” 
 
    After a minute, Aislin grudgingly said, “It’s okay.” 
 
    “Is it something you’re trying to keep a secret? Because if it is, I won’t tell anybody.” 
 
    “That’s not it.” Aislin hesitated, afraid to tell the other girl, but at the same time needing to for some reason that she didn’t understand. “They tease me,” she said in a very low voice. “They stare at me. Some of them are afraid of me.” 
 
    “No. That’s terrible,” Liv said, leaning against her. “I’d never do that. I promise. And if I hear someone else do it, well, I’ll sock them right in the nose.” 
 
    She mimed throwing a punch, which for some reason made Aislin giggle a little. That made Liv laugh too, and she jumped up and started throwing wild punches in every direction. Aislin put her hand over her mouth, laughing, her friend looked so silly. 
 
    Liv sat back down, breathing a little hard from the exertion. “Maybe we can go down to the sea one day and you can show me more. Maybe you can even teach me how to swim. Do you think you could?” 
 
    “Of course,” Aislin said. And why not? What was easier than swimming? 
 
    “Until then I won’t say anything more about what you can do. Not a whisper. It’ll be our little secret. Do you want to go look at the sea? I know where we can get up on the wall and look down on it. Come on.” 
 
    Without waiting for an answer, Liv jumped up and hurried off. Aislin hesitated. The pond was nice. But the desire to look at the sea was stronger, and after a moment she took off after the other girl. 
 
    The wall on top of the cliffs was only about six feet high. There were some crates stacked up against it, and Liv rearranged them so the girls could get up on top of the wall. 
 
    “It’s so beautiful,” Liv said, sitting down on top of the wall. 
 
    Aislin peered over the edge warily. She knew the cliffs were high, but she’d never realized how high they were before. Not really. It was an awfully long way down, even for a bird, and she was not a bird. She decided to stay well back from the edge. 
 
    “I feel like I can see forever up here,” Liv said. “Isn’t it great?” 
 
    Aislin discovered that if she looked out to sea instead of down the cliff it wasn’t nearly so scary. Liv was right. She could see a long ways. The sea spread out before them to the horizon, waves gently rolling across its blue-green face. Gulls were visible as white dots, along with the larger pelicans. She could see a pod of dolphins playing near the surface. 
 
    After looking for a bit, she located Treylen’s cottage and pointed it out to Liv. “That’s where my friend lives. You can’t see him right now, though.” 
 
    “I wish so much we could go down there right now,” Liv said. “But my mom will never agree to it, and I can’t even get my dad to either. I guess I’ll have to keep trying. Maybe if they know I’m with you it will make them feel better.” She dangled her feet over the edge and sighed. 
 
    “What are you doing up here?” 
 
    The girls looked up and saw Brecken. He was on top of the wall, walking toward them, holding his arms out to either side for balance. 
 
    “You know Mom would flip if she saw you up here,” he added as he came up to them. 
 
    “Yeah? Well, you’re not supposed to be up here either,” Liv told him. 
 
    “She wouldn’t care. I’m practically grown up. I can do what I want.” He crossed his arms and stared down at his sister. His sandy hair had fallen down over his eyes and he shook his head to flip it back. His eyes were a startling blue color that Aislin had never seen before, like the sky before a storm. She stared at them, for some reason unable to look away. 
 
    “You’re only fourteen. You’re not that grown up,” Liv retorted. “You’d be in just as much trouble as I would. Besides, you’re standing and we’re only sitting. We’re much safer.” 
 
    Brecken’s blue eyes shifted to Aislin. “I see you have your little friend visiting again.” 
 
    Aislin wanted to protest. She didn’t like being called little, even if she was. But with him staring at her like that she was having trouble getting the words out. She felt her face get hot and looked away. 
 
    “She has a name, you know,” Liv said. “It’s Aislin and you better be nice to her.” 
 
    “Aislin.” Brecken said the name slowly, as if it had some deep meaning he was trying to understand. Aislin liked the way he said her name. “I never heard that name before.” 
 
    “That’s because there’s no one like her. She’s special.” Liv turned to Aislin. “This is my brother Brecken. He’s a butt most of the time.” 
 
    For some reason that made Aislin giggle a little. That started Liv giggling too. Soon both girls were giggling. Brecken shook his head in disgust. “Unbelievable,” he said, and stalked off back the way he’d come, still walking on top of the wall. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    After that first day the girls got together for several days in a row. They explored the palace and the castle grounds. They played games that Liv dreamed up. It was all very new and exciting for Aislin. It was frightening too, though she wasn’t sure why. 
 
    Then one day Aislin knew she had to go back down to the sea again. She’d been too long away. She asked Liv if she wanted to go too, but Liv’s mother didn’t even let her finish the question before saying no, so the next day Aislin went alone. 
 
    Randel was waiting for her by the front gates of the estate the next morning. He had a flask of water and a satchel bulging with food. He’d learned early on that it was best to be prepared when he went down to the sea with Aislin. It was almost always a day-long affair. 
 
    “So I heard you made a friend,” he said after they passed through the city gates and were following the path that led down to the beach. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Aislin said, uncomfortable talking about it. “Maybe.” 
 
    “Maybe? What does that mean?” 
 
    “It means I don’t know. She’s all right, I guess.” 
 
    “You guess?” 
 
    “Stop talking about it already,” Aislin said. “You talk too much sometimes.” 
 
    Randel laughed. Even when Aislin got angry at him, he hardly ever took it personally. In the years he’d been escorting her around he’d learned a lot about how she was. “I’ve been told I do,” he admitted. “You don’t want to talk about your friend, I’m okay with that. You want to talk about something else?” 
 
    “No. I’m in a hurry to get to the sea.” 
 
    “Does that mean you want to race? I want to race. I think I can beat you this time.” 
 
    Instead of answering, Aislin took off running. He caught up to her pretty quickly, but he didn’t pass her. Instead he made lots of huffing and panting sounds, sounding like he was dying. Aislin knew he was pretending, the same as she knew he was pretending he couldn’t run any faster. It was what he always did when they raced. 
 
    When they got to the beach, Randel collapsed on the sand, groaning. Then he pounded on the ground in mock anger. “Why won’t you let me win at least once? Why?” 
 
    Aislin left him there and ran into the sea. It felt good to be back in the water again, and for a while she lost herself in it, savoring the feeling of returning home, the feeling of safety and completion. But all too soon she began to feel restless. She found herself missing Liv’s incessant chatter, the silly things she said, the way she threw her head back when she laughed. 
 
    Aislin swam back to shore. Treylen was sitting under his favorite tree. Randel was down the beach a way, poking at something on the sand. She flopped down beside Treylen and looked up at the top of the cliffs, hoping to see Liv sitting up there on the wall, looking down at her. She kind of thought she saw Liv, but she couldn’t be sure. It was awfully far away. 
 
    “Something’s not right,” she told Treylen. “Something’s missing.” 
 
    “Your shoes?” he said, gesturing at her bare feet. 
 
    She made an irritated noise. “You know I never wear shoes unless I have to.” 
 
    “Is it something inside you then?” he asked. 
 
    She thought about it for a moment. “Yeah, I guess so.” 
 
    “Like an emptiness?” 
 
    She looked at him briefly, surprised. “How did you know?” 
 
    Treylen scratched the top of his head before answering. He was mostly bald. He only had a fringe of hair left and it was pure white. “What you’re feeling is called loneliness.” 
 
    “No,” Aislin said firmly. “I don’t get lonely.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes. I’m positive.” 
 
    Treylen had this little smile on his face. Aislin knew that smile exactly. It was the smile he got when he was right about something, and she knew he was right, but she didn’t want to admit it. She didn’t like that smile. Mostly because she hated being wrong. 
 
    “Quit it,” she said irritably. 
 
    “Loneliness is when you feel sad because you miss someone you care about. There’s nothing wrong with that.” 
 
    Aislin shook her head. “She’s only a friend. I don’t really care about her.” 
 
    “Really?” he asked, raising an eyebrow. His eyebrows were very bushy. 
 
    “You’re doing it still,” she told him crossly. “Stop smiling like that.” 
 
    He put on a stern face. “Is this better?” 
 
    “No. Now I think you’re making fun of me.” 
 
    He looked out to sea. “It’s okay to care about your friend, Aislin.” 
 
    Aislin got up and walked down the beach for a while. It didn’t make her feel any better. When she came back Treylen was still there. He had his eyes closed. 
 
    “I don’t like it. It’s scary.” She frowned. “That doesn’t make any sense. There’s nothing to be scared about.” She waited for a minute, and when he didn’t respond she added, “Is there?” 
 
    “When those two men chased you, were you scared?” he asked. 
 
    “No. Not really.” 
 
    “That day when the drunken man came down on the beach and started waving his sword around, were you scared then?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “People don’t scare you.” Treylen still had his eyes closed. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “But your friend does.” 
 
    “No. No, she doesn’t.” 
 
    “You just said she did.” 
 
    “Okay, you made your point!” she snapped. “You’re making me mad now.” 
 
    “It’s scary to love someone,” he said, opening his eyes and looking at her. 
 
    “But why?” 
 
    “Because then so many things can go wrong. And if they do, you’ll get hurt.” 
 
    Aislin stood up. “Sometimes I think you’re just a crazy old man.” 
 
    He nodded. “Sometimes I do too.” 
 
    “Why do you have to make things so confusing?” 
 
    “It’s how life is,” he said with a sad smile. 
 
    “Does it get better when you grow up?” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    “You’re not making me feel better, you know.” 
 
    “I know. Why don't you have your friend come down to the sea with you?” 
 
    “She can’t. Her mother won’t let her.” 
 
    “She’s afraid something bad will happen to her daughter, who she loves very much.” 
 
    “So I have to be lonely because she’s scared?” 
 
    “It looks like it. For now anyway. At least you still have me. And Randel.” 
 
    “It’s not the same.” 
 
    “Don’t tell Randel that. You don’t want to hurt his feelings.” 
 
    “What about your feelings?” Aislin asked. 
 
    “I’m like you. I don’t have any.” But when he said it he had that little smile Aislin found so irritating. 
 
    Then his expression grew more serious. “Have you given thought to practicing with Seaforce some more?” 
 
    Treylen had first told Aislin about Seaforce a few months before. Seaforce was what Treylen called the raw power that resided in the sea. It was what Aislin used to control the water and create creatures within it. Treylen had been trying ever since to get Aislin to agree to learn more about it, but she’d been resisting. 
 
    “Maybe another day,” she said. 
 
    “That’s what you always say.” 
 
    “Because it’s boring, that’s why.” 
 
    “I know it’s boring, but you’re going to need it someday.” 
 
    “You don’t know that for sure,” Aislin said sullenly. 
 
    “Wouldn’t you like to know more about your power anyway?” Treylen asked. 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    “Controlling water is nice, but water has its limits, and the day may come when you need something stronger.” 
 
    “Nothing is stronger than the sea.” 
 
    “You’d be surprised.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    “I know I’ve said it before, but I’d give anything for your hair,” Netra said the next morning while brushing Aislin’s hair. “You spend all that time in the sea. You never brush it. You never spend any time on it at all. But look at it,” she marveled. “It’s not tangled at all. If I tried to do what you do I’d have to cut all mine off and start over.” 
 
    Aislin ignored the comments. She’d heard them before and, the truth was, she couldn’t care less about her hair. “I want to go up and see Liv again today.” 
 
    “Okay, but I’m not going to be able to take you. I have too much to do. Randel will have to take you.” 
 
    “Can’t I just go by myself?” Aislin asked. 
 
    “Really? After what happened when you went to buy candles? Which we still need, by the way.” 
 
    Aislin didn’t argue with her. She hadn’t expected her mother to agree to it. Mostly she’d asked out of habit. “So long as Randel doesn’t follow me around the whole time while I’m playing with Liv,” she said sternly. “I don’t want him interfering.” 
 
    “I don’t see any reason why he needs to,” Netra said. “He can wait at the gates until you’re done.” 
 
    “Good.” Aislin jumped down off her stool and headed for the door. 
 
    “I’m not done brushing your hair,” Netra protested. 
 
    “It’s fine, Mama. You said so yourself. It doesn’t matter if it gets brushed or not.” 
 
    “It matters to me. I like brushing your hair.” 
 
    “Maybe some other time.” Aislin opened the door and stepped outside. 
 
    “Aren’t you forgetting something?” 
 
    Aislin set her jaw stubbornly. “I don’t want to wear shoes.” 
 
    “Not that. Remember what we talked about?” 
 
    Aislin’s brow furrowed as she thought about it. “Oh, right. Goodbye, Mama.” Her mother had been working on her to say hello and goodbye. 
 
    “Goodbye, Aislin. That wasn’t so bad, was it?” 
 
    “It wasn’t so good either.” Aislin ran off, leaving her mother shaking her head. 
 
    “To the castle it is,” Randel said when Aislin ran up to him and told him. He got his short sword out of the guard hut and strapped it on. “Are we going to see your new friend?” he asked, once they were out on the street and walking toward the castle. 
 
    “Not we,” she corrected him. “Me.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me you’re ashamed of me,” he said, putting his hand on his heart and giving her a sad look. 
 
    She was unaffected by his theatrics. “Sometimes.” 
 
    “That’s not good. I’ll try to be more guard-like today then.” He pulled his shoulders back and started marching. “Maybe if I’m serious enough they’ll offer me a job. I think I’d be a great castle guard.” 
 
    “They’re not going to give you a job. You already have one.” 
 
    “What job is that?” 
 
    “Making sure I stay out of trouble,” she said with exasperation. “Stop being so silly. And walk faster. I’m in a hurry.” 
 
    Randel snapped to attention and saluted her, the effect ruined by the big grin on his face. Aislin made an irritated sound and walked even faster. She wondered what Liv would have for them to do today. 
 
    When they got to the castle gates, she told Randel, “You wait here.” Then she hurried inside. 
 
    “I think I’ll just wait here!” he called after her. 
 
    Aislin wondered if she should say goodbye to him, then decided against it. It was only Randel. He wouldn’t care anyway. 
 
    Liv was sitting on the steps in front of the palace, tossing pebbles at a statue. She jumped to her feet when she saw Aislin, then ran to her and gave her a big hug. 
 
    “I missed you sooo much!” she exclaimed. “It was so boring here without you. I was so lonely I could have cried.” 
 
    For some reason that made Aislin feel good, knowing that Liv had been lonely too and it wasn’t only her. “What are we going to do today?” Aislin asked. 
 
    “I think we should go into the city,” Liv said. “Let’s go ask Mommy if we can.” She grabbed Aislin’s hand and they ran into the palace. 
 
    But Bonnie shook her head when Liv asked her. “It’s not safe for two little girls alone in the city, and I don’t have time to go with you today. I finally got your father to agree to let me throw out that awful furniture in our rooms and if I don’t get on it right away he’s liable to change his mind.” 
 
    That’s when Aislin surprised herself by speaking up. “We wouldn’t be alone. Randel can go with us.” 
 
    Bonnie turned to her with a raised eyebrow. “Who’s Randel?” 
 
    Now both of them were staring at her, waiting for her answer, along with a maid who was cleaning the floor. Aislin froze, suddenly unable to speak. 
 
    “Well?” Bonnie asked, her hands on her hips. “Out with it, child.” 
 
    “He’s a guard at the estate,” Aislin said in a voice barely above a whisper. “He goes with me whenever I leave.” 
 
    Bonnie thought about this. Liv started pulling on her dress. “Please say yes, Mommy. Please.” 
 
    With a frown, Bonnie twitched her dress out of Liv’s grasp. “What have I told you about doing that?” she grumbled. Then she looked back at Aislin. “Let’s go meet this Randel. I want to get a look at him.” 
 
    Randel was sitting in the shade, leaning up against the castle wall. He jumped to his feet when he saw Bonnie approaching, a look in her eye that said she meant business. She wasted no time. 
 
    “Are you Randel?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” He stood at attention. 
 
    “Aislin says you escort her around.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    She looked at his sword. “Can you use that thing?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “Do you say anything else?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “Are you simple?” 
 
    “Yes…I mean, no, ma’am.” 
 
    “And Netra trusts you to look after her daughter?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. For a couple of years now.” 
 
    “What do you know? A whole sentence finally.” She looked him up and down. “Do I need to tell you what I’ll do to you if something happens to my little girl?” 
 
    Randel gulped and swallowed visibly. “No, ma’am.” 
 
    “Have her back by midafternoon. Don’t let her go near any taverns and for the gods’ sake stay away from the Warrens.” The Warrens were a grimy network of narrow streets, the poorest part of the city. It was where Wulf Rome and Quyloc had grown up. Since becoming king, Rome had made an effort to clean the place up, but it still wasn’t a very good place. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    Bonnie turned to Liv. “You listen to Randel and do what he tells you, you hear me?” 
 
    Liv nodded, grinning hugely and shifting from one foot to the other in her eagerness to be off. Bonnie bent and wrapped her in a big hug. “Be careful,” she told her gruffly. 
 
    Once she let Liv go, Liv grabbed Aislin’s hand and pulled her through the gates at a trot. 
 
    “Wait for Randel!” Bonnie yelled after her. 
 
    “Don’t worry, ma’am,” Randel told her. “I’m used to running after Aislin. They won’t leave me behind.” Then he ran after them. 
 
    They were a few blocks down the street and a little ways ahead of Randel when Liv leaned in close to Aislin. “He's very dashing, don't you think?” 
 
    “Who?” Aislin asked, confused. 
 
    Liv glanced over her shoulder at the young guard. “Randel.” 
 
    Aislin shrugged. “I don't even know what that means.” 
 
    Liv smiled. “It means he’s cute.” 
 
    Aislin looked at her friend, not sure if she was joking or not. “You think he’s cute? Why?” 
 
    “I don’t know. He just is.” 
 
    Aislin pondered this. She knew what Liv meant by cute, at least kind of. It meant she liked the way he looked. But that really didn't make any sense to her. Who cared how someone looked? What difference did it make anyway? 
 
    “If you say so,” she said finally. 
 
    “I’m glad he’s coming with us.” 
 
    Aislin had nothing to say to this. So much about her new friend was a mystery to her. 
 
    “Well, ladies,” Randel said, catching up to them and walking beside them. “The whole city lies at your feet.” They were still near the top of the hill that the castle sat on, and from where they were most of the city was visible, spread out below them. “Where to first?” 
 
    “Let’s go to the market!” Liv exclaimed. She reached into her pocket and pulled out a small leather pouch. “I have some coins.” 
 
    “To the market it is!” Randel said, drawing his sword and pointing it at the horizon. Liv laughed and even Aislin smiled a little. Randel liked to be silly. It was one of the things she liked about him. 
 
    Randel put his sword away. “Just one problem. Which market? There are a lot of them.” 
 
    “All of them!” Liv yelled. 
 
    “All of them!” Randel echoed. A man walking by gave them a strange look and shook his head. 
 
    They came to a market with a number of stalls selling rugs. Liv looked at the rugs and wrinkled her nose. “Maybe not all of them.” 
 
    They were walking down a narrow street a few minutes later when Liv looked at a shop they were passing and lit up. “It’s an apothecary shop,” she said. “We have to go in here.” She hurried inside and the other two followed. 
 
    From what Aislin knew, an apothecary shop was a place to buy medicines. But why would Liv be excited about going to buy medicine? She looked at Randel for clarification, but he shrugged. 
 
    “Whatever age they are, women are a mystery to me,” he whispered. “I find the best thing is to go along and act excited.” He gave her a wink. 
 
    “Oooh, look at these,” Liv said. She stopped at a table with lots of little jars and bottles and small tins on it. 
 
    “What is it?” Aislin wanted to know. 
 
    “It’s makeup.” 
 
    “I don’t know what makeup is.” 
 
    “It’s something you put on your face. Colors and stuff.” 
 
    Aislin frowned. “Why would I want to color my face?” 
 
    Liv paused. “I’m not really sure. But a lot of women in the palace do it. Mommy won’t let me so I’ve never worn any before.” She held up her coin purse, shook it, and gave Aislin a wicked smile. “That changes today!” 
 
    Liv bought several tins, some brushes and one bottle, the apothecary wrapped their purchase in cloth, tied it with a string, and they left the shop. “We need a good place to sit down and do this,” Liv said, looking around. 
 
    “There’s a park nearby,” Randel said. “Follow me.” He lead them to a small park with a couple of benches and a handful of oak trees. They sat down on the grass underneath one of the trees and Liv unwrapped her purchase. 
 
    Aislin opened one of the tins. It was filled with red powder. “People put this on their face?” she said suspiciously, poking her finger into it. 
 
    “It goes on your cheeks,” Liv said. “Watch.” She took one of the brushes, stuck it in the tin and brushed some of the color on her cheek. The result was a large, funny-looking red blotch. 
 
    Aislin started to giggle and Randel got a big smile on his face. 
 
    “What?” Liv wanted to know. “What’s so funny?” 
 
    “Your face,” Aislin said. 
 
    Liv rubbed her cheek with the brush, which only spread the blotch further and made the other two laugh harder. 
 
    “No fair!” Liv cried, contorting her face as she tried to see her own cheek. “I can’t see what I look like.” She snatched up the tin. “Let me put some on you. Then I can see too.” 
 
    Aislin reluctantly acquiesced. The brush tickled a little bit. Liv put some of the red powder on both her cheeks and sat back to look at her work. “Hmm,” she said. She tilted her head to the side as if it would help her see better. 
 
    “What?” Aislin asked. “How does it look?” 
 
    At first Liv succeeded in keeping a straight face. But it didn’t last long. The corner of her mouth twitched. Her eyes lit up. Then she gave up and burst into gales of laughter, laughing so hard that she toppled onto her side. Randel joined in, though at least he didn’t fall over on his side. 
 
    Aislin rubbed her cheeks, trying to get the stuff off. That only made the other two laugh even harder. At first she didn’t know how to respond. She’d been laughed at before, especially when she was still living in Seaside, and it still stung. Her first impulse was to get up and storm away. 
 
    But this laughter was different, she realized after a moment. When the other children laughed at her it had been mean. They’d wanted her to feel bad. But Liv and Randel weren’t being mean. Liv was laughing the way she always did. She laughed all the time at so many things. It was one of the things Aislin liked about her. Liv’s laughter made her laugh too and she liked laughing. She’d never really laughed before she met Liv. And this seemed like that same kind of laughter. 
 
    Aislin relaxed a little then. And before she knew it, she was laughing along with them, for no other reason than that it felt good. 
 
    In time their laughter died out. Liv sat up and picked up the lone bottle she’d bought. She opened it and poured a little on her finger. The stuff that came out was thick and sticky and a blue-green color. With a wicked glint in her eye, she turned to Randel, who suddenly stopped chuckling and put his hands up defensively. 
 
    “Easy there, young lady. I don’t like the way you’re looking at me at all.” 
 
    Liv’s grin got bigger. 
 
    “May I remind you that I am here to guard your persons?” he said hastily. “To keep you safe?” 
 
    Now Aislin knew what Liv intended and she was smiling too. The two girls closed in on Randel. 
 
    “Please,” he said weakly. “I have a reputation. Dignity, even.” 
 
    But it did him no good. Liv would not be denied. She dabbed the colored ointment on his face with another brush while Aislin went to work on him with the red powder. They followed that up with liberal doses of white and black powder also. 
 
    By the time they finished, both girls were in stitches. Randel’s face looked like something out of a grotesque parody. All around his eyes the skin was painted in a wide swath with the blue-green cosmetic. Above that Aislin had drawn thick eyebrows with the black powder. His cheeks were red and his goatee was white. The girls laughed and laughed. 
 
    “I suppose you think this is funny,” Randel said with mock severity, crossing his arms and pretending to glare at them. 
 
    “You look ridiculous!” Liv yelled. 
 
    “Will you still think it’s funny when…” He turned away, putting his arm over his face, then spun back toward them, leaped to his feet and yelled, “When the evil sorcerer Lowellin is coming to eat you up?” 
 
    He roared and grabbed at them. They squealed and jumped to their feet and took off. Randel began chasing them through the trees. He ran limping and bent over, as if he had a hump on his back. His hands were curled into claws, his lips pulled back from his teeth. The girls darted this way and that, ducking under his arms when he tried to grab them. 
 
    It wasn’t long before Liv went on the offensive. She picked up a small stick and started jabbing at him. “Stay back, evil sorcerer!” she cried. “Or taste my steel!” Aislin threw acorns at him and he began to retreat, snarling the whole way. 
 
    After a minute he went to his knees. “I surrender,” he said, holding his hands in the air. “Don’t kill me, please.” 
 
    Liv rested her imaginary sword on the side of his neck. She looked at Aislin. “What do you think? Does he deserve to live?” 
 
    Aislin held up her hands. “I don’t know.” 
 
    Liv looked back at Randel. “Because I am a fair and just queen, I shall let you live. But go, and never trouble my kingdom again.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    The next day Aislin and Randel walked up to the castle again. Heavy clouds hung low in the sky and the air smelled of rain. 
 
    “It took me forever to get my face clean,” Randel said. “I’m going to be hearing about it from the other guards for a long time.” 
 
    “I don’t know why women wear that stuff,” Aislin said. 
 
    “They wear it to make themselves more beautiful.” 
 
    Aislin shook her head. There were still so many things about people she didn’t understand. 
 
    By the time they got to the castle it was starting to sprinkle. Randel looked at the sky and said, “Looks like we won’t be going into the city again today.” 
 
    “Why?” Aislin asked. 
 
    Randel gave her a look as if to check on whether she was joking or not. “Because it’s raining.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “You’ll get wet.” Then Randel caught himself. “What am I saying? You love getting wet. But most people don’t.” 
 
    “Liv doesn’t care if she gets wet.” 
 
    “No, but I bet her mother does.” 
 
    It was starting to really rain by the time Aislin reached the doors of the palace. Randel hurried off to find shelter under a tree while she went inside. Once inside she stood there, not sure where to go to find Liv. The entrance hall was huge, with wide, curving stairways on each side of the room, marble floors, and a high ceiling. She felt tiny and lost. A servant who was sweeping the floor said, “You’ll probably find the princess in the—” But then he broke off as Liv came running down the stairs. 
 
    “You’re here!” she yelled. “Now we can have some fun!” 
 
    Her mother appeared at the top of the stairs and followed her down, though at a far more sedate pace. Liv gave Aislin a hug and whispered into her ear. “Mommy took away the makeup so we can’t play with it anymore. She was pretty mad.” 
 
    “I don’t think Randel wants to play with it anymore anyway,” Aislin said. 
 
    “It’s really raining now,” Liv said. “Let’s go outside.” But before they could make it to the doors Bonnie stopped them. 
 
    “Where do you think you’re going?” she said. 
 
    Liv turned slowly around. “Outside?” she said hopefully. 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “But you’re making us miss all the puddles!” Liv complained. 
 
    “Exactly,” Bonnie said. “That’s a new dress you’re wearing and I don’t want you getting it all muddy.” She smiled at Aislin. “Hello, Aislin. It’s good to see you again.” She looked around. “Where’s Randel? You didn’t come up here alone, did you?” 
 
    “He’s outside,” Aislin said. 
 
    “You’re making him stand in the rain?” Bonnie went over and opened one of the front doors. She leaned out and yelled, “Come on in out of the rain, Randel!” She stepped back as Randel appeared a minute later. He stopped right inside the door. Water running off him puddled at his feet. “You’re soaking wet,” Bonnie said. 
 
    “It’s all right,” he said with a shrug. “Mama always said I wouldn’t melt.” 
 
    “No point in testing that though.” Bonnie turned to the servant. “Find Randel something to wear while you hang up his clothes to dry. Get him something to eat too. The poor man looks like he’s starving.” 
 
    “It’s really okay,” Randel said. “I don’t have—” 
 
    “We’re not talking about this,” Bonnie interrupted. “Go with him. Someone will come find you when it’s time to walk Aislin home.” Dismissing him, she turned back to Liv. “You can play inside today.” 
 
    “But, Mommy—” 
 
    Bonnie held up one finger. “It’s that or your friend goes home. Which is it?” 
 
    Liv’s expression darkened, and she opened her mouth to argue. But then she took Aislin’s hand and stalked away. They walked down the hall, went around a corner, and just like that Liv’s whole demeanor changed. It was remarkable. The anger and frustration disappeared instantly and were replaced by her usual sunny disposition. 
 
    “I could have kept fighting, but I decided to let it go,” she told Aislin, giving her a sly look. “Tomorrow I’m going to try again to see if she will let us go down to the sea. It will go better if I let her win one first, don’t you think?” 
 
    Aislin wasn’t sure what to think. It amazed her how sneaky her friend truly was. She was always a step or two of ahead of everyone else, planning her next adventure. Liv seemed to relish the obstacles in her way, constantly scheming ways to get around them and get what she wanted. 
 
    They went up a couple of floors and then into a room that Aislin recognized. It was the room where she’d first met Macht Rome and Quyloc. It had a big table in the middle with lots of maps on it. There were also several mugs and a pitcher on the table. Double doors led out onto a balcony. Liv opened one of the doors. There was a roof over the balcony so only a little bit of rain had fallen on it. Liv walked out onto the balcony. 
 
    “There,” she said triumphantly. “I didn’t actually leave the palace, so Mommy can’t get mad at me. But I still got to go outside.” She grinned at Aislin. “I really hate losing.” 
 
    Aislin walked over to the railing. They were on the top floor of the palace and from here they could see out over the wall of the castle. The city lay spread out below them. 
 
    “Daddy says he used to use a room up in the tower for his meetings, that from there you could really see the city,” Liv said. “But since the vine took over the tower he can’t go there anymore, so he uses this room. I think he’s too fat to climb up into the tower anymore anyway.” She pointed. “You can see the main gates from here. They look so small.” 
 
    After staring at the city for a while, they went back into the room. Liv climbed up on one of the chairs and leaned on the table. She picked up one of the mugs and sniffed it, then made a face. “Ugh. It’s rum. I don’t see how Daddy drinks the stuff.” She picked up another one and sniffed it. “At least this one is water.” She took a drink, then started pawing through the maps. “I like maps. I like to look at the names on them and imagine what those places are like.” 
 
    Aislin didn’t say anything. She’d never really looked at a map before. She stood up on tiptoe and looked at one. All she saw was some lines on a piece of parchment and a few words. She didn’t see how looking at this would help her imagine some place she’d never been. 
 
    “This is the one I like the best,” Liv said, unrolling one of the maps. “It’s the map of the Gur al Krin desert. It shows where Melekath’s prison is and everything. It even shows where the old capital city of Kaetria is buried.” 
 
    “Whose prison?” Aislin wanted to know. 
 
    “Melekath. You remember, I told you about him before. There was a big war before we were born. Didn’t your mother ever tell you about it?” 
 
    “Mama doesn’t like to talk about it.” 
 
    “I don’t know why not. She was just about the greatest hero of the war, you know? I mean, after Daddy, of course.” 
 
    “Why was Melekath in prison?” 
 
    Liv turned to her. “Melekath was a god and long ago he made the other gods very angry, so they made a prison deep underground and put him and his Children in there.” 
 
    “What did he do?” 
 
    Liv frowned, thinking. “I’m not really sure. He broke a treaty or something.” 
 
    “Is that bad?” 
 
    Liv shrugged. “I guess so. They put him in prison for thousands of years for it.” 
 
    “And his children too? Why?” 
 
    “They weren’t really his children, not like you think. Most of them were grown up and everything. But I don’t know why. They must’ve been bad too.” 
 
    Aislin considered that, wondering how bad a child had to be to get put into prison for thousands of years. 
 
    The door opened and Brecken came walking in. He looked surprised to see them. “What’re you two doing in here?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Liv said. “What are you doing in here? Are you following us?” 
 
    “Believe me,” he said, sitting down in one of the chairs. “I have lots better things to do than follow you two around.” He flicked his hair out of his eyes and looked at Aislin. “Aren’t you tired of her bossing you around yet?” 
 
    With him staring at her with those big blue eyes Aislin found she was unable to speak. She felt her face get hot and suddenly found something on the floor to look at. 
 
    “Don’t answer him, Aislin,” Liv said. “He’s only being difficult. He’s good at it.” To Brecken she said, “And I’m not bossy.” 
 
    “Then you don’t know what bossy means.” 
 
    “I do too!” 
 
    “She thinks she runs this place,” Brecken told Aislin. “She’s always bossing everyone around. She’s almost as bad as Mother.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t you be out learning how to swing a sword or something?” Liv asked. 
 
    “It’s raining too hard. You better not mess up that map. Father will be mad.” 
 
    “I know that. I’m not some little kid, you know. Go away, Brecken,” Liv said irritably. “We don’t need you here.” 
 
    “That’s no way to talk to someone who could get you in trouble so easily. It would only take one word in the right ear,” he said, with a sly look on his face. 
 
    “Nobody’s listening,” Liv said, sticking her fingers in her ears and squinching her eyes shut. 
 
    “That’s not going to work,” he said. “I can stand here all day.” He crossed his arms and tapped his foot, then started whistling loudly. 
 
    “You’re impossible!” Liv yelled. “Don’t you have something else to do?” 
 
    “Nope. I can’t train and my math tutor is sick. So I can sit here all day if I want.” He had a little grin on his face. He was clearly enjoying this. 
 
    That’s when Aislin had an idea. It kind of shocked her, but the more she thought about it, the more she liked it. 
 
    She looked at the pitcher. It was on the other side of the table and somewhat behind Brecken, who was turned toward them. She waggled her forefinger. The water began to rise into the air. Liv spotted it right away and turned to Aislin. She grabbed onto Aislin’s arm and put her hand over her mouth. Her eyes were sparkling. 
 
    “Do it,” she whispered. 
 
    “Do what?” Brecken wanted to know. “What are you two planning?” By then the water was hanging in the air, suspended right over his head. 
 
    “Do it!” Liv yelled. 
 
    Aislin let go of the water. 
 
    It crashed down on Brecken’s head, soaking him instantly. Spluttering, he jumped up and looked behind him. “What? Where did that come from?” 
 
    Liv was laughing madly. “Serves you right!” she yelled. Aislin was giggling softly. Brecken did look funny, all wet like that. But she was also kind of worried. What if he was mad at her now? What if he didn’t think it was funny? 
 
    Brecken’s eyes fixed on Aislin. “You did this, didn’t you?” 
 
    “You should see yourself,” Liv howled. “That will teach you!” 
 
    Brecken ignored her. He came a few steps closer. Different emotions played across his face. Aislin was starting to wonder if she’d made a mistake. 
 
    Then he smiled. It was a calculating smile. “You win this one, Aislin. But we’ll see. My time will come.” He turned and left the room. 
 
    “That was awesome!” Liv said, grabbing Aislin and giving her a big hug. “I never beat him, but you did it, easy as that.” She shook her head, marveling at it. Then her smile faded a bit and was replaced by determination. 
 
    “You pranked Brecken and he won’t forget it. We have to be careful. He’s going to get us back sooner or later. Brecken never lets anyone win that easily.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    It took a couple of months, but Bonnie finally agreed to let the girls go down to the sea. However, when the agreed-upon morning came, she spent a considerable amount of time lecturing Randel on all the things to watch out for and letting him know what she’d do to him if he let anything happen to her baby. Randel was subdued after that and didn’t speak the whole way down to the sea. 
 
    They dismounted near the mouth of the river. “Hand me your reins and I’ll tie the horses to these trees,” Randel said. “And wait for me,” he added quickly. “Don’t go down to the sea until I can go with you.” Unfortunately for him, as soon as they hit the ground the two girls raced for the sea, completely ignoring Randel’s yells. 
 
    Aislin made it to the sea first and dove into the water. Liv, following her, ran into the water up to her knees, where she hesitated. Almost immediately a wave crashed into her, soaking her and nearly knocking her down. Liv shrieked and ran back out of the water. “It’s so cold!” She hugged herself, shivering. “Aren’t you cold?” she called to Aislin. 
 
    Aislin was a few yards out already, only her head sticking out of the water. “No. Not at all.” 
 
    Liv wiped water off her face. She licked her lips and got an odd look on her face. “It tastes like it has salt in it. Why?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Because it has salt in it, I guess. Are you coming in or not?” 
 
    Liv walked hesitantly up to the water’s edge again, watching the incoming waves warily. Having finished tying the horses, Randel came hurrying up. “You’re all wet!” he said. “Your mother said you were only to go in up to your knees.” 
 
    “I did,” Liv said. “But then a wave hit me.” 
 
    She took a few steps into the water, Randel staying right beside her. Another wave crashed against her, spraying her with water, and she laughed and ran back out of the water. When she went back in she tried jumping the next wave and got even wetter. 
 
    Aislin came back to the shore and for the next half hour or so they played in the waves, laughing and yelling and splashing each other. Liv was fascinated by everything. She marveled at how it felt like the waves were trying to drag her out to sea. She liked the way they dug out the sand from under her feet when she stood in one place. She screamed a little when a long strand of seaweed wrapped around her legs. When she realized it was only a plant and not some kind of snake, she draped it over her shoulders and pretended it was a scarf and she was a fancy lady. 
 
    Randel finally relaxed enough to get out of the water, though he hovered nearby, too nervous to sit down. 
 
    Eventually, they tired of playing in the waves and sat down on the sand. Liv was shivering a little and there were goosebumps on her arms. 
 
    “What do you think?” Aislin asked. 
 
    “I love it. It’s so beautiful.” She wrapped her arms around herself. “But it’s scary too. It’s so big and powerful.” 
 
    “It is,” Aislin agreed. 
 
    Liv dug her hands into the sand. “The sand is so soft.” She saw something moving along the beach and said, “What’s that?” 
 
    Aislin looked over. “It’s only a crab.” 
 
    “Does it bite?” 
 
    “No. It pinches a little, but only if you scare it.” Aislin put her hand down in front of the crab. It was only a little one, about the size of a coin. It waved its pincers in the air, then climbed up onto her hand. She held it up where Liv could see it. 
 
    “Are those its eyes?” Liv asked. “They look funny.” 
 
    Aislin looked at the crab closer. “It does look funny, doesn’t it?” She’d never before thought about how strange crabs looked. To her a crab didn’t look like anything. It simply looked like a crab, something she’d been seeing her whole life. 
 
    “Now show me some of the things you can do with the water,” Liv said. “Since it’s only us.” She glanced over her shoulder at Randel who had finally sat down, though he was still watching the girls closely. In a low voice she said, “Does Randel know what you can do?” 
 
    “He knows,” Aislin said. “He doesn’t care.” But now that it was time, Aislin found herself nervous. What if Liv thought she was weird? She’d already said the sea was scary. What if she thought Aislin was scary too? 
 
    “You don’t have to if you don’t want to,” Liv said. “Mommy always says I’m too bossy. She says I tell people what to do all the time.” 
 
    “No, it’s okay.” Aislin pointed out to flatter water, past where the waves were breaking. She fluttered her finger and a swirling column of water rose up into the air a few feet. 
 
    “Are you doing that?” Liv said in awe. 
 
    Aislin nodded. 
 
    “Wow.” 
 
    Seeing that her friend didn’t seem scared, Aislin decided to go a little further. She pointed at another spot and waggled her finger. Another swirling column of water rose up, a few feet from the first. She started to sing, a soft, wordless melody, and the columns changed color. One turned dark green, the other light blue. Sparkles and flashes of light appeared in them. 
 
    “That’s so incredible,” Liv breathed. “I had no idea.” 
 
    Aislin changed the pitch of the song and creatures appeared in the water, odd, brightly colored fish in all shapes and sizes, manta rays, sea horses, tiny sharks. She caused them to jump from one column to the other, faster and faster until the air was filled with them. 
 
    She stopped singing and lowered her hands. The creatures dissipated and the water sank back into the sea. 
 
    “That was the best!” Liv said, throwing her arms around Aislin and squeezing her fiercely. Aislin tensed at first, surprised by the sudden display of emotion, but she didn’t pull away and after a moment she was able to relax a little. 
 
    “You really liked it?” 
 
    “No,” Liv told her with a serious expression. Then a smile broke over her face. “I loved it! You should be in the park with the entertainers. You’d be the greatest.” 
 
    Aislin had been to the park to watch the entertainers, the tumblers, the puppeteers, the actors and musicians. The thought of performing in front of everyone like they did filled her with horror and she shook her head no. 
 
    Liv looked down the beach. “There’s someone coming.” 
 
    Aislin turned and looked. “That’s Treylen.” 
 
    “Oh, good,” Liv said, jumping to her feet. “I’ve been wanting to meet him.” Aislin had told her about the old man and how he’d helped her. 
 
    Liv ran over to Treylen, Aislin trailing along behind her. But when she got to Treylen she didn’t say anything or stick out her hand. Instead she turned and gave Aislin a meaningful look. “Well?” she said to Aislin. 
 
    “Well what?” Aislin asked, looking from one to the other. Both Liv and Treylen were looking at her expectantly. Treylen had a smile on his face. 
 
    “I think your friend is waiting for you to introduce us,” Treylen said. 
 
    Aislin blinked at him in confusion. “Why?” 
 
    “It’s the polite thing to do, silly,” Liv said. 
 
    “I don’t know how,” Aislin said, taking a step back. She didn’t like the way this was going at all. Why were they making this so hard? 
 
    “It’s easy,” Liv said, grabbing Aislin’s arm and pulling her forward. “All you do is say, ‘Treylen, meet my friend Liv.’” 
 
    After a moment Aislin repeated what she said, but she mumbled the words while staring at the ground. This was looking like a worse idea every moment. 
 
    “Not to me! You say it to him. Then, to me you say, ‘Liv, this is my friend Treylen.’” 
 
    Aislin frowned and said nothing, but it didn’t slow Liv down at all. 
 
    “And then I say, ‘I’m very pleased to meet you, Treylen,’ and he says the same thing back. There, now we’re all friends. That wasn’t so hard, was it?” 
 
    “I’m going back into the sea,” Aislin said, and ran off. 
 
    “Don’t worry about her,” Liv told Treylen. “She has trouble with the little things sometimes, but she usually gets over it.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind,” he told her seriously. 
 
    “Aislin told me about you,” Liv said. 
 
    “She told me about you too.” 
 
    Liv’s eyebrows went up. “What did she say?” 
 
    Treylen gave her a little smile. “That you’re loud.” 
 
    “What? I’m not—” she yelped, then broke off with a sheepish grin. “Okay. Maybe a little. What else?” 
 
    “That you’re brave.” 
 
    “That’s true. I’m the daughter of Wulf Rome. Daddy’s brave. Mommy’s brave too. I sort of came out that way.” She stopped, biting her lip as she thought. “Daddy says you saved the city during the war. So you must be brave too.” 
 
    “I remember being very frightened.” 
 
    “Aislin says you know everything about the sea.” 
 
    “No one can know everything about the sea. She hides many secrets.” 
 
    Liv looked up at him, one eyebrow rising. “Aislin said you say strange things sometimes.” 
 
    “I’m alone a lot. I don’t get much practice talking.” 
 
    “So you really live here by the sea?” she asked him. 
 
    “Just over there,” he said, pointing. 
 
    “I’d love to live by the sea. It’s so pretty.” 
 
    “It’s my favorite place. Is this your first time coming to the beach?” 
 
    Liv nodded. “Mommy doesn’t like it. It took forever to get her to let me come.” 
 
    “It’s not for everybody.” 
 
    “Is it true you can do sea magic too?” 
 
    Treylen nodded. “I wouldn’t call it magic, though.” 
 
    “What else is it?” 
 
    “It’s more of an ability, a talent. Like how you have the ability to talk to anyone.” 
 
    “That’s not an ability,” Liv said. “It’s just something that’s easy for me to do.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “Don’t you get lonely out here by yourself?” 
 
    “How can I be lonely when there are so many people living close by?” 
 
    Her forehead wrinkled as she thought about his words. “I guess I never thought about it like that.” 
 
    “And I have the sea.” 
 
    “But you can’t talk to the sea.” 
 
    “Are you sure about that?” 
 
    She started to argue with him, then said, “You’re doing it again, aren’t you? Saying strange things.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I can help it.” He sat down on the sand with a sigh. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Liv said, sitting down beside him. “Strange people don’t bother me.” 
 
    Liv looked out to where Aislin was swimming. “Aislin says you have a boat. Can we go out in it?” 
 
    “Aren’t you afraid to go out on the sea?” 
 
    “You just said I was brave.” 
 
    “I stand corrected.” 
 
    “But you’re sitting down.” 
 
    “In a manner of speaking.” 
 
    “There you go, doing it again,” Liv said with mock sternness. 
 
    “I keep forgetting,” he replied. 
 
    But when Treylen asked Randel’s help to get the boat into the water, Randel started shaking his head. “I don’t think the queen would go for that.” 
 
    “But Mommy didn’t say anything about not going out in a boat,” Liv said. 
 
    “Probably because she didn’t know there was a boat,” Randel said. 
 
    “She’ll be safe with me, Randel. I promise you that,” Treylen said. 
 
    Still Randel looked doubtful. Liv got up and started pulling on his arm. “Please, please, Randel. She’ll never know. I’ll never ask you for anything ever again.” 
 
    Randel made a sound of disbelief and looked at her. “Neither of us believes that.” 
 
    “I have to go out in the boat or I’ll just die.” 
 
    “I don’t believe that either.” 
 
    “When did you stop being fun, Randel?” 
 
    “When your mother threatened to skin me if I let anything happen to you.” 
 
    “But Treylen just said nothing will happen. And he has sea magic!” 
 
    Randel rubbed his eyes as if he was tired. “I should be getting paid extra for this.” 
 
    “So that means yes?” Liv asked him. 
 
    Randel looked at Treylen. “I feel like I never really had a chance.” 
 
    “I’m not sure you ever did.” 
 
    Randel sighed and stood up. “Wait here. I’ll go get it.” 
 
    A few minutes later he was back with the boat. Liv and Treylen got in. Liv looked at Randel. “Aren’t you coming with us?” 
 
    Randel got a very uncomfortable look on his face. “Once was enough,” he said with conviction. 
 
    “You’ll be fine. Nothing will happen,” she said. 
 
    “Not if I don’t go,” he agreed. 
 
    “A little girl will go, but you won’t?” she teased. 
 
    “I never claimed to be brave. It’s too much trouble.” 
 
    “But you’re our guard!” 
 
    Randel shrugged. “I’ll practice being brave while I watch from the shore.” 
 
    Randel pushed the boat out into the surf, and Treylen struck his hand in the water and steered them out to sea. At first Liv gripped the gunwale tightly and stared around with big eyes. Each wave that lifted the small craft made her grip tighter. 
 
    But after a couple of minutes she began to relax and even managed a small smile, though she kept her grip on the gunwale. “It’s fun,” she said. “Once you see it’s not going to sink.” 
 
    “It has never sunk before.” 
 
    “Plus Aislin would rescue me if I fell in. She’s strong like that.” 
 
    “Do you want to go see her?” 
 
    Liv nodded and they headed that way. “How do you do that? How do you make the boat move?” she asked. 
 
    “It’s the sea that does it. I only ask her to.” 
 
    “But you didn’t say anything.” 
 
    “Sometimes it’s easier to talk without words.” 
 
    “You’re doing it again. Saying strange things I don’t understand,” she warned him. 
 
    “It’s a failing I have,” he agreed. “One of many.” 
 
    They were getting close to Aislin. Liv stood up and waved. “Hey, Aislin! I’m over here! I’m in a boat!” 
 
    Aislin swam toward them with that eerie speed she had. She bobbed in the water beside the boat. “Well, what do you think?” 
 
    “It’s very deep here. I can’t see the bottom.” 
 
    “Not without going down there.” 
 
    Liv gulped at the thought and sat down. “I think I’ll stay here for now.” 
 
    “Want to pet a dolphin?” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “You’ll see.” Aislin cupped her hands around her mouth and gave a strange call. A few minutes later several dolphins surfaced a few hundred yards away and came swimming towards them. 
 
    The dolphins reached them and began playing around Aislin, emitting long series of chirps as they did so. Aislin chirped back at them. “They’re beautiful!” Liv cried, clapping her hands. 
 
    One of the dolphins slid up beside the small boat, chirping at Liv. 
 
    “It looks like it’s laughing,” Liv said, a huge smile on her face. “It looks so happy.” 
 
    “She’s telling you that you can pet her if you want,” Aislin said. 
 
    Liv touched the dolphin’s skin. “Her skin is so smooth.” 
 
    “She likes you,” Aislin said, as the other dolphins gathered around, chattering and splashing. They seemed to be jostling for Liv’s attention, clowning for her. One leapt in the air and did a flip before splashing back into the water. Liv squealed at the sight. 
 
    “Dolphins like everyone,” Aislin finally said. “They’re not like sharks. Sharks are grumpy. They hardly like anyone. I’ll show you. Say goodbye to the dolphins. They don’t get along with sharks very good.” 
 
    She chirped at the dolphins, and they gradually moved away. Then she gave a new call. A minute later a large dorsal fin broke the surface of the water on the other side of the boat and came slicing toward them. 
 
    The shark swam over to Aislin and circled her. “He’s being dramatic,” Aislin said. She slapped the water. “Come on. She wants to see you.” The shark slowed. “They have big teeth.” It stuck its nose out of the water and Aislin rapped on it a couple of times. “Open your mouth and show her.” 
 
    The shark’s mouth gaped open, revealing rows of sharp, triangular teeth. Liv pulled back, her expression worried. “I hope he’s not hungry for little girls.” 
 
    “Probably. Sharks are mostly always hungry. But he won’t bother you.” Another whack on the shark’s nose. “Will you?” The shark slid back down into the water and disappeared. 
 
    They stayed out on the sea for some hours, Aislin calling in various inhabitants of the water and Liv exclaiming over them. Finally, they headed back to shore. Randel pulled the boat up out of the water and helped Treylen get out. 
 
    “I don’t know anyone like Aislin,” Liv said. 
 
    “She’s the only one like her I think,” Treylen replied, settling himself on the sand. 
 
    “How does she do it?” she asked, looking out to where Aislin was still swimming around. “She never gets tired or anything.” 
 
    “How does the dolphin swim?” the old man replied. “How does the gull fly? They desire to do so and it happens.” 
 
    “Maybe she is the sea king’s daughter. That makes her a princess like me.” Liv smiled at the thought. 
 
    “She might be,” Treylen agreed. “I wonder where the sea king lives. I wonder why he never comes to visit his daughter.” 
 
    “Maybe he doesn’t know she’s here. Maybe he lost her when she was a baby,” Liv said. 
 
    “Maybe,” Treylen said, with an odd look on his face. After that he didn’t say anything for a long time. He seemed to be thinking hard about something. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    One day while the girls were at the beach, Liv began building a wall with sand. She packed it down tight and squared off the sides and the top. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Aislin asked her. 
 
    “I’m building a castle. Want to help?” 
 
    Aislin joined in eagerly and after a while they coaxed Randel in too. They tried to get Treylen to help, but he told them at his age it would be best if he simply advised them. They spent all morning on it, dumping flasks of sea water on it to wet the sand when it got too dry. The walls grew taller. Towers rose at the corners. They pressed seashells into the sides for decorations and stuck small limbs festooned with seaweed into the towers as flags. When it was done they stood back and looked at it. 
 
    “Looks like your castle is all ready for you to move in, my princess,” Randel said, bowing. 
 
    “That’s not my home,” Liv said. It’s the castle of an evil king. There’s a great dungeon down below.” 
 
    “Ah, and you are the fair princess that I must rescue,” Randel said. 
 
    “No, that’s not it at all!” Liv cried. “I’m the daughter of the mighty Black Wolf himself! I’ll never need rescuing.” 
 
    “Then what am I supposed to do?” 
 
    “You’re the evil King Rix! And Aislin, you’re my fellow warrior, Aislin the brave.” She pointed at Randel. “Arm yourself, Rix, and prepare to be defeated!” 
 
    Liv snatched up a piece of driftwood and the other two did as well. She and Aislin charged Randel, who fell into his role with relish, waving his make-believe sword and shouting about how he would have their heads. 
 
    “Hey, take it easy,” he said after a minute, after Liv feinted a jab, then slashed at his leg, the stick smacking his knee. Liv parried his counter and whacked him on the arm. “Ouch! That hurts.” He barely parried two more attacks. “Why are you so good at this?” 
 
    “I’m a hero, that’s why!” Liv yelled. 
 
    Randel retreated until he was back up against the castle wall. Aislin came at him from the side and as he fended off her attack, Liv darted in, sword flying. She managed to slip through his defense and jab him in the chest. Randel yelped and when he stepped back he tripped over the wall of the castle and fell down. 
 
    “And that is how heroes do it," Liv said triumphantly. She looked at Aislin. "Much better to be a hero than a helpless princess, don't you think?” 
 
    Randel got to his feet and put his hands up. “I surrender. You win.” He rubbed his arm ruefully. “Where did you learn all that?” 
 
    “From Daddy. At first he said no. He said sword fighting isn’t for girls. But for once Mommy was on my side. She told him he was being pigheaded and he gave in. He says I’m good at it too, so I guess Mommy was right.” 
 
    “Judging by how sore I am, I’d say you’re doing fine,” Randel said. 
 
    “You’re not supposed to talk,” Liv said. “I already locked you in the dungeon.” 
 
    Randel muttered something and walked off to join Treylen in the shade. 
 
    “I should practice more,” Liv said, as the two girls went down to the water and walked in up to their knees. The waves were gentle, the sea calm. “I don’t want to ever have to wait for some boy to come save me. I want to be able to save myself.” She jabbed the air a few times with her pretend sword. “You’re lucky, Aislin. You don’t need to learn how to fight with a sword.” 
 
    “I don’t?” 
 
    “No. You can just use your sea magic. Conjure up a shark or a hurricane or something.” 
 
    Aislin frowned. “I don’t think I can do a hurricane. That’s a really big storm, right?” 
 
    “Then you’ll do something else. You’re going to be the greatest hero ever, you know? Especially once you’re all grown up.” 
 
    Aislin thought about this. “I don’t think I want to be a hero.” 
 
    “But you have to be! Daddy says Ya’Shi is a crazy old coot, but if he says you’re going to save the world it must be true.” 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about this anymore,” Aislin said. “I don’t like thinking about it.” And she didn’t. She’d heard enough even though she tried not to. And she’d seen the way Rome and Quyloc looked at her, especially Quyloc, like he was trying to see inside her brain. She didn’t like it. She wanted to be a regular little girl and have fun like Liv did. The rest only made her scared. 
 
    “Okay, we won’t talk about it,” Liv said agreeably. “But that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t practice anyway. Let’s do that.” 
 
    “Practice?” Aislin said hesitantly. “Practice what?” 
 
    “Why, what you’ll do when danger comes, of course.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I want to.” 
 
    “Sure you do. Daddy says it’s always best to be prepared. Pretend I’m Lowellin,” she said, holding up her stick, “and I’m coming to stab you. What do you do?” She slashed at the air a few times and advanced on Aislin, who backed up, worried her friend was going to actually hit her with the stick. 
 
    “No! You’re not doing it right at all!” Liv hollered. “I’m coming for you with my sword. Defend yourself!” And she charged at Aislin. 
 
    Aislin responded without thinking. She made a gesture with her hand. A large wave rose up out of nowhere and loomed over Liv. The child just had time to turn, her mouth open wide, before the wave crashed down on her. 
 
    The wave withdrew and the water went back to normal. Liv was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    Shouts came from Randel and Treylen. Randel came running down to the shore and jumped into the water, boots and all. Treylen wasn’t far behind, moving faster than Aislin would have thought possible at his age. 
 
    At first Aislin didn’t understand what all the fuss was about. She and Liv were only playing, right? It was pretend fighting, not real fighting. 
 
    Then she realized Liv was still underwater. Randel was thrashing around, diving under to look for her, calling her name, but he wasn’t even close to her. Aislin could sense right where she was. Quickly she reached out and flipped her hand up. 
 
    Liv shot to the surface so fast she flew clear out of the water. Aislin waggled her fingers and another wave picked Liv up and brought her to shore, dumping her unceremoniously on the beach. 
 
    For a moment Liv lay there on the sand, coughing and retching, while Aislin looked on with alarm. She was suddenly sure she’d made a terrible mistake. Would Liv be angry? Would she stop being Aislin’s friend? She started to back away. 
 
    But then Liv bounced up onto her feet. Her face was red, but she was grinning ear-to-ear. “Wow!” she said. “That was just…just…” She could find no words. “That wave grabbed me and there was nothing I could do. Bam! And then I flew into the air!” 
 
    Randel and Treylen converged on her then, exclaiming and checking her over. 
 
    “I’m fine,” she said cheerily, though there was a little bruise starting on one cheek. “I was a bit worried there for a second, while I was still under water,” she admitted, “but I knew Aislin would take care of me and I was right.” 
 
    “Are you sure you’re okay?” Randel asked worriedly. He looked more troubled than Aislin had ever seen him before. 
 
    “I’m sure. Stop making such a fuss.” 
 
    Randel looked at Aislin. “You about stopped my heart there, you know?” 
 
    “I…I didn’t mean to,” Aislin said softly. 
 
    Treylen said seriously, “You have to be careful with your power, child. You understand that you could have hurt her, right?” 
 
    Aislin nodded. She felt bad and there were tears in her eyes. She backed up a little more, close to running. But before she could, Liv came bouncing over and grabbed her hand. 
 
    “Can we do that again?” she asked. 
 
    “No,” Randel and Treylen both said at once. 
 
    “You both worry too much,” Liv said. 
 
    “It’s part of getting older,” Treylen replied. 
 
    “Which is something I’d like to do. If you get hurt, your mother will make sure I don’t get to,” Randel said. 
 
    “Then I hope I never get old,” the little girl replied. “I don’t worry about anything. C’mon, Aislin. Let’s work on my swimming some more. I think I’m finally starting to get good at it.” But then she stopped and turned around. 
 
    “You’re not going to say anything to my mother about this, are you, Randel?” 
 
    “Uh…” Randel looked to Treylen for help. 
 
    “It was only an accident. She doesn’t need to know,” Liv said. 
 
    “I guess not,” Randel said. To Treylen he said, “Do you have any extra room in your house? I may need somewhere to hide.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    “Can we go out in the boat alone today?” Liv asked Treylen. It was a warm, sunny afternoon. Fall was coming on, just starting to change the leaves on the trees. The sea was calm. 
 
    “No,” Randel said right away. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because of your mother. If you want to go out in the boat, Treylen has to go with you.” 
 
    “Come on,” Liv said with exasperation. “You’re as bad as she is, you know. Nothing’s going to happen. Not while I’m with Aislin.” 
 
    “Still no. Besides, what’s wrong with having Treylen go with you?” 
 
    “Because sometimes we want to be alone and we don’t want him around. No offense, Treylen.” 
 
    “None taken,” the old man said. He and Randel were sitting in the shade of his favorite tree. The girls were standing looking down at them. 
 
    “Sometimes we just want to be by ourselves,” Liv added. 
 
    “You’re by yourselves all the time,” Randel protested. “You spent all morning down by those rocks by yourselves. I didn’t bother you a single time.” 
 
    “That’s not the same. We want to go out in the boat, don’t we, Aislin?” Aislin shrugged. “Hey, you’re supposed to be helping,” Liv told her. She looked back at Randel. “So, it’s okay, then?” 
 
    “What?” Randel said. “How’d you get there? I said no didn’t I?” 
 
    “I thought you might have changed your mind once I explained things to you,” Liv said sweetly. 
 
    “You didn’t explain anything.” 
 
    “Then I’ll try again.” With exaggerated slowness she said, “We’re girls. We have things to talk about. Sometimes we need to be alone.” 
 
    “That still doesn’t explain why you need to go out in the boat.” 
 
    “I’m starting to understand why Mommy gets so frustrated with Daddy,” Liv said, crossing her arms. “Men can be so pigheaded.” 
 
    “How am I being pigheaded? I’m only trying to do what your mother told me to.” 
 
    “Maybe you can explain it to him,” Liv said to Aislin. “He doesn’t seem to be listening to me.” 
 
    Randel pressed the heels of his hands into his temples. “Now I remember why I’m glad I don’t have any kids of my own yet.” 
 
    “You’re not ready,” Liv told him firmly. “You get upset too easily and you won’t listen to reason.” 
 
    Randel turned to Treylen for help. The old man was smiling. “Can you believe this?” 
 
    “She’s something else, isn’t she?” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll make a deal with you,” Liv said, “since you’re so upset. We’ll only go out a little ways. How’s that? Everybody wins.” 
 
    “I tell you no, but you go out in the boat anyway. How do I win anything?” Randel asked in disbelief. 
 
    “You win because you get to have us stay close where you can call us if you need to.” 
 
    “That doesn’t feel like winning to me.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re looking at it wrong.” 
 
    Randel slumped back, defeated. “Okay, okay. You can go out in the boat. But you have to stay close to shore.” 
 
    “I knew you’d come around!” Liv said. “You’re the best, Randel.” Randel muttered something, but neither girl paid any attention to him. They were already heading for the boat. 
 
    “I can’t believe he said yes,” Aislin said. 
 
    “I knew all along he’d give in,” Liv said confidently. “You just have to know how to talk to them.” 
 
    After that first day, it was easy for Liv to talk Randel into letting them go out in the boat alone. The two girls went out alone nearly every time they went down to the sea together. Each time they went a little further from shore. At first, Randel stood anxiously at the shoreline, calling out to them, worrying about them. But as time passed and nothing happened, he became less and less vigilant. Finally he went back to sitting beside Treylen in the shade. 
 
    One day when Aislin and Liv were out in the boat, Liv said, “Take us over by the cliffs. I’ve been on top of them lots of times and looked down. I want to see what they look like from below.” 
 
    Aislin obligingly steered the little boat over near the cliffs. Liv stared up at them. “They look so different from down here,” she said in awe. She looked around and spotted something. “What’s that?” she asked, pointing. 
 
    Aislin looked. “It’s a cave.” 
 
    “Can we go in it?” 
 
    The tide was out. It would be easy to beach the boat and walk over to it. But Aislin hesitated for a moment. She hadn’t thought about the cave and the strange, secret room with the glowing thing in it for a long time, had kind of forgotten about it as a matter of fact. She knew that if Liv saw the stairs—which she would, because she would want to explore the cave—then she’d want to climb them. Aislin still felt strangely reluctant to have anyone find out her secret. A moment later she made up her mind. Liv could be trusted. She wouldn’t tell anyone. “Sure. But first…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I’ll show you something, but you have to promise not to tell anyone.” 
 
    “A secret? You have a secret?” Liv said wide-eyed. “I swear I’ll never tell a soul.” 
 
    “Then I’ll show you.” Aislin maneuvered the boat closer. 
 
    “What is it?” Liv wanted to know. “Is it treasure?” 
 
    “Kind of. Not really.” 
 
    “A secret room? Maybe a dungeon? Is it a dungeon? Are there skeletons chained to the wall?” 
 
    “You sort of have to see it.” 
 
    “I can’t wait.” Liv was practically jumping up and down and in her excitement she was making the boat rock quite a lot. “I can’t believe you never told me before. Oh, I can’t wait. Make the boat go faster!” 
 
    Aislin beached the boat and the two of them hurried over to the cave. “It’s dark in here,” Liv said. 
 
    “It’s a lot darker where we’re going,” Aislin replied. 
 
    “Stairs!” Liv said when they got to the back of the cave. “Where do they go? It’s a secret room, isn’t it? I knew it. I knew that’s what it had to be.” 
 
    Her excitement made Aislin smile a little. She was glad she’d decided to share her secret with her friend. It would be a lot less scary climbing the stairs with Liv along. “I think the stairs go all the way up to the tower,” she said. “But the vine blocks them so you can’t go the whole way.” 
 
    “I wonder who built them. Did you really climb these stairs by yourself? Weren’t you terrified?” 
 
    “It was pretty scary,” Aislin admitted. 
 
    “Are the stairs the secret or is there more?” 
 
    “There’s more. There’s…something I don’t really know what it is.” 
 
    “I wish we would’ve brought a candle with us.” 
 
    “If it’s too dark for you we can go another time.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me? We can’t leave now. I wouldn’t be able to sleep a wink knowing this was here and wondering what is up there. I’ll go as long as you come with me.” 
 
    Aislin put her foot on the bottom step. “It’s going to get completely dark. You just have to go really slow and be careful, okay? Some of the steps are broken.” 
 
    “This is the most amazing thing I ever did,” Liv said as they started up the stairs. “I can’t believe you came up here by yourself. You must be the bravest person I know.” 
 
    She chattered on for a little while after that, but then her words petered out. Aislin understood why. It was hard not to feel the weight of all that stone pressing down on them. It made her feel small and fragile. 
 
    The girls crept on in silence for some time. Aislin found herself hoping that Randel wasn’t starting to worry about them. She didn’t want him to start asking a lot of questions when they got back. Finally she saw the faint reddish glow that marked the entrance. She stopped in front of the crack in the wall. 
 
    “Where’s it coming from?” Liv whispered. It was strange hearing her talk so much quieter than she usually did, but Aislin wasn’t surprised. It felt unreal being here, like they were on the edge of a different world. 
 
    “You’ll see,” Aislin said. “Follow me.” 
 
    The girls wormed their way through the crack. It was tighter than Aislin remembered. Did that mean she really had grown? Or had the rock moved? What would happen if they were trapped in here? Would anyone ever find them? 
 
    All at once the crack opened up, and the two girls stepped into the small cavern. On the far side was the wall of black, glossy stone with the pair of circular doors in it. One of the doors was ajar, just as she’d left it. The red glow came from inside. 
 
    “Oh, wow,” Liv said in a whisper. “What is it?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Aislin said. “Follow me.” 
 
    She led Liv toward the doors, but halfway across the cavern Liv stopped. “I can’t go any further,” she said. 
 
    “Why? What’s wrong?” Aislin asked, turning to her in alarm. 
 
    “Suddenly I don’t feel good,” Liv said. “I think I’m getting sick.” Sweat was running down her face and she trembled a little. “I think it’s coming from that.” She backed up to the other side of the cavern. “That’s better,” she said. “But I still don’t feel very good. Doesn’t it make you sick?” 
 
    “No,” Aislin said. “I wonder why.” 
 
    “It’s because you’re the hero, I bet.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Aislin said doubtfully. 
 
    “What’s in there?” Liv asked. 
 
    “There’s a red, glowing thing, like part of a disc. The masters put it there.” 
 
    “Who are the masters?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “How do you know about them?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. I touched the red thing and I saw pictures in my head of some kind of…creature. He was wounded, dying I think. He was one of the masters.” 
 
    “Did he tell you that?” 
 
    “No. I just sort of knew it somehow.” 
 
    “What is the glowing thing?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I only know that the masters put it here to keep it safe from the Devourers.” 
 
    Liv stared at her openmouthed. “What are the Devourers?” 
 
    “I don’t know that either. I think they’re the big trouble that’s supposed to be coming.” 
 
    “How long have you known this was here?” 
 
    “For a couple of years,” Aislin admitted. 
 
    “That long? And you never said anything to anybody?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    Aislin winced. “I don’t know for sure. I just have this feeling that it’s supposed to stay hidden, that no one should know it’s here.” 
 
    “You should tell Daddy.” 
 
    “And I will. Only…not yet. You’re not going to tell are you?” Aislin asked. “You promised me.” 
 
    “Of course I won’t tell. What kind of friend would I be? How long are you going to keep it a secret?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Not much longer, I guess. I—” She broke off and stared into a corner of the cavern. “Did you see that?” she asked. 
 
    Liv looked where she was pointing. “What? Where?” 
 
    “Right there. I saw something, like a person standing in the shadows. He had white skin.” 
 
    “Now you’re scaring me,” Liv said, clutching her hand. “I want to get out of here. Let’s go.” 
 
    As they left the cavern, Aislin looked back over her shoulder at the spot where she thought she’d seen someone, but there was no one there. Had she imagined it? 
 
    “You were gone for a long time,” Randel said when they got back to shore. 
 
    “Were we?” Liv said. “It didn’t seem like it.” 
 
    “I couldn’t see you anywhere,” Randel said. “Where did you go?” 
 
    Aislin froze when he asked. She wasn’t sure what to say at all. But before she could stammer something, Liv came to the rescue. 
 
    “Here and there,” Liv said vaguely. 
 
    “Here and there? What kind of answer is that?” 
 
    “It’s hard to tell when you’re out on the sea,” Liv said. “It all kind of looks the same.” 
 
    “Don’t go out so far next time, okay? I don’t want something to happen.” 
 
    “We won’t,” Liv assured him. “We just lost track.” 
 
    The two girls walked on down the beach. “That was close,” Aislin said. 
 
    “Not really,” Liv said breezily. “It’s actually pretty easy to sidetrack Randel. My mother is the hard one. Once she gets suspicious she’s like a dog with a bone. She never lets go.” 
 
    “How do you do that?” Aislin asked. 
 
    “Lots of practice. That’s all it is.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    “Something’s coming,” Treylen said. He’d gotten up from his seat in the shade and walked over to where Aislin and Liv were playing in the sand. He looked down at Aislin. “Did you call it?” 
 
    “Call what?” Aislin said. “I don’t—” Then she broke off. There was something coming. She felt a twinge of uneasiness. It was no sea creature she was familiar with. There was something…unusual about it. It was no normal denizen of the deep. She stood up. 
 
    “What is it?” Liv asked, jumping up too. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    Neither Aislin nor Treylen answered her. Sensing something was wrong, Randel got up from his spot in the shade and started toward them. After a couple of steps, he went back and picked up his sword. 
 
    Treylen was staring out to sea. He held out one hand, palm down, and closed his eyes, concentrating. After a moment he opened them and turned to Aislin. The look on his face startled her. He was always so calm. She’d never seen him truly upset. But he was frightened now. 
 
    “Run!” he told her urgently. “Both of you, run! I’ll try to hold it off as long as I can.” 
 
    “What is it?” Aislin asked. 
 
    “It’s a zhoulin,” he said. 
 
    “What’s that?” Liv asked. 
 
    “There’s no time! You have to go. Now!” He pushed Aislin away from the water, then turned back to face the sea once again. 
 
    Aislin and Liv moved away from the water, but they didn’t go far before they stopped and looked back. 
 
    “Get them out of here!” Treylen yelled to Randel. “Get as far from the water as you can!” 
 
    “Come on,” Randel said, running over to them and shooing them back. 
 
    Aislin went, but she went reluctantly and kept looking back over her shoulder. So it was that she saw the dorsal fins that broke the surface of the water, out beyond the surf. There were two of them, like shark fins but twice as large and such a dark blue as to be almost black. 
 
    Aislin stopped and stared at the fins as they rapidly drew closer. It was clear to her that the zhoulin was no ordinary creature. With other sea creatures she could feel the throb and pulse of their vital fluids as they moved through their bodies. She could feel the soft spots and the weak points where they could be injured. But there was none of that here. The zhoulin was like a force of nature, a wave or an earthquake. It had no soft spots. 
 
    “We have to keep moving,” Randel said. 
 
    Aislin started moving again, but reluctantly. For the first time she felt frightened. But not for herself. She was frightened for Treylen. There was no way he could stand against the zhoulin. “I have to help Treylen,” she said. 
 
    “Treylen can take care of himself,” Randel said, taking hold of her shoulder and pulling her along with him. 
 
    But Aislin wasn’t so sure. She could feel the power radiating off the zhoulin, so much that it staggered her. She turned back around in time to get her first real look at the zhoulin. 
 
    Randel turned back then too. “By all the gods living and dead,” he said in awe, coming to a stop. Liv was frozen to the spot, staring. 
 
    The zhoulin looked a lot like a shark, but far larger than any natural shark could possibly be. As it got into shallow water its head lifted from the water, showing the huge, downward-curving crescent of its mouth. Its mouth was open, revealing rows of triangular teeth each the size of a man’s hand. Its underside was lighter in color, blue chased with green. 
 
    It continued to rise up out of the water and as it did so its form altered. Its head flattened, its eyes sliding forward from the sides of its head to the front. The pectoral fins on its sides withdrew, narrowing, changing shape, becoming more like arms than fins. Its long tail changed also, shrinking rapidly as thick, stump-like legs sprouted from its torso. In seconds it stood there on two legs, water streaming from its flanks, easily ten feet tall. Wrapped around its torso was a mass of seaweed. 
 
    It looked around, its black, pupil-less eyes moving over Treylen, dismissing him, then across the beach until they fixed on Aislin. 
 
    It raised one hand and pointed at her. A harsh tangle of sounds came from its mouth, difficult to understand, though it sounded like it said, “You will come with me!” It began striding forward. 
 
    Treylen moved into the zhoulin’s path. “Go back where you came!” he yelled. “The child goes nowhere with you!” 
 
    The zhoulin paused, as if surprised by the resistance of this insignificant human. Treylen was shaking, but it was not from fear. Even from where she was Aislin could feel the Seaforce he was drawing from the sea, so much that it was causing him to shake. His sparse hair was standing on end and a faint, greenish glow was visible around him. 
 
    He raised his hands, holding them about a foot apart, fingers curved slightly. Between his hands an orb of dark green light appeared. Then he yelled and flung the orb at the zhoulin. 
 
    The orb struck the creature and exploded. The zhoulin staggered backward. It looked down at the fresh burn mark on its chest, something that might have been surprise on its alien features. 
 
    Treylen hit it with another glowing orb of Seaforce, knocking it back another couple of steps, then another one right after that. 
 
    But Aislin could see that each orb was smaller than the one before. Treylen was bent over, barely managing to stay upright. Feebly, he raised his hands to try to summon one more, but before he could do so the creature charged him. It backhanded him with one hand, knocking him flying. He lay sprawled on the sand, blood leaking from his ears and mouth. 
 
    Randel’s paralysis lifted and he began pulling on Aislin once again. “We have to get out of here,” he said urgently. 
 
    But Aislin wasn’t going anywhere. When she saw her friend fall, she snapped. Letting out a wordless cry of rage, she jerked away from Randel and ran toward the sea, ignoring his shouts. As she ran she reached for the water. 
 
    And the sea responded. A wave the size of a small hill rose up rose up out of the sea in a heartbeat and crashed down on the zhoulin, snarling and foaming with Aislin’s fury. 
 
    Yet when the water receded a moment later, the zhoulin was standing there unscathed. 
 
    “Do not fight me,” it growled, walking toward her. “You cannot win.” 
 
    “You hurt my friend!” Aislin screamed. She reached again for the sea and a new wave appeared. Within this one could be seen hundreds of creatures, scales glittering in the sunlight, mouths gaping with long teeth. The wave crashed down onto the zhoulin. The toothy creatures swarmed over it, teeth flashing. Dozens of wounds appeared on the zhoulin’s hide. 
 
    But it was not enough. The zhoulin’s hide was too tough and the wounds were only superficial. The zhoulin continued walking toward Aislin. As it came, it unwound the seaweed from its torso. 
 
    Aislin realized too late that the seaweed was actually a net, and before she could run, the zhoulin cast it over her. 
 
    As the net settled over her she gasped. It was like a cloud had moved in front of the sun. The day seemed to grow very dark. Sounds became oddly muted. 
 
    And she could no longer reach the sea. 
 
    She was completely cut off from it. She could sense it there, beyond the net, but she couldn’t touch it. 
 
    The net tightened around her. It was as cold as ice and she began shivering uncontrollably. She fell onto her side. 
 
    From the edge of her vision she saw Randel go running at the zhoulin, his sword upraised. A moment later there was a single cry from him, suddenly cut off. 
 
    Liv appeared, pulling on the seaweed net, trying to free Aislin from it, but it was wrapped tightly around her. 
 
    The sun was blotted out as the zhoulin loomed over Aislin. With one huge hand it casually slapped Liv aside as if she were no more than a gnat. The zhoulin grabbed the net and picked Aislin up. She dangled from its huge fist, the net so tight she couldn’t struggle, could barely breathe. She could see Treylen lying on the ground unmoving. A few feet from him lay the still form of Randel. Were they dead? Had the zhoulin killed her friends? 
 
    There was movement and suddenly Liv ran up to Randel. She picked up his sword and turned to face the zhoulin. 
 
    “Leave my friend alone!” she shouted. She ran at the creature and swung the blade at its leg— 
 
    The zhoulin simply ignored her. Her blow glanced off its tough hide without leaving a mark. Liv swung again and again, but it was pointless. 
 
    “They wait for you,” the zhoulin said, and began walking back toward the sea. 
 
    Aislin fought madly, trying to get through the barrier blocking her from the sea, but it was hopeless. She had no idea what she was doing and even if she could reach it, what good would it do anyway? What good was mere water, or creatures conjured from water, against such a powerful being? It was too strong, too elemental. 
 
    She needed more than water. She needed Seaforce, the raw energy within the Sea. She should have listened to Treylen when he tried to teach her how to use it. He must have used Seaforce when he attacked the zhoulin. He’d managed to slow the creature somewhat, but he hadn’t been strong enough to stop it. Maybe she could have. 
 
    If only she’d listened to him. 
 
    If only she could somehow escape this net. It was the net that was blocking her from the sea. If she could get out of it, she could fight back and this time she would use Seaforce. 
 
    The zhoulin walked back into the sea. Aislin was hanging upside down and a wave splashed against her face. The touch of the water seemed to clear her thoughts and in her mind she heard Ya’Shi’s voice, something he’d said before: 
 
    You don’t just control the Sea. You are the Sea. 
 
    Suddenly his words made sense. She knew why she was so at home in the sea, why she never grew cold or tired while in it. Because she was the Sea. 
 
    Realization and occurrence happened nearly simultaneously. 
 
    Aislin felt herself lose form for a moment and as she did, she slipped away, pouring through the holes in the net like water and into the sea. 
 
    The Sea! 
 
    The zhoulin stopped and looked down in confusion at the suddenly-empty net it was carrying. 
 
    Aislin knew she was safe in the water. The zhoulin couldn’t touch her now. She could stay in this form until it left. 
 
    But she was angry. It had hurt her friends, maybe even killed them. It needed to pay for that. 
 
    Aislin reformed her body and stood up. 
 
    “You shouldn’t have done that,” she said. 
 
    She didn’t know what to do. She only knew that she was angry and afraid and she wanted to hurt this thing standing before her. 
 
    Blindly she reached into the Sea, but this time she didn’t reach for the water, she reached for the power. 
 
    Seaforce flooded her, swelling her until she felt huge, as tall as a mountain, looking down on the tiny form of the zhoulin. 
 
    The zhoulin’s confusion lasted only a moment, then it once again threw the net over her. 
 
    The merest twitch of the power filling her and the net exploded into fragments. 
 
    “Now I’m going to hurt you,” Aislin said. 
 
    She threw out her hands and released everything within in a wild, chaotic burst. Power exploded outwards in every direction. The zhoulin was thrown backwards as if it were made of straw. 
 
    With the power gone, Aislin suddenly felt weak and she went to her knees, blackness crowding her vision. 
 
    But she was still angry and she fought her weakness back, got to her feet and walked to where the zhoulin lay on its back in shallow water, the waves lapping against it. 
 
    Aislin stood looking down at it. It was badly wounded. There were deep gashes in a number of places and much of its hide was scorched. Yellow-green blood was leaking into the sea. 
 
    But it was still alive. 
 
    Aislin began to once again gather Seaforce. This time she would make sure it was dead. 
 
    But then she noticed something peculiar in the creature’s eyes, something she didn’t expect, something that stunned her. 
 
    The zhoulin did not look like a creature on the verge of death, fighting to stay alive. Instead it looked like it was welcoming death. There was an almost peaceful look in its eyes. Its mouth opened. 
 
    “Kill me,” it said. 
 
    Aislin blinked, unable to figure out what to make of this strange turn of events. The power she had gathered flickered slightly. 
 
    “Why?” she asked it. 
 
    “I want…to be free.” Blood came from its mouth as it spoke. 
 
    Aislin fell back a step. The power flickered more and began to leach back into the sea. 
 
    “No,” the zhoulin rasped when it noticed what was happening. “Kill me…or I will try again to kidnap you.” 
 
    “Why?” Aislin asked again. 
 
    “No choice. The Lementh’koy control me. Look closely.” The zhoulin gestured. 
 
    Aislin looked. At first she saw nothing, then it was like her vision shimmered and something new came into view. 
 
    It looked like a massive chain, but a chain whose links were made of ephemeral green-black bands of power. The chain came out to sea and disappeared into the zhoulin’s torso. 
 
    “Thousands…of years enslaved,” the zhoulin rasped weakly. “Kill me. Set me free.” 
 
    All at once Aislin knew what to do. 
 
    “I have a better idea,” she said. She walked to the ephemeral chain, summoned Seaforce to her until her hands glowed too brightly to look at, then took hold of the chain. 
 
    With a mighty wrench she broke the chain. When she did it disappeared. She turned back to the zhoulin. 
 
    “You’re free now.” 
 
    The zhoulin looked at where the chain had been, then stared up at her in disbelief. It sat up. “After so long,” it said in its broken voice. “I have forgotten…” 
 
    It turned to Aislin. “Thank you,” it said. One huge hand settled gently on top of her head. “I am Gaz, and this is my past.” 
 
    At the touch Aislin felt the zhoulin’s memories flood into her. But they were not memories of enslavement. They were memories from a time before. She saw Gaz with others of its own kind, only much smaller, and realized a moment later that they must be Gaz’s children. 
 
    “You’re a mother,” she said in awe. 
 
    “I was,” Gaz said sadly, “but that was long ago. They are all dead now, along with the rest of my people. We were enslaved during the war between Stone and Sea. Golgath used us to kill. He told us when the war was over he would free us, but he didn’t. Instead we remained his slaves, the assassins dispatched to kill his enemies.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Aislin said. There was nothing else she could say. 
 
    “I am too.” 
 
    “I’m sorry I hurt you,” Aislin said. “Will you live?” 
 
    “I might,” Gaz replied. “We are not easy to kill.” She began changing back then. Arms became pectoral fins. Legs receded and were replaced by a powerful tail. Her head elongated. With a last look at Aislin, she slid into the water and swam away. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Aislin waded out of the sea, still struggling to process what had just happened. Randel was sitting up, holding his head. Treylen was still lying motionless on the sand. 
 
    Liv came running toward her. She had a long scratch on her face, but otherwise seemed to be okay. “You got away!” Liv exclaimed, throwing her arms around Aislin. “I thought you were gone for sure.” 
 
    “How is Treylen?” Aislin asked. “Is he…?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Liv replied. Together they hurried over to the old man. Aislin crouched down beside him and shook his shoulder. 
 
    “Treylen. Wake up. Tell me you’re okay.” He didn’t respond and Aislin felt something she’d never felt before, the fear that someone she loved was dead. It hit her with unexpected strength. Her eyes filled with tears. She bent and pressed her face into his neck. “Don’t be dead,” she sobbed. “Please don’t be dead.” Distantly she could hear Liv crying. 
 
    But then Treylen moved. He groaned and his eyes opened. “Aislin, you’re crying.” 
 
    “You’re okay!” she exclaimed, the relief that flooded through her so powerful she thought it would sweep her away. 
 
    “I’m not sure I’d go that far,” he said weakly. “Help me sit up.” 
 
    The girls grabbed his hands and pulled him up into a sitting position. He moaned in pain. He looked terribly pale and blood was still leaking slowly from his ears and mouth. “I think I broke a couple of ribs there,” he said. Wincing, he looked around. “It’s gone,” he said wonderingly. He looked at Aislin. “You used Seaforce.” Aislin nodded. “Did you kill it?” 
 
    “No,” she said. “I let her go.” 
 
    He frowned. “But that’s not possible. The zhoulin don’t stop. Once they are given a task they carry it out unless they are killed.” 
 
    “You don’t understand. I let her go. I freed Gaz. Then she went away.” 
 
    “Gaz? The zhoulin told you her name?” 
 
    Aislin nodded. “She told me she was a slave. So I let her go.” 
 
    The old man shook his head slowly. “Truly you are an amazing child, Aislin.” Randel came walking up then, holding his head as if it were a fragile vase that might break at any second. Treylen looked up at him. “I hope you can ride, because you’re going to need to go to the city and get me a carriage. The macht will want to know about this, and I’m afraid there is no way I can make it to the castle on my own.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Aislin was just getting out of the macht’s personal carriage in front of the palace when Netra came running up and swept her up in her arms. “Thank the Mother you’re okay,” she whispered in Aislin’s ear. For once Aislin didn’t fight her. She even went so far as to hug her mother back. And it felt surprisingly good. Thinking Treylen was dead had done something to her. She’d seen how easily someone she cared about could be taken from her forever, and she’d had a glimpse of how painful that would be. 
 
    Netra set her down a minute later. By then Bonnie had arrived and was busy squeezing Liv in her arms and crooning something to her. Finally Liv said, “I think that’s quite enough, Mommy. Don’t you?” 
 
    Bonnie set her down and Liv straightened her dress. “I was never in any real danger. The creature wasn’t after me, you know.” 
 
    “The things you say, child,” Bonnie said, her voice a mixture of exasperation and relief. 
 
    There was the sound of hooves and Rome galloped through the gates of the castle, Brecken close behind him. He jumped off his horse, picked up Liv and pressed her to him. 
 
    “Again?” Liv cried out, her voice muffled by Rome’s bulk. “I just went through this already.” 
 
    A few minutes later they were in the map room, sitting around the big table. Quyloc had joined them, along with the FirstMother. Bonnie had taken Liv, who was protesting mightily, away. 
 
    Rome turned to Netra. “You said you encountered one of these creatures before?” 
 
    “Shorn and I did, in a cavern beneath the buried city of Kaetria,” Netra said. “It had been sent by Golgath to kill us, but Ya’Shi intervened.” 
 
    “But today it was sent to kidnap Aislin,” Quyloc said. “The question is why?” 
 
    “To answer that, we need to know who sent it,” Treylen said. Netra had already done some healing on him and his color was better, but he still looked like a man who had seen death close up. He picked up the glass of rum Rome had poured for him and took a drink. 
 
    “The zhoulin serve Golgath, but Golgath is gone, devoured by the ingerlings during the war,” Quyloc said. “So who is commanding it now?” 
 
    “Gaz isn’t an ‘it,’ she’s a ‘she’,” Aislin said softly. 
 
    Netra turned to her. “What did you say?” 
 
    “Don’t call her ‘it.’ She’s a mother.” 
 
    “You spoke to the creature?” Quyloc said, leaning forward and fixing Aislin with his penetrating gaze. It made Aislin uncomfortable, having him look at her like that, but she knew there was no getting out of it now. 
 
    “I did. She showed me the chain that held her. Except it wasn’t a chain, not a normal one anyway. It only looked like one. I broke it and set her free.” 
 
    “Did she tell you why she tried to kidnap you?” Netra asked. “Or who sent her?” 
 
    “She said the Lementh’koy sent her, but I don’t know why.” 
 
    “Who are the Lementh’koy?” Rome asked. “Are they like the Lementh’kal?” 
 
    “I can answer that,” Treylen said. “They are kin to the Lementh’kal, members of the same race. Eons ago Golgath, most powerful of the Sea Shapers, saw how far humans were spreading and became concerned about it. Foreseeing a time when war between the Shapers of Sea and Stone would break out, Golgath realized that he needed to have a race of sentient beings who worshipped him as the humans worshipped some of the Shapers of Stone. Thus were the Lementh created by Golgath’s hand. Though they are creatures of Life as we are, they are infused with Seaforce, and so fundamentally different. 
 
    “After the great wars between the Shapers of Stone and Sea, a schism appeared between the Lementh. Some, after witnessing the horror and futility of war, vowed never to be part of one again. They took the name Lementh’kal and dedicated themselves to the pursuit of enlightenment. Those who remained in service to their god called themselves the Lementh’koy.” 
 
    “Which still doesn’t tell us why they tried to kidnap Aislin,” Quyloc said. He fixed Aislin once again with his penetrating gaze. “What do they want with you?” 
 
    Aislin shrank down into her chair, conscious that everyone was looking at her. She wanted to stare at the floor, but for some reason Quyloc’s gaze held her. It felt like he was looking into her, seeing all her secrets. Suddenly it was all too much. 
 
    “There’s a secret room under the tower with a glowing red thing in it,” she blurted out. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell, but I didn’t want the Devourers to find out about it. They already killed the masters to get it.” 
 
    Everyone at the table stared at her in shocked silence. Quyloc broke the silence first. 
 
    “You went into the cave at the foot of the cliffs and climbed the stairs, didn’t you?” 
 
    Aislin nodded. 
 
    “You’re talking about the stairs under the tower that lead down to your old secret room,” Rome said. “I forgot that those go all the way down to the sea.” 
 
    “This glowing red thing,” Quyloc said. “Where, exactly, did you find it?” 
 
    “I don’t know for sure. I was trying to go all the way to the top, but the vine was blocking the stairs and when I went back down I saw this red glow. There’s a crack in the rock and I went into it.” Then she told them the rest of it. It took a while because Quyloc kept interrupting her to ask her questions. He wanted to know every detail, every little thing she’d seen. 
 
    “Why didn’t you say something sooner?” Netra asked when she was done. 
 
    “Because it’s supposed to stay hidden. If the Devourers find it, something bad is going to happen.” 
 
    “The Abyss,” Quyloc said. “That must be where the Devourers come from. They’re trying to get the glowing thing, whatever it is. That’s why they were trying to break out of the Pente Akka. It’s not our world they want, it’s what’s hidden here.” 
 
    “Who are these masters?” Rome asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Quyloc said. “We may never know. But for some reason they hid this artifact on our world and now the Devourers know it’s here. This must be the danger Ya’Shi was talking about.” 
 
    Aislin knew that’s exactly what Ya’Shi was talking about, but she said nothing. Later maybe she would tell her mother about the strange talk she had with Ya’Shi and the Ancient One, but not now. 
 
    “So the Lementh’koy must be working for the Devourers,” Rome said. 
 
    “It would seem that way,” Quyloc replied. He looked at Aislin again. “You said there is a recessed area on the front of the doors to the circular room. Can you show me how big it is, how long and how wide?” 
 
    “It’s about this wide,” she said, holding her hands about six inches apart, “and about this long.” She held her hands as far apart as she could. “Maybe longer. My arms aren’t long enough.” 
 
    “I could be wrong,” Quyloc said, “but I think I know what was in that recessed area. I think it was the crystal that the ronhym went to get, when we were holed up in the castle, trying to keep the Children out. That explains why the doors were open when Aislin found the room. The crystal must have been put there to seal the doors and keep the Devourers from getting the artifact.” 
 
    “But now, because of what we did, it’s vulnerable,” Rome said. “Does this mean what I think it does?” 
 
    Quyloc nodded. “We need to go retrieve the artifact. We can protect it better up here in the castle.” 
 
    “So, to be clear, this time your advice is to remove the strange, magic artifact, right?” Rome said with a smile. 
 
    “Why did I know you were going to bring that up?” Quyloc said. 
 
    “I just wanted to make sure. I didn’t want you saying I never take your advice on anything.” 
 
    “What are they talking about?” Treylen asked Netra. 
 
    “It’s a long story,” Netra replied. 
 
    “I’ll take some men and we’ll go get it today,” Quyloc said. “As soon as the tide goes out.” 
 
    Aislin spoke up then. “You won’t be able to.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “The crack is too small. I can barely get through and I’m a lot smaller than you are.” 
 
    “Maybe you could go get the artifact for us, then,” Quyloc said. 
 
    “Last time when I touched it, it knocked me down,” Aislin said. “It hurt.” 
 
    Before Quyloc could speak again, Netra said, “I don’t like the idea of sending my daughter down there alone to get something that we don’t know what it is or what it might do.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Rome said. “We’ll have to send some men down with picks and hammers, have them widen the crack enough to let us get in there.” 
 
    “That will take days,” Quyloc objected. 
 
    “Then that’s what it takes,” Rome said. 
 
    “What if the Lementh’koy come for it before then?” 
 
    “We’ll post a guard. Besides, if they could have taken it by themselves, wouldn’t they have already? Why try to snatch Aislin?” 
 
    “Maybe they don’t know where it is. But once we start banging around down there…” 
 
    “We’ll work fast. Night and day.” Rome looked at Aislin. “In the meantime, we need to keep you safe. I don’t want you going down to the sea for a while.” 
 
    “But—” Aislin started. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Aislin. I know how important it is to you. But not as important as it is to keep you safe.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    “Am I really not going to be allowed to go down to the sea?” Aislin asked her mother when they were in the carriage heading back to the Tender estate. A squad of soldiers was accompanying them. Rome didn’t want to take any chances with Aislin’s safety. 
 
    “It’s only for a while,” Netra said. 
 
    “But I defeated Gaz. And she’s nice now.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean they’ll stop trying.” 
 
    Aislin knew she was right, but that didn’t make her any happier about it. “I wish I never would have found that stupid thing,” she grumbled. 
 
    “You don’t mean that. What if the Lementh’koy had found it first and managed to steal it? Who knows what would happen then?” 
 
    “But I’d still be able to go to the sea.” 
 
    “You’ll get to go back. Probably Rome will let you once he’s retrieved the artifact.” 
 
    “It still isn’t fair.” 
 
    “I know,” Netra said, giving her a squeeze. “Hopefully this will all be over soon.” 
 
    But Aislin could tell her mother didn’t think it would be. And neither did Aislin. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    “I’m sick of it,” Aislin said, throwing down the weeds she had just pulled and then giving them a kick for good measure. She and her mother were watering the garden outside their cottage. It was getting near the end of the day. “This is stupid. I want to go down to the sea.” 
 
    Netra looked up from where she was working on her hands and knees. It wasn’t much of a garden, only a couple dozen plants, some squash, peas, melons and a few flowers. They didn’t actually need it either, since their food was supplied by the Tenders. But Mama wanted one anyway, which Aislin thought was strange because she also talked about how much she’d hated having to help in the garden when she was a child. 
 
    “We’ve been over this and over this,” Netra said. “It’s only temporary. You can go back down to the sea once they get the artifact out. It won’t be long now. They got the new tunnel finished yesterday.” 
 
    “I don’t see why you don’t let me go get the artifact,” Aislin said crossly. “Then we could get this over with and I could go back down to the sea again.” The tunnel was finished, but no one had been able to even enter the circular room where the artifact was kept. Everyone who tried had the same problem as Liv had when Aislin took her into the cavern: the closer they got to the room, the sicker they got. 
 
    “You know why, Aislin. I don’t want you to get hurt.” 
 
    “I’m going to have to go get it eventually,” Aislin said. “Why not let me go now?” 
 
    “Quyloc said he had an idea he wanted to try first. Let’s wait and see if it works before we decide anything.” 
 
    “I don’t understand why I can’t at least go see Liv.” 
 
    Netra brushed her hair back out of her face and sat back on her heels. “Her mother is worried. She’s afraid that if the Lementh’koy come to…” She trailed off. 
 
    “To kidnap me. That’s what you meant to say, isn’t it?” 
 
    Netra sighed. “I don’t like saying it, but yes.” 
 
    “She’s afraid Liv will get hurt.” Aislin actually agreed with Bonnie on this. Liv could have gotten killed when the zhoulin attacked. Next time she might not be so lucky. Aislin didn’t want to see her friend get hurt. But she missed her. Not being able to go to the sea would have been easier if she could spend time with her friend. Instead she had to stay here on the Tender estate the whole time. She wasn’t allowed to go anywhere. She wasn’t allowed to do anything. And everywhere she went a bunch of soldiers followed her. They were there right then, a dozen of them ranged in a loose circle around the cottage, armed and ready to fend off an attack. Aislin almost wished the Lementh’koy would attack. Then she could be done with all this and life could go back to the way it was. 
 
    Netra came over and crouched down beside Aislin. “Hang in there. It won’t be much longer.” 
 
    Aislin started to reply, then frowned. “Do you hear that?” she asked her mother. 
 
    Netra cocked her head to the side and listened. “A faint buzzing sound?” she asked. 
 
    Aislin nodded. “What is it?” The buzzing was getting louder and there was an itching sensation on the back of her neck. 
 
    Netra and Aislin both stood up, looking around for the source of the sound. Aislin saw that the guards were also looking around and a couple were rubbing the backs of their necks. 
 
    Then Aislin saw something. At first she thought she was imagining it and she rubbed her eyes, but it was still there. 
 
    Stretching between two elm trees were a number of dark green lines. To Aislin they looked like seaweed. They even looked wet. The lowest one was about a foot off the ground, the highest one chest-high. As she stared at it, something flew or jumped from one tree to the other, a new strand of the dark green stuff unspooling behind it. 
 
    Aislin pointed. “What’s that?” 
 
    Netra turned to look and her expression grew alarmed. “I don’t know, but whatever it is, it probably isn’t good.” She pulled Aislin close to her and Aislin felt the tug in the pit of her stomach that told her that her mother was gathering LifeSong to her. 
 
    Aislin caught movement from the corner of her eye and turned to see that the same thing was happening between two other trees. The strands had only reached up to about waist high so far, but there were two of the creatures flying back and forth between the trees and new strands were appearing quickly. Aislin squinted, trying to see what kind of creatures they were, but they moved so quickly it was hard to tell. 
 
    More flashes of movement and Aislin turned to see the same thing happening in a dozen other places all around them, and all of them were between the two women and the soldiers, who were gaping at the things, unsure what to do. Clearly something was trying to pen them in. 
 
    Her mother must have realized the same thing because she grabbed Aislin’s hand, yelled, “Run!” and they took off running for one of the last areas that were still open. 
 
    Yet before they had taken half a dozen steps green strands were stretched across their escape and they were quickly up to waist high, too high to jump over. Up close Aislin could see the creatures that were doing this a little better. They looked like beetles, and the buzzing sound was coming from their stubby wings. 
 
    Still holding Aislin’s hand, Netra veered off, heading for a gap that was still open. But as they came around a large oak tree, they saw strands blocking that way too. Looking around, Aislin didn’t see any gaps remaining. 
 
    One of the soldiers had finally recovered from his shock and was running toward them. “Hold on,” he said. “I’ll have you out of there in a moment.” He raised his sword and hacked at the strands, but the sword bounced off. The strand appeared undamaged. He struck again, but it still had no effect. 
 
    “Stay close to me,” Netra said. She pulled Aislin behind her and turned slowly, watching for the attack she knew was coming. 
 
    Something broke from the ground at Aislin’s feet. It was about the size of two fists together and it looked a little like a crab, except that its body, while armored, was long and tapered. It was a deep, greenish-black color. It had easily a dozen legs and they were unnaturally long, segmented, and covered with short, stiff bristles. Its eyes were yellow and set on the ends of long stalks that stuck up from its body. 
 
    The eyes swiveled and fixed on Netra. 
 
    Netra jerked Aislin away from the thing, but before Aislin could take more than a step it darted forward and ran up her leg. She pulled away from her mother’s grasp and tried to knock the thing off, but it moved too quickly, scurrying around to the back of her leg, where she could feel it running upwards. 
 
    Netra was trying to help her when all at once another of the things broke from the ground at Netra’s feet and scurried up her leg. 
 
    Aislin could feel the thing’s legs on her back. She twisted, trying to slap at it, but she couldn’t reach it. In moments it had climbed up her neck and settled itself on top of her head. She cried out and grabbed at it, trying to yank it off, but it was moving too much and she couldn’t get a good hold on it. 
 
    “Help me, Mama!” she yelled, but Netra was having her own problems. She had two of them on her. 
 
    Then the thing on top of Aislin’s head started to change. 
 
    Its legs grew longer. They wrapped around her over and over. She fought to keep her arms free, but the legs kept growing and there seemed to be so many of them. Soon her arms were trapped and pinned by her sides. The legs kept wrapping around her, all the way down her legs until she couldn’t move. She felt one wrap around her throat. It tightened, not enough to stop her breathing, but enough to make breathing difficult. 
 
    “What’s happening, Mama?” Aislin whimpered. She was the most frightened she’d ever been in her life. She’d never felt so helpless. She tried to reach for the water, but it was too far away. 
 
    “Just stay calm, Aislin,” her mother said. She was bound as firmly as Aislin was, even more so, since there was a second spider-crab thing on her back, its legs intertwined with the one on her head. “I’ve seen these things before. I’ll take care of this.” 
 
    Looking around, Aislin saw that even more strands had been added to the barriers cutting them off from the outside world. The barriers were nearly solid now, only a few gaps remaining. Through the gaps she could see soldiers hacking at the barriers, but they weren’t having any luck. 
 
    Then some figures began dropping out of the trees. They converged on Aislin and her mother. They looked a lot like Ya’Shi. They had the same narrow build. They had no ears, their large eyes were set on the sides of their heads, their mouths were wide and lipless. On their throats were what looked like gills. 
 
    But where Ya’Shi’s skin was a faded yellow streaked with white, they were dark yellow, streaked with deep blue. And instead of thin shifts belted around the waist, they were wearing what looked like armor made of overlapping scales that gleamed with an iridescent hue. In their hands some carried long, slender spears tipped with sharp points that glowed green. Others carried what looked like curved swords, the blades made of some kind of shell rather than steel, and crackling with pent-up energy. 
 
    The figures spread out in a semi-circle facing them and stopped. There were seven of them. 
 
    “You must be the Lementh’koy,” Netra said calmly. 
 
    The one in the middle, with a blue blotch on his forehead that was shaped somewhat like a star, spoke. “We have come for the girl. There is no need for anyone to get hurt.” The voice sounded male and there was an odd sibilance to it. 
 
    “If you try to take her, you will get hurt, I can promise you that,” Netra said. 
 
    Aislin could hear the note of warning in her mother’s voice. It was something low down and dangerous, like a powerful animal crouched in the grass, preparing to spring. She wondered if the Lementh’koy could hear it too. She wondered if they knew what her mother was capable of. 
 
    “Do not fight us. We have no wish to spill blood unnecessarily,” the leader said. 
 
    “Nor do I,” Netra said, her voice almost a growl. “But if you don’t let us go immediately and leave, I will hurt you.” 
 
    Something that might have been amusement flickered over the leader’s face and the others accompanying him exchanged significant looks. “You speak like one who is confused. You are our prisoner. You have no choice in this. The child comes with us. She belongs to us.” 
 
    “Wrong,” Netra said, baring her teeth slightly. “Aislin is my daughter.” 
 
    “We had thought to do this without bloodshed. Will you leave us no choice?” the leader said, the amusement leaving his face. 
 
    “I warned you,” Netra said through gritted teeth. 
 
    Aislin could feel her mother gathering Song to herself, but what worried her was the look in her mother’s eyes. There was something feral and hungry there that she had never seen, like some kind of monster wearing her mother’s face. And she knew suddenly that letting that monster out was a bad idea. “Don’t do it, Mama,” she said. 
 
    “I will listen to your threats no longer,” the leader said to Netra, and raised one finger. The leg wrapped around Netra’s throat began to constrict. 
 
    “Don’t hurt them!” Aislin yelled. “Mama, don’t!” 
 
    But it was already too late. 
 
    The last traces of the mother Aislin knew faded from her eyes, and the dark, hungry monster took over. A faint smile appeared on Netra’s lips. 
 
    “So…hungry,” Netra said, her voice thick with emotion. 
 
    “Don’t, Mama,” Aislin repeated, knowing it was futile. 
 
    The Lementh’koy raised their weapons. 
 
    Electricity crackled in the air around them. The Lementh’koy hesitated and looked around warily, sensing danger but unable to figure out where it was coming from. The tugging feeling inside Aislin increased and she had the strange feeling that she was standing at the edge of a high cliff, pure blackness down below. The blackness was sucking at her, trying to pull her over the edge and down into its gaping maw. 
 
    Excited words passed between the Lementh’koy in their own language. The leader barked a command and pointed at Netra. Two of the Lementh’koy stepped forward, spears raised to stab Netra. 
 
    “Nooo,” Aislin moaned. 
 
    Netra bared her teeth. The feeling of tension in the air swiftly mounted. 
 
    There was a sudden, sharp pop. 
 
    The things wrapped around Netra and Aislin shivered. There were cracking sounds like small limbs breaking and their legs loosened, then fell completely away. The creatures fell to the ground, dead. The advancing Lementh’koy stopped, gaping. 
 
    Netra started to laugh. 
 
    Her hands rose, fingers outspread. She flexed her fingers. 
 
    The sucking feeling inside Aislin increased mightily. She felt herself being pulled toward her mother. She started to lose her balance and had to fight to stay upright. 
 
    The Lementh’koy all charged at Netra, weapons raised— 
 
    And froze in place. Their faces showed the strain as they tried to move, but they were completely helpless. 
 
    “Hungry,” Netra said, in a voice that was not her own. 
 
    White light tinged with emerald green began streaming out of the Lementh’koy. It shot across the intervening space and into Netra. 
 
    Netra’s spine arched and her head tilted back as the beams of light struck her. Her laughter changed to a faint moan. Her eyes rolled back in her head. 
 
    The Lementh’koy sagged. White blotches appeared on their skin and began to grow rapidly. One by one they went to their knees, then toppled over onto their sides. They lay there, convulsing, as Netra drained their lives from them. 
 
    Aislin knew she had to do something. If she didn’t, she’d lose her mother forever. She’d be gone and all that would be left of her was this mindless, hungry thing. 
 
    Aislin did the only thing she could think of. She ran to her mother and threw her arms around her. It hurt. She could feel her very life leaving her, her limbs growing cold and heavy, her vision beginning to dim around the edges. She was falling into blackness and there was nothing to cling to. 
 
    Except her mother. 
 
    “No, Mama,” she said. “Don’t do this.” 
 
    There was no response. Netra’s lips were pulled back from her teeth in a ravening rictus, her eyes cold and inhuman. The Lementh’koy were motionless now, their skins almost completely bleached of color. Aislin collapsed to her knees, barely enough strength left to cling to her mother’s legs. 
 
    “Don’t, Mama. Please don’t,” she said. She was losing all feeling in her limbs. Her vision had narrowed to a pinpoint. With her last bit of energy she fought to hang onto her mother, still hoping to get through to her. 
 
    Desperately, she whispered, “Come back, Mama. I love you.” 
 
    All at once the sucking feeling eased slightly. Aislin was still falling, but not quite as fast. As if from a great distance, Aislin heard her mother say, “Aislin?” 
 
    Aislin managed to lift her head and look up at her mother. She saw fear and confusion in her mother’s eyes. 
 
    “I can’t…I can’t stop,” her mother whispered. “Too far gone.” 
 
    “You can, Mama,” Aislin croaked. “You’re strong.” Somehow, though it seemed unbearably heavy, she managed to raise her hand and take hold of one of her mother’s hands. 
 
    Netra’s hand tightened on hers. The strength in her grasp was powerful and painful. Aislin bit her lip against the pain and tried to squeeze back. She imagined her mother caught in a whirlpool, the current trying to drag her mother away, to rip her from Aislin’s grasp. She fought back, pulling as hard as she could, refusing to lose hold. 
 
    The sucking feeling eased even more. Sweat was running down Netra’s face, and she was panting. 
 
    “You can do it, Mama.” 
 
    Then, just like that, the pressure was gone. Suddenly Aislin could breathe again. She was no longer being dragged over the edge into the blackness. 
 
    Netra went to her knees and folded Aislin in her arms. For several minutes mother and daughter stayed there, clinging onto one another, drawing strength from each other. 
 
    When Netra pulled back, her face was wet with tears. “You saved me, Aislin,” she said. “I’d lost myself to the hunger, but you called me back.” She licked her lips and stole a guilty look at the prostrate figures lying on the ground. Aislin knew she still felt the hunger, that she could still give into it. And where would it end if she did? Aislin wondered. Would her mother drain everyone on the estate? In the whole city? 
 
    She threw her arms around her mother’s neck. “Fight it, Mama. Stay here with me.” 
 
    Netra shuddered. “It’s okay now,” she said. “It’s me again.” She kissed Aislin on the cheek. “I love you too.” 
 
    Netra turned her head and looked at the Lementh’koy. She disengaged from her daughter and stood up. “I have to see to them.” 
 
    “Don’t hurt them anymore, Mama,” Aislin said. “They don’t understand.” 
 
    “I won’t. I promise you.” 
 
    Netra knelt by the first one and put her hand on the Lementh’koy’s forehead. A faint glow appeared around her hand. The Lementh’koy stirred and moaned. 
 
    By the time Netra had healed all of them, the first ones were sitting up. The leader looked up at Netra warily. His eyes flicked to his weapon, lying on the ground beside him, but he made no move towards it. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Aislin told him. “She won’t hurt you anymore.” 
 
    “Tell me why,” Netra said angrily, standing over them with her arms crossed. “Why did you try to take my daughter? Is there no way to retrieve the artifact without her help?” 
 
    The leader looked confused. He said something in his own language to one of the others, who answered back. His gaze shifted back to Netra. “I know nothing of this artifact you speak of.” 
 
    “Then why are you here? Why try to kidnap my daughter?” 
 
    Before the leader could reply, one of the others interrupted and rattled off something in their own language. It sounded to Aislin like he was arguing with the leader. 
 
    “No,” the leader told him. “We have failed in our mission. It can do no harm to answer her questions.” He turned back to look at Netra. 
 
    “Our god is dead, destroyed by the ingerlings during the war when those creatures were set on him by the ones you know of as Guardians. They devoured him to almost nothing.” 
 
    Netra uncrossed her arms. When she replied, her voice was gentler. “I know how it feels to lose your god.” 
 
    “You know nothing,” the Lementh’koy who had argued with the leader interjected suddenly, his voice bitter. “Without Golgath our race is doomed.” 
 
    Netra blinked and looked at the leader. “Is this true?” 
 
    He nodded. “The Lementh were created by Golgath. He took the elements of Life and blended them with Seaforce in a new way. This makes us strong. It makes our lives very long as you count them. But it also means we cannot reproduce as other living things do. Without Golgath to create more of us, eventually we will disappear from this world forever.” 
 
    “That’s terrible,” Netra said, “but it still does not explain what you want with my daughter.” 
 
    “She is our race’s only hope to continue.” 
 
    A strange feeling of displacement went through Aislin when the leader of the Lementh’koy said those words. It was as if she were someone else. Strange images she didn’t recognize flitted through her mind. She felt ancient, a life of unimaginable length stretching out behind her into a dim and distant past. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Netra said. 
 
    “At the end, when it was clear Golgath could not survive the ingerlings, our elders came up with a desperate plan,” the leader said. “It came with great sacrifice. Over half of our number perished in the effort. But in the end it did succeed. We managed to salvage something of the essence of Golgath. In effect, we stole part of his remaining life before the ingerlings could devour it. What we came away with was pure, untainted by those foul creatures from the Abyss.” He raised one slender arm and pointed at Aislin. 
 
    “That essence resides within your daughter.” 
 
    Netra and Aislin looked at each other. In a faint voice, Netra said, “That…is that possible?” 
 
    “It is. Golgath’s essence was planted in the child when she was still in her mother’s womb. We weren’t sure it would work, but it was all we had.” 
 
    Netra’s mouth worked. She seemed to be having trouble accepting his words, but Aislin wasn’t. Something about them rang true. It was like being reminded of something she already knew, but had forgotten. 
 
    “When the child was born healthy, we rejoiced. Our sacrifice had been worth it. We had only to wait until she grew old enough and then we could finish what we started. Golgath could be returned to us.” His expression turned dark. “But before we could, Ya’Shi intervened. He stole her away and hid her from us. All this time we have been looking for her.” 
 
    “So you sent the zhoulin after her, and when that didn’t work you attacked us,” Netra said. “Why would you do that? Why not simply ask for our help?” 
 
    “Because you would have refused us.” 
 
    “You don’t know that.” 
 
    “If we told you the truth, you would.” 
 
    “And that is…?” 
 
    “That your daughter may not survive the process.” 
 
    Netra grew very still. “You’re right. I would never allow that.” 
 
    “Even if it is the only way to save our race? Still you would refuse us?” the leader asked angrily. 
 
    “Even then,” Netra said. “You will never take my daughter.” 
 
    “So you say. But my people are desperate. We will never stop trying. More will come. We have no other choice. Eventually we will succeed.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that,” Netra said, and Aislin felt the hunger rise in her mother once again. 
 
    “Next time my people will not be so gentle,” the leader said. “Next time many of you will die.” 
 
    “You just sealed your own fate, you know that?” Netra said. 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    Netra drew herself up. The hunger yawned within her once again. 
 
    “No, Mama,” Aislin said, taking hold of her hand. “There’s another way.” 
 
    Her mother and the Lementh’koy all looked at her. Aislin suddenly felt very self-conscious. 
 
    “I’ll go with you,” Aislin said. 
 
    “Absolutely not,” Netra said immediately. 
 
    “Wait!” Aislin said sharply. “Let me finish. I’ll go with you, but not until after.” 
 
    “After what?” the leader wanted to know. 
 
    “The Devourers are coming. The same creatures that killed your god want to kill everyone else. Ya’Shi says I have to help stop them, that no one else can. Once it’s over, then I’ll come with you.” 
 
    “Aislin, you don’t know what you’re saying,” her mother said. 
 
    “I don’t care,” Aislin told her defiantly. “I’m not going to let them all die. I can’t.” She wanted to explain it better, tell her mother that she felt a deep responsibility for these beings before her, but she didn’t understand that feeling, she didn’t know where it came from, and so there was no way she could explain it. She only knew that it was real and it was right. She looked at the leader again. 
 
    “Can you accept that?” 
 
    The Lementh’koy spoke among themselves for a minute in their own language, then the leader looked back at Aislin. 
 
    “This is acceptable to us. Though we have no love for Ya’Shi, if he says you are necessary to fight the Abyss, then it must be so. It explains why he did this thing which we could find no reason for. We will make no more attempts to take you until the Devourers have been defeated. You have our word on this.” 
 
    “Mama?” Aislin asked, looking up at Netra. 
 
    “We’re going to talk about this more,” Netra said. “A whole lot more.” 
 
    “I know.” Aislin squeezed her hand. To the Lementh’koy she said, “You should go now.” 
 
    “We will.” The leader gestured at the barriers between the trees. “Those will fall apart in a short while.” 
 
    The Lementh’koy climbed into the trees and disappeared. Aislin and Netra were alone once again. 
 
    “What happened to you, Mama?” Aislin asked. “You scared me.” 
 
    “I scared me too,” Netra said, a bleak look on her face. “What happened is I let the hunger out.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “During the war I…did things I’m not proud of. I learned I could take LifeSong from animals and even people and use it to make myself stronger.” 
 
    “Why, Mama?” 
 
    Netra scrubbed at her face. “I thought I had to if I was going to fight Melekath. At first that’s why I did it anyway. But after a while I did it because I liked how it made me feel, and I couldn’t seem to stop.” She gave Aislin a sad smile. “You saved me today, you know that? If I’d kept…going, I don’t know when or if I would have stopped. I don’t know what I would turn into.” 
 
    “I’m glad you stopped.” 
 
    “It was when you said you loved me. That’s what did it. You’ve never said that before.” 
 
    “Oh.” Now Aislin felt uncomfortable. She’d kind of forgotten that she said that. 
 
    “I came back from the edge because of you.” 
 
    Aislin shifted uneasily. “We don’t have to keep talking about this.” 
 
    “No,” Netra said. “We don’t.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    “So can I go down to the sea tomorrow?” Aislin asked. It was nighttime and she and her mother were getting ready for bed. They’d met with Rome and Quyloc and told them what happened. The soldiers who’d been guarding them had been sent back to their barracks. Aislin was hoping this meant that things were going to return to normal now. And normal meant getting to go to the sea again. 
 
    “Well…” her mother said hesitantly. 
 
    “Come on!” Aislin said indignantly. “They’re not going to come after me again.” 
 
    “We don’t know that—” 
 
    “Yes, we do. They promised.” 
 
    “How do we know they’ll keep that promise?” 
 
    “Maybe you don’t, but I do.” 
 
    “And how do you know that?” Netra asked. 
 
    “I don’t know, I just do. When the Lementh make a promise, they keep it.” 
 
    “Is that why you told them you’d go with them once the danger is past?” 
 
    Aislin bit her lip, thinking. “I think so. It’s confusing. I feel like I know them, like I’ve known them for a long time. And I want them to be okay, like I want you or other people I care about to be okay. It feels important to me.” 
 
    “You think it’s because some of Golgath is in you?” Netra asked. 
 
    Aislin shrugged. “Maybe.” 
 
    “Whether he is or not, it’s not your responsibility to care for those people.” 
 
    “Are you sure? Isn’t that why I have these powers?” Aislin asked. “Maybe I’m supposed to take care of them.” 
 
    Her mother got an odd look on her face when Aislin said that. It was a look Aislin didn’t understand at all. 
 
    All at once the room seemed to grow darker. Aislin looked at the lantern, thinking maybe it was running out of oil, but it was still burning with its same, normal flame. 
 
    “Did it just get darker in here?” Netra asked. 
 
    “I think so,” Aislin replied. “Maybe—” 
 
    Her words cut off as a shadow appeared suddenly right beside her. It was like a rip had opened in the air, a hole that led to a place where light never shone. 
 
    Aislin took a step back. Her mother called a warning and started toward her… 
 
    A white hand reached out of the shadow and clamped onto Aislin’s wrist. 
 
    Aislin was jerked forward, into the shadow, and plunged into utter darkness. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Seconds passed. Or maybe it was hours. Aislin couldn’t tell. She felt a grip as cold as ice on her wrist, holding onto her as she was pulled through black nothingness at terrifying speed. 
 
    But all at once the darkness lifted, the hand let go, and she fell out of the shadow and into a room lit with a reddish glow. She stumbled and fell onto stony ground, scraping her knee. 
 
    She came to her feet and turned around. She was in the cavern. Nearby was the vault made of black, glossy stone, reddish light spilling from the open doors. Stepping out of the shadow was a tall man with white skin and a face that looked like it had been carved from stone. His eyes were cold and inhuman. Things moved under his skin, like eels, the skin rippling as they passed. 
 
    There was a shout and Aislin turned to see two armored men standing at the mouth of the newly-widened tunnel that led to the cavern. 
 
    “You’re not supposed to be in here,” one of them said as they drew their weapons and approached Aislin’s kidnapper, spreading out to flank him. 
 
    “I don’t have time for you,” he snarled. He gestured at them. “Ilsith, get them!” 
 
    The shadow shot toward the guards. Indistinct, shadowy limbs sprouted from it as it went, at their ends the suggestion of bladed edges limned in an unnatural, purple light. 
 
    The blades flashed twice and the guards fell, their throats cut open. 
 
    Aislin stared in horror at their dead bodies. Her captor turned toward her. 
 
    “Who are you?” she asked, backing away from him. 
 
    “Even if I told you, my name wouldn’t mean anything to you,” he said. “It would to your mother, to Rome and Quyloc, but not to you.” 
 
    “You’re one of the Devourers, aren’t you?” 
 
    A grim, humorless smile appeared on his face. “No. But you could say that we have an agreement. I get them the pieces of the key, and they give me—” He waved his hand around. “Everything else.” He took a step toward her. 
 
    “What are those things under your skin?” 
 
    “You want to know what they are? Look.” He leaned over her and opened his mouth. She saw movement in the dim recesses of his throat and a black, eyeless thing, its gaping maw filled with teeth, slithered toward her. Aislin backed away, but she only went two steps before she felt the cavern wall at her back and could go no further. 
 
    He closed his mouth and straightened. “They are called ingerlings. You mother and the alien, the one who calls himself Shorn, they did this to me. They put these things inside me. But they made a terrible mistake. The ingerlings didn’t kill me like they thought they would. Instead they made me stronger.” 
 
    He took a quick step and grabbed the front of her dress in his fist. “Enough talking. Retrieve the artifact for me. Make it quick and you can be home in bed in a few minutes and this will all be only a memory.” 
 
    “No. You can’t have it. The Devourers can’t have it.” 
 
    To her surprise he did not seem angered by her refusal. Instead he said, “I had a feeling you would say that. I’ve been watching you for a while, long enough to know that you are a willful child. I was hoping you would be reasonable, but if I’ve learned anything about humans, it’s that most of the time you aren’t. Still, you will get the artifact for me.” 
 
    Aislin shook her head stubbornly. “I won’t.” 
 
    “But you will. It’s all a matter of leverage. Which I have. You really shouldn’t have gone and gotten so attached to so many people. You were better off before you let them confuse you. At heart you’re more like me than you are like them.” 
 
    “I’m not confused,” Aislin told him defiantly. 
 
    “Once you take on human emotions you become confused. They go together. There’s nothing you can do about it,” he told her. “Who do you want to die first? Your mother or your little friend, Liv?” 
 
    “What?” Aislin asked, suddenly afraid. 
 
    “Who do you want to die first?” 
 
    “Nobody!” 
 
    “But you already refused to get me the artifact. What else should I do?” 
 
    “Go away.” 
 
    “See what I mean? Completely unreasonable. Pick who you want to die first, or I will. All I have to do is say the name and in a couple of minutes Ilsith will return with her head. Or you could stop fighting me and get the artifact. It’s your choice. Either way, I will have it.” 
 
    “You’ll never get it,” Aislin said… 
 
    And she reached for the sea. 
 
    It answered her call immediately. Crashing sounds echoed down the tunnel as it surged up the stairs. Already Aislin was forming creatures within it, creatures she would use to tear the cold-eyed thing before her into pieces. 
 
    “I expected you to do that,” he said. He went to the mouth of the tunnel and placed his hands on either side of it. His hands began to glow red. The stone walls melted, slumping like hot wax. Soon the tunnel was sealed. He turned back to her. 
 
    “How did you do that?” Aislin asked. 
 
    “It’s stone,” he said. “The sea answers to you, the stone answers to me.” He smiled coldly. From the tunnel came the sound of water crashing against the stone. “Try as hard as you like,” he said. “It will do no good. The sea will never break through. At least not in time to help you.” 
 
    Aislin cupped her hands around her mouth and sent out a call that echoed around the small cavern. He tilted his head to the side and regarded her. 
 
    “What is it you called, I wonder? Perhaps your squid friend? But that will do you no good, you know. The shliken is far too large to make it up the stairs.” 
 
    “You’ll see,” Aislin said grimly. “You’ll be sorry.” 
 
    “I don’t think so. What I am is angry. You have stalled long enough, child. Now I’m going to send Ilsith to kill your mother.” He raised his hand. 
 
    “Don’t!” Aislin cried. “I’ll get it for you!” 
 
    She turned and walked slowly toward the open doors of the vault, her thoughts racing. She shouldn’t do this. Even if he killed everyone she loved, it would be better than what would happen if he gave the artifact to the Devourers. But the thought of Mama dying was unbearable. 
 
    She entered the vault. There was the artifact sitting on the pedestal, glowing brightly. The cold-eyed thing pretending to be a man had moved to where he could see her and he called out then. 
 
    “Bring it to me and this will all be over. You can keep your mother and the rest of them safe.” 
 
    The artifact looked like she remembered, red as a ruby, but without the facets of a gem. About the size of her hand, one side was curved in a semi-circle, the other side jagged, as if it had been broken from a larger piece. 
 
    A moment later she realized that it had been. He had mentioned the pieces of the key. This then, was only part of the key. That made her feel a little bit better. Even if she gave him this piece, he would still not have the whole thing. He could still be stopped, maybe by one of the other children Ya’Shi had told her about. 
 
    She looked over her shoulder. “I don’t know if I can do this.” 
 
    “Of course you can.” 
 
    “The last time I touched it, it knocked me down. It hurt.” 
 
    “But it didn’t kill you, that’s what counts. On the other hand, if you don’t bring it to me right now, I will kill your mother. Think about that.” 
 
    Aislin turned back to the artifact. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “But I can’t let him kill Mama.” 
 
    Hesitantly, she touched the artifact with one finger. It glowed brighter and she jerked back as a shock went through her, painful but not unbearable. This time it didn’t knock her across the room anyway. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, she picked it up. It was cool and surprisingly heavy. She wondered what it did. What was it the key to? 
 
    “Now bring it to me,” he said. 
 
    With slow steps and a heavy heart she made her way across the vault. There’d been no answer to her call. She was going to have to give the artifact to him. She thought about closing the door and staying in here. 
 
    “Why didn’t you come in and get it yourself?” she asked. 
 
    “Something to do with these,” he said, pointing to one of the eel-like things moving under his skin. “Anything with chaos power in it can’t get near the vaults. The masters’ doing, I expect. Quit stalling and bring it to me.” 
 
    She left the vault and stepped back into the cavern. There was no going back now. She crossed the cavern to where the cold-eyed thing that was not a man waited. His eyes, fixed greedily on the artifact, reflected its red glow. 
 
    She held out the artifact and he reached for it— 
 
    But right then she felt something approaching fast and knew her call had been answered after all. 
 
    She pulled the artifact back before he could touch it. His face twisted with rage. “Don’t challenge me now!” he hissed. “I’ll have Ilsith cut you into a hundred pieces before you hit the floor.” He lunged for her. 
 
    The stone covering the tunnel exploded inwards. Shards of rock flew everywhere. He spun, disbelief on his face when he saw the huge figure enter the room. “You?!” he exclaimed. 
 
    It was Gaz. 
 
    He reached out to the shadow creature. “Ils—” 
 
    But before he could finish the name, the zhoulin crossed the few paces between them. Gaz hit him with a mighty, two-handed blow. There was a cracking noise and he was thrown across the cavern, slamming up against the rock wall with bone-shattering force. 
 
    He slumped to the floor. Before he could rise, Gaz was on him again. She picked him up in one huge hand and bit his face. He screamed as her teeth shredded the flesh. One cheek and half of his jaw were ripped away. There was no blood, only a handful of red sparks. 
 
    “Ilsith!” he screamed, the name coming out garbled and barely distinguishable. 
 
    As Gaz bent to bite him again, the shadowy form of Ilsith wrapped around him. The shadow swirled and faded and Gaz’s jaws closed on nothing. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Nine: Karliss 
 
      
 
    “Hey, what are you doing over here? Don’t you know there’s a party going on?” Batu asked. 
 
    Karliss looked up to see Batu and Hulagu standing over him. He’d been so lost in his thoughts that he hadn’t heard them approach. Batu had a mug in his hand and was weaving slightly. 
 
    “I know,” Karliss said. “I only wanted to sit down for a moment.” Which wasn’t exactly true. 
 
    “That sounds like a good idea,” Batu said. He lost his balance while trying to sit down, and Hulagu had to catch him. Once safely on the ground, Batu tilted his head back to take a drink from the mug, but it was empty. He peered into its depths suspiciously, then turned it upside down to verify that it really was empty. 
 
    “What happened to my achai?” he said, referring to the fermented yak’s milk that the Sertithians drank. 
 
    “You drank it already,” Hulagu said. “We had this conversation a minute ago, remember?” 
 
    Batu pondered this. “Did we? Are you sure?” 
 
    “I’m sure.” 
 
    Batu made an effort to get to his feet. “Maybe I should go get some more, then.” 
 
    Hulagu grabbed his arm and held him down. “I think you’ve had enough, don’t you?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Batu said seriously. “This is the first time I ever drank achai.” There was a whole barrel of the alcoholic drink on one of the tables near the fire. As blooded warriors now, Batu and Hulagu were allowed to drink achai. Hulagu drank only a little of it, but Batu had finished two mugs already. It was getting late and Batu wasn’t the only one who was having difficulties. A number of warriors had already slumped over and were snoring on the ground. 
 
    “I think just a little bit more,” Batu said. He tried to get up again, but Hulagu kept hold of his arm and he got nowhere. “I can’t get up with you doing that,” he complained. 
 
    “I know.” Hulagu didn’t let go of his arm. 
 
    “Can I have a drink of your achai?” 
 
    “You could,” Hulagu replied, “but I don’t have any more.” 
 
    “Why not? Aren’t you going to celebrate our great victory?” 
 
    “I am celebrating. I had two whole swallows of achai. It was horrible.” 
 
    “It is horrible,” Batu said, nodding. “It’s spoiled yak’s milk. But if you keep drinking it, after a while it gets better.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m afraid of.” Hulagu looked up at a warrior who was staggering toward them. The man was on the verge of falling down. “We’re sitting here,” he called out. “Don’t step on us.” The man mumbled something and weaved his way past them. 
 
    Batu gave up trying to stand. Even if he hadn’t been drinking he wouldn’t have been able to get free of Hulagu’s grip. Hulagu was strong, with broad shoulders and big hands, and though he was only fourteen, he was already bigger than many of the adults. 
 
    Batu turned to Karliss and blinked owlishly at him. “Why so quiet?” he asked loudly. “Don’t you…don’t you want to celebrate our glorious victory over Kasai?” It was only that afternoon that they’d defeated the invading force the Guardian Kasai sent against them. While the warriors fought off a band of huge bestial men riding monstrous wolf-things, a man riding a giant raven, with flames burning in his eye sockets, had attacked the camp. Karliss barely managed to defeat the man, but only with the aid of Batu and Hulagu, who were nearly killed during the fight. 
 
    Karliss sighed. “I don’t feel very much like celebrating.” He’d tried to stick it out, to pretend he was enjoying himself, but finally he couldn’t keep up the charade anymore and he walked away from the jubilant camp to sit alone and try to sort through how he felt. 
 
    “But…we defeated the man with the burning eyes,” Batu said, frowning as he tried to make sense of Karliss’ strange behavior. He jabbed the air with an imaginary spear. “Took care of him good.” He jabbed a couple more times. 
 
    “We did,” Karliss agreed, though privately he wasn’t so sure. What did they really win, but a temporary reprieve? 
 
    “What’s bothering you?” Hulagu asked. 
 
    “Nothing. I’m just tired is all.” 
 
    Hulagu leaned over and smacked Karliss on the shoulder, hard enough to knock him sideways a bit. “You know that’s not going to work with me, right?” 
 
    Karliss looked over at him. In the dim light from the fire he could see the concerned look on Hulagu’s face. He glanced at Batu. Batu was also looking at him, but he was blinking a lot. “Having a little trouble here,” he said. He put his hand over one eye and his face lit up with a smile. “Now I can see you fine,” he said. 
 
    “So what’s wrong?” Hulagu asked. 
 
    Karliss looked over to the far side of the celebration, where a handful of women and children sat, their janus wrapped around their faces so that only their eyes were showing. They were the family members of those who had fallen in the fighting. They would wear the long scarves wrapped around their faces for the three-day period of mourning. 
 
    Hulagu turned his head to see what he was looking at. Then he looked back at Karliss. “I hope you’re not blaming yourself. You did everything you could.” 
 
    “True!” Batu yelped. “You were like a hero out of one of the old stories. The way you finished off that guy at the end…” He waved his arms. “Bang! You knocked him clear across the camp!” The other two both ignored him. 
 
    “Did I?” Karliss asked. 
 
    “You did. No one could have done more.” 
 
    “It’s not the battle I’m thinking about,” Karliss admitted. “It’s what I did before.” 
 
    “I don’t understand what’s going on,” Batu complained. “You guys need to slow down.” 
 
    “I’ll explain it to you tomorrow,” Hulagu said. “What did you do before, Karliss?” 
 
    “I drew Kasai’s attention, when I rode the spirit to spy on him,” Karliss said, his tone suddenly bitter. “I got too close and he saw me. That’s why he attacked. If I hadn’t done that, he never would have noticed us. He would have left us alone and those people would still be alive.” 
 
    Batu was staring at him openmouthed. “You’re not making any sense, Karliss.” He looked at Hulagu for confirmation. “He’s not, is he?” 
 
    “No, he’s not,” Hulagu said grimly. “He’s leaving out the part where the terl told him to ride the spirit and learn anything he could about Kasai. He’s also leaving out the part where that creature killed a whole clan already.” 
 
    “Because they invaded his lands,” Karliss said. 
 
    Hulagu waved this off. “No one blames you, Karliss. Don’t do this to yourself.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Batu chimed in. “You’re a hero. You defeated Kasai. That’s worth celebrating.” 
 
    Karliss thought of the massive city he’d seen that night when he rode the aranti and spied on Kasai. How many tens of thousands of people lived there? And today they’d faced a force of what, thirty men? “Kasai is a long way from defeated,” he said. “A long way.” 
 
    “Well, if he knows what’s good for him, he’ll stay away from us from now on,” Batu said stoutly. He shook his head. “I still can’t believe those things you did. The tornado that protected you from his fire? And when you hit him with that blast of air that knocked him across the camp? I knew you were good, but I didn’t know you were that good.” 
 
    “You’re not the only one who’s been practicing,” Karliss said. It was true. In the last year since the role of tlacti was thrust on him, Karliss had spent quite a lot of time off by himself practicing his skills. 
 
    “The war is not over yet, it’s true,” Hulagu said soberly, “but that does not mean we should not celebrate our victories.” 
 
    Batu gave Hulagu a surprised look. “When did you get so wise?” 
 
    Hulagu grinned and gave him a shove. Batu toppled over. It took him a moment to struggle back upright. He brushed grass out of his hair. “Watch who you’re shoving! I’m a hero too, you know.” 
 
    “Hero?” Hulagu snorted. “You got lucky, that’s all.” 
 
    “Yeah, lucky,” Batu said, touching the side of his face gingerly. The skin on one whole side of his face was red and blistered. The eyebrow on that side was completely burned away, along with a fair bit of his hair. He’d narrowly avoided being killed by a burst of flame from the man’s staff. “Being a hero hurts more than I thought it would.” He looked down at Hulagu’s leg. 
 
    Hulagu grimaced as he shifted his position. “The healer said it’s not broken, only strained. So there’s that.” 
 
    “That was pretty incredible, what we did, wasn’t it?” Karliss said. 
 
    “More than pretty incredible,” Batu crowed. “It was amazing. Old burning eyes never had a chance. Not against us!” He threw his fist in the air. “Here’s to us!” he yelled. The other two only looked at him, shaking their heads. “C’mon, you two,” he growled with mock ferocity, his fist still thrust into the air. “Don’t leave me here all alone.” 
 
    Karliss and Hulagu eyed each other, then thrust their fists in the air also. “Here’s to the heroes Karliss and Hulagu,” Hulagu said, “and their faithful sidekick Batu!” 
 
    Batu squawked and shoved Hulagu, who fell over laughing. Karliss smiled at their antics. It felt good to smile. They were right about one thing at least. There was time enough to worry about what Kasai would do next tomorrow. For today they had won and that had to be enough. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    A few minutes later Hulagu stood up and pulled Batu to his feet. “How about I help you get to your yurt?” Hulagu asked him. 
 
    “I’m not ready to go to bed yet,” Batu said. “I’m still having fun.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t it be better to sleep in your bed than on the ground?” 
 
    Batu thought about this. “Probably.” 
 
    “Then let’s go.” Hulagu half-carried Batu off toward his yurt. As they walked away, Batu yelled good night over his shoulder to Karliss. 
 
    Karliss headed back over to the fire. It was late and the celebration was starting to die down. His mother and father were standing near the fire, their arms around each other. 
 
    “I’m glad to see you looking more cheerful,” Munkhe, Karliss’ mother said. “I was worried about you.” 
 
    “Well, my friends kind of reminded me that this is supposed to be a party,” Karliss said. “So I’m trying.” 
 
    Ganzorig put his hand on Karliss’ shoulder. “It’s normal to feel a little crazy after a battle.” 
 
    “It is?” 
 
    “Killing takes something out of you. It does something to you.” 
 
    “I never knew that.” 
 
    Ganzorig gestured around the camp. “Why do you think so many of them are drunk?” 
 
    “You’re not drunk.” 
 
    “I have my own way of dealing with it.” 
 
    Karliss’ next words slipped out unexpectedly. “He was here to kill me.” 
 
    “Who was?” his mother asked. 
 
    “The man on the bird.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” his father asked. 
 
    “He kept heading straight for me. He only attacked other people when they got in his way.” 
 
    “Oh, Karliss,” his mother said sadly. 
 
    “You’ve spent the whole night thinking that people died because of you,” his father said. 
 
    Karliss hung his head. 
 
    Ganzorig shrugged. “Maybe they did.” 
 
    Karliss twitched under the impact of his father’s words. He’d been hoping his father would reassure him, tell him he was worrying about nothing. 
 
    “But that doesn’t change anything,” Ganzorig continued. “Don’t you see?” 
 
    “No, I don’t,” Karliss said bitterly. 
 
    “Look around you. This clan is your family. What would you sacrifice for them?” 
 
    “Anything. Everything,” Karliss said without hesitation. 
 
    “And what would you do if someone came for one of them?” 
 
    “I’d fight,” Karliss said. “He’d have to go through me.” 
 
    “So there you have it. What comes for one of us, comes for all of us. That’s what it means to be clan. If Kasai wants you, he’ll have to come through all of us. You can feel bad about that if you want, but it won’t change anything.” 
 
    Karliss blinked back tears that threatened suddenly. “I hadn’t thought about it that way.” 
 
    “No. You didn’t. But then, you’re young still and I’m your father. That’s my job.” His expression grew more serious. “This is something you’re going to have to deal with again, so you better learn how.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Clearly you are the only one of us who is a real threat to Kasai. That means he’s going to come after you again.” 
 
    “Which is why I should leave,” Karliss said, feeling sick inside. 
 
    “And leave your people defenseless?” his father asked. “Is that really what you want to do? Because you’re the only one who can fight Kasai. If you leave, we have no chance. Look what happened to Long-striding Antelope Clan.” 
 
    “But if I leave, Kasai won’t attack us again.” 
 
    “You don’t know that,” Munkhe said. 
 
    “Stop torturing yourself, son,” Ganzorig said. “Accept the fact that you are our tlacti. Kasai will come after you again, and your clan will do everything in our power to protect you. Because we need you to protect us.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Karliss wandered around the camp for a while after his parents went to bed. He did his best to stay cheerful and spoke to those who spoke to him, but inside he was still wrestling with what his father had said. He didn’t know that he ever would actually understand. 
 
    At one point Ganbold came strutting up. In one hand he had a mug of achai and in the other he was carrying a tulwar taken off a dead enemy. The sword was too big for him and the tip was dragging in the dirt. He saw Karliss and changed course to intercept him. 
 
    “Karliss!” he called. “Brother!” 
 
    Karliss stopped and waited for him. 
 
    “I’m glad I found you, Karliss. I’ve been looking all over for you, you know that?” 
 
    “I just talked to you a little while ago,” Karliss said, but Ganbold continued as if he hadn’t heard him. 
 
    “Look at this,” Ganbold said, holding up the tulwar. “Isn’t it something?” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “It’s mine now, you know?” 
 
    “You’ve been carrying it around all night, so yeah, I kind of figured it out.” 
 
    Once again Ganbold didn’t appear to have heard him. “It’s mine because I earned it.” He paused to take another drink of achai. “I killed the one who was carrying it and that makes it mine.” He peered at Karliss as if he was having trouble focusing on him. “I should…I should tell you how I did it.” 
 
    Karliss sighed. “You’ve already told it to me twice. I think you’ve told everybody twice.” It was true. Ganbold had been swaggering around camp the whole evening telling anybody who would listen how he’d killed one of the enemy. 
 
    Ganbold threw an arm around Karliss’ shoulders. Fortunately it wasn’t the arm with the tulwar, so Karliss wasn’t injured. Unfortunately, Ganbold’s mug was still half-full of achai, which meant that Karliss got the front of his shirt soaked with fermented yak’s milk. 
 
    “That’s nice,” Karliss said. “I’m sure that will smell good in the morning.” 
 
    “There I was,” Ganbold said, “my horse was limping and my arm was still numb from the last blow. I knew I was about to die.” 
 
    “You’re not hearing a word I say, are you?” Karliss asked. 
 
    “Right then his mount tried to bite me,” Ganbold said. 
 
    Karliss sighed again. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Karliss was heading for his yurt when someone spoke to him from the shadows beside a wagon. “Come here.” He paused. He could see that there was someone sitting there on a stool, but it was too dark to see who it was. He walked over closer. 
 
    “It’s no secret that I’ve never liked you.” 
 
    Karliss recognized the voice then. It was Henta, the old lady who’d tried to get him removed as clan tlacti. 
 
    “I still don’t,” she said. “I don’t think I ever will.” She had a mug in one hand and from the way she was slightly slurring her words he knew she’d been drinking achai. 
 
    “Okay,” Karliss replied, not sure where this was going. He stood there, waiting for her to finish. When she didn’t say anything for a minute he started to think maybe she’d gone to sleep. He turned to leave. 
 
    “I’m not finished,” she rasped. 
 
    “What do you want, Henta?” he said with exasperation. 
 
    “Still…still an insolent pup,” she said. “That hasn’t changed.” 
 
    “If you have something to say, just say it. I want to go to bed.” 
 
    “Only this,” she replied. “You’re cocky, arrogant, feckless and irresponsible.” 
 
    “Are those my good traits or my bad traits?” he asked, unable to resist needling her. 
 
    “They’re your only traits,” she snapped. 
 
    “Good night, Henta.” He started to leave. 
 
    “What I wanted to say is, what you did today…maybe you’re not as bad as I thought.” She said the words like they tasted bad. 
 
    “Thanks, I guess.” He wondered how drunk she was. She was going to regret this tomorrow. If she remembered it. 
 
    “Maybe you’re the tlacti this clan needs. Maybe you’re the only one who can see us through this,” she added. 
 
    Now he knew she was drunk. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Most of the council members looked a little bleary at the meeting the next morning. The terl’s eyes were red and his hands were shaky. Chusin, the other warrior on the council besides Ganzorig, was sweating badly and looked strangely pale. Henta barely looked up from her tea and when she did it was to glare at Karliss, as if she blamed him for how she felt. He had a feeling she didn’t remember their little talk from the night before. Shria, the other elderly woman on the council, had her eyes closed. Only Yeke, the eldest person on the council, and Ganzorig, seemed hale and healthy. 
 
    “Let’s keep this short,” Terl Dashin said without preamble. “I want to leave for the Gathering today, even if we start late and only get a few miles.” That raised a few eyebrows. There was still quite a lot of destruction from the battle, wagons that needed repairing, yurts that were destroyed. 
 
    “We’re still going then?” Ganzorig asked. 
 
    “The other clans need to know this latest development.” 
 
    “We could send a rider,” Yeke pointed out. Last year, after discovering the fate of the missing clan, the terl had sent messengers to the other clans to tell them what had happened. 
 
    The terl shook his head. “I want to talk to the other terls in person. We need to make plans. Kasai may come in force next time. If that happens, our only chance is to unite the clans and face him.” He looked at Karliss. “I also want you to talk to the other tlacti. Find some way you can communicate with each other over long distances. If we have to wait for a rider to cover all those miles, it might be too late.” 
 
    “I have some ideas about that,” Karliss said. 
 
    “Ganzorig tells me you think the one with the fire in his eyes was here for you,” the terl said abruptly. 
 
    That caught Karliss off guard. He didn’t realize his father had had a chance to talk to the terl already. He forced himself to meet the terl’s look. “I do. He came right for me, not for anyone else.” 
 
    “And you think this is because Kasai saw you spying on him.” It was not a question. The terl’s words were blunt and direct. 
 
    “I do,” Karliss said, his voice very low. 
 
    “And now you defeated one of his captains. That makes you even more of a threat.” The terl nodded. “That’s good.” 
 
    “Why is it good?” Karliss asked. 
 
    “It will make him cautious. I think he won’t attack again right away. He’ll want to wait and find out more about you and what you can do.” The terl shifted his gaze to look at the other council members. “I’ve been thinking about the attack. Kasai didn’t send a very large force against us. That either means he was overconfident, or it was all he had.” 
 
    “I’ve been thinking the same thing,” Ganzorig said. “Those were not normal men anymore. Something had been done to them.” The enemy warriors had been grossly swollen with muscle and were much larger than a normal person. Nor did they feel pain like a normal person. 
 
    “We don’t know what it cost Kasai to create warriors such as those,” the terl said. “We may have some time before he is able to send more of them against us.” 
 
    “Let’s hope so,” Yeke said softly. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    They were leaving the council meeting when they heard the scream. It was a child’s scream, long and high-pitched, and it came from the far side of the camp. 
 
    “That’s Narantse,” Ganzorig said, and took off at a run. Karliss ran after him. All over the camp others were doing the same, the warriors carrying weapons as they ran to face this new threat. 
 
    Narantse was kneeling, holding something in her hands, still screaming. Another little girl was standing beside her, crying. As he got closer, Karliss realized what it was that Narantse was holding and he felt sick inside. 
 
    It was the bone staff. 
 
    It had been left lying where the man with the burning eyes dropped it. His body had been dragged out away from camp and left for carrion eaters, but no one had wanted to touch the staff and so it was left there. 
 
    Other people had gotten there before them and Karliss saw one man bend over and take hold of the staff. With an oath he jerked his hand away and stumbled backwards so quickly he nearly fell down. 
 
    Ganzorig bulled his way through the small crowd that was starting to gather, shoving people heedlessly out of his way. Karliss was right behind him, trying to think what they could do to get the staff out of Narantse’s hands. It was clear she couldn’t let go of it on her own. She was rigid, her fingers locked around the thing, her eyes wide and filled with terror as she stared at something only she could see. 
 
    When he got to his daughter, Ganzorig ripped his sword out of its sheath. He swung the blade and chopped the staff in half. 
 
    There was a crack and a flash of intense gray light. Narantse dropped the pieces of the staff and toppled backwards. 
 
    Ganzorig caught her before she hit the ground. He scooped her up in his arms and cradled her to his broad chest. Narantse was trembling badly. She sobbed and threw her arms around his neck, burying her face against his shoulder. Ganzorig carried her out of the crowd toward their yurt. 
 
    The terl arrived a moment later. He looked at the other little girl, who was still standing there crying. “What happened?” he asked her. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she sniffled, tears running down her face. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    He crouched in front of her. “It’s okay. She’s fine now. Tell me what happened.” 
 
    Still shaking and crying, she said, “I didn’t think she would really do it. We were only looking at it. Then I…then I dared her to pick it up. I didn’t think she would. We were only playing. This wasn’t supposed to happen.” 
 
    The terl nodded, patted her on the head, and stood up. The child’s mother came out of the crowd and led the little girl away. The terl gestured to one of his warriors. “Smash it, bury it. I don’t care what you do, but get rid of it.” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Karliss said. The terl turned to him. “Don’t destroy it. I want to study it first.” 
 
    “You think you can learn something from it?” the terl asked him. 
 
    “It’s worth a try.” 
 
    “Okay. I’d tell you to be careful, but I think you know that already.” He looked around at the watching people. “We’re still leaving for the Gathering today.” They took his hint and quickly left, returning to their tasks. 
 
    Karliss went to his yurt and got a blanket. He was leaving the yurt when Nergui showed up. 
 
    “What was all the screaming for?” Nergui asked, his eyes wide with alarm. 
 
    “It was the bone staff. Narantse touched it.” 
 
    “Why did she touch it?” Nergui asked. “Why would she do that?” Karliss started to leave. “Where are you going? I have to take down the yurt.” 
 
    “I’ll be right back to help you. I’m going to get the staff.” 
 
    “It’s coming with us in the wagon?” His eyes got even wider and his nostrils flared. He shook his head violently. “No, no, no. It’s a bad thing, Karliss. Please don’t bring it in the wagon.” 
 
    “It’ll be okay, Nergui,” Karliss assured him. “It won’t hurt you as long as you don’t touch it.” He hoped that was true, anyway. 
 
    “But what if I touch it by accident?” Nergui wailed. “I’m always touching things I’m not supposed to. Ihbarha always said so. He always said I’m an idiot who doesn’t know his head from a cabbage.” 
 
    Karliss turned back to him. “That’s not true, Nergui. You’re not an idiot.” 
 
    Nergui kept shaking his head. “You don’t know that for sure.” 
 
    “Of course I do. Here, I’ll prove it to you.” Karliss reached up and tapped Nergui on the side of the head. “What’s this thing? Is it your head, or is it a cabbage?” 
 
    “That’s silly,” Nergui said. “It’s my head, of course.” Then he realized what Karliss was saying and he started to giggle. “Who’d be dumb enough to think their head was a cabbage, huh? Not me, that’s for sure.” 
 
    Karliss left him, still giggling, and went to fetch the pieces of the staff. He put the blanket down over them and then winced when he picked them up. But nothing happened. Carrying the pieces carefully, he went to the wagon, found a wooden box that was mostly empty, and put the pieces inside. Then he closed the box and secured the lid. 
 
    Next Karliss went to his family’s yurt. Ganbold was leaving the yurt when Karliss got there. He had the huge tulwar strapped to his hip, though the tip was almost dragging on the ground. 
 
    “She told us what she saw.” He shook his head. “I don’t know how you do it, little brother. I don’t think I could manage it. Give me someone I can face with steel any day.” 
 
    Karliss entered the yurt. Narantse was huddled under her sleeping furs. Ganzorig was gone, probably helping prepare for their departure. Munkhe was packing their few possessions into boxes and sacks, keeping a close eye on her daughter as she did so. She crossed the yurt when Karliss entered and took his arm. 
 
    “You’re going to touch that thing yourself, aren’t you?” she whispered. 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I have to. I might learn something.” 
 
    “Something worth getting yourself hurt over?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I hope so. But what else can I do? We have to learn everything we can.” 
 
    “I suppose,” she said, still not sounding convinced. “You know, I miss the good old days when all I had to worry about was you stealing progis.” 
 
    “Me too, Ana,” he replied. 
 
    He knelt beside Narantse and touched her shoulder. She rolled over and her small face peeked out from under the fur. 
 
    “How are you doing?” he asked her. 
 
    “Terrible,” she said in a small voice. 
 
    “What did you see?” 
 
    “It was him. He was waiting for me. He stared at me and I couldn’t get away.” She sniffled and rubbed her nose. “I can still see that red eye every time I close my eyes. Will it ever go away?” 
 
    “It will. You just have to give it time.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right.” She looked very pale and vulnerable. “I’m afraid of him.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    She stuck one small hand out from under the furs and took two of his fingers in her grip. “I wanted to be brave like you.” 
 
    “You are brave,” he said. 
 
    “I saw what you did to that man on the big bird,” she said. “That’s the only reason I’m not quite as afraid anymore.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because my big brother is the greatest tlacti ever.” 
 
    “I don’t know about—” 
 
    “It’s true,” she said fiercely. “Everyone says so. You’ll protect us from Kasai, I know it.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best.” Karliss started to stand, but she didn’t let go of his fingers. 
 
    “I have something else to tell you,” she said. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “He said something to me.” 
 
    Karliss’ heart went cold. 
 
    “He said, ‘Tell him to come see me. I have something to show him.’” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    That evening, after the clan made camp, Karliss went looking for his friends. He found Hulagu helping his parents repair a wheel on their wagon. 
 
    “I need your help,” he told Hulagu. “It shouldn’t take long.” 
 
    Hulagu looked at his parents. “Take as long as you need, Tlacti,” Hulagu’s father said. He gave his son a meaningful look, and Hulagu nodded. 
 
    “Bring your sword,” Karliss told Hulagu. The look on Hulagu’s face said he wanted to ask why, but he went into his yurt and got his weapon. Once Hulagu had his sword, Karliss asked him if he knew where Batu was. 
 
    “I think he’s helping some of the warriors making new spear shafts.” 
 
    Batu was by the wagon the clan used to carry spare weapons and the tools and materials for making more. Two warriors were there with him. They were taking raw shafts from a bundle in the wagon and paring and shaving them down to make them straight enough to use. Batu was affixing the iron points to the ends of the finished shafts. 
 
    “With your permission,” Karliss asked the older of the two warriors, a man whose long braid was mostly gray, “I could use Batu’s help for a short while.” 
 
    The man nodded. “As you wish, Tlacti.” 
 
    “Bring a spear,” Karliss told Batu, who looked surprised, but did as he was told. 
 
    “What’s this about?” Batu asked as Karliss led them toward his yurt. 
 
    “I’m going to touch the bone staff.” 
 
    “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Hulagu asked. 
 
    “No,” Karliss replied, “but I’m going to do it anyway. Wait here.” Karliss went into his yurt before they could ask him any more questions. He could hear Batu’s voice outside, shrill with worry, asking Hulagu something, but he couldn’t hear the words. 
 
    Karliss opened the wooden box holding the pieces of the staff and took them out, careful not to touch them. He unwrapped the pieces and knelt looking at them. 
 
    The staff was made of gray bone, both ends shod in iron. Every inch of the staff was intricately carved with scenes of horror. Demonic figures torturing screaming people. Strange symbols. Flames. It made him feel slightly ill to look at it. 
 
    He hesitated, wondering once again if he was doing the right thing. He’d debated this with himself all day. The chances were this was a trap and he was walking right into it. Kasai might be waiting to kill him. He might have a way to take control of Karliss. He had no way of knowing. 
 
    And that was the problem. He needed to know more. He had to take the risk. 
 
    “Why are you doing this?” Batu asked as they started walking away from the camp. 
 
    “Because I have to.” He didn’t tell them about the message his sister had relayed. He hadn’t told anyone. “Maybe I can learn something important. Maybe I can learn something about what he is planning, what he can do.” 
 
    “That’s a lot of maybe’s,” Batu said. 
 
    “I know. But I don’t have anything else.” 
 
    “What if he’s waiting for you? What if it’s a trap?” 
 
    Karliss shrugged. “Then it’s a trap. If it looks like things are going wrong, knock the staff out of my hands. Without touching it. That worked with my sister. Hopefully it will work here. But if it doesn’t, and definitely if it seems like I’m not me anymore, you know what to do.” 
 
    Batu got a sick look on his face as he realized what Karliss was saying. “Do you think what happened to Ihbarha is going to happen to you?” 
 
    “It might,” Karliss said. 
 
    Batu winced. “And then we’ll have to…” His words trailed off. 
 
    “If you don’t want to do this, I can ask terl the to pick a couple of his warriors.” 
 
    “We’ll do it,” Hulagu said grimly. “You can count on us.” 
 
    “Good. Now, let’s get this over with.” Karliss had been thinking and worrying about this all day. He wanted to act and be done with it one way or the other. They were a few hundred paces from the camp now, hopefully far enough if trouble should arise. He sat down on the ground and set the blanket down in front of him. Looking up at his friends, he said, “Are you ready?” 
 
    Hulagu nodded and drew his sword. Batu raised his spear. 
 
    Karliss gritted his teeth and grabbed one piece with each hand. 
 
    Suddenly he was somewhere else, looking at a large chamber carved out of solid rock. No, carved wasn’t right. The stone seemed to have melted. There was movement and then Kasai appeared, walking toward him. The creature was unnaturally tall, his skin the white of old bone. His arms were incredibly long, reaching almost to the floor, his long, slender fingers tipped with claws. His legs were jointed weirdly, giving him an odd gait. His mouth was a sharp slash, his nose mere slits on smooth skin. In the center of his forehead was the single, red-rimmed eye. The eye fixed on Karliss. 
 
    I’ve been waiting for you. I saw what you did. I watched you kill my lieutenant. 
 
    Karliss’ first instinct was to flee, but he couldn’t move. He tried to will himself back into his body, but that didn’t work either. 
 
    Don’t leave yet. There is something I want to show you. It is why I summoned you here. 
 
    Kasai gestured. Karliss found himself turning, looking where the Guardian was pointing. In the floor of the chamber were a number of troughs, dozens of them evenly spaced in rows all across the chamber. The troughs were each about six feet long. Shallow channels connected the troughs to each other. There were things in the troughs, things that were moving. 
 
    Look closer. 
 
    Karliss’ vision zoomed in on the closest trough. What he saw made his heart stop. 
 
    Lying in the trough was a man. He was naked. Iron straps fixed to the stone bound him firmly in the trough. He was struggling weakly and moaning. 
 
    They will be my new soldiers. 
 
    Kasai walked to one of the walls—Karliss following helplessly in his wake—and pressed his hands against it. He began speaking in a harsh tongue, unlike any language Karliss had ever heard. As he spoke, the stone under his hands began to glow. The glow was the red of molten stone, mixed faintly with a purple tinge. 
 
    After a minute an area about six feet across was glowing brightly, so brightly that it was hard to look at. Kasai pulled his hands away and stepped to the side. He spoke a word in the harsh language and molten rock began to flow down the wall. At the base of the wall were a number of channels. The molten rock poured down into the channels and began to run off across the chamber. 
 
    Suddenly Karliss knew what Kasai was doing. He stared on in horror as the molten rock spread across the room and began to fill the troughs. 
 
    Screams filled the air as the liquid rock touched the captives. They fought wildly, but the iron straps held. They screamed until the troughs filled and they were completely submerged, then the chamber went quiet once again. 
 
    The molten rock began to recede, though Karliss could not see where it was going. Maybe it was being reabsorbed into the stone floor. The levels in the troughs receded until the men in them were once again visible. They were moving, weakly at first, then more vigorously. They began to strain against the iron bands that held them. Then one man near Karliss broke his bands and sat up. 
 
    And that was when Karliss realized where the molten stone had gone. 
 
    The man was covered in a thick layer of stone. His eyes looked out through holes in the stone mask that was his face. Some of the stone around his mouth cracked away as his mouth opened. From his lips came a howl, a howl of pure anguish. 
 
    Now you see what I will use to conquer your people. Behold the first warriors in my unstoppable army, forged in stone. Your weapons will be useless against them. Once I have the key, once I master its power, then I will rule this world. Those I once served will serve me. 
 
    Karliss fought to flee, but still he couldn’t move. 
 
    Go. Scurry away and make your little plans. They will do you no good. 
 
    Kasai flicked him away with one long-fingered hand, as if Karliss were no more than a bug that had landed near him. Karliss was flung backwards. There was a terrible impact as he slammed back into his body. He fell on his back and lay there gasping, at first unable to draw a single breath. He saw his friends leaning over him, but it was all blurry. They were speaking, but their words sounded alien and incomprehensible. 
 
    They helped him sit up, and Hulagu pounded on his back. All at once the constriction in his chest vanished, and he was able to draw breath once again. He gasped and gulped in air. 
 
    “What happened?” Batu asked. 
 
    Karliss held up his hand. He could breathe, but he didn’t trust himself enough yet to speak. A water skin was thrust into his hand, and he drank from it. 
 
    “You saw Kasai, didn’t you?” Batu said. Karliss nodded. “It was terrible,” Batu continued. “You were moaning and shivering like you had a fever. We tried, but we couldn’t wake you up. Nothing we did made any difference. We even tried to knock the staff out of your hands, but we couldn’t do it. I don’t think you should do that again.” 
 
    “I don’t think he can,” Hulagu said. “Look.” He pointed. 
 
    The staff had crumbled into powder. 
 
    “I know what Kasai is going to attack us with next,” Karliss said. “I have to go tell the terl at once.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    The next morning after Karliss had completed the departure ritual and was walking back toward the wagon train, he saw Batu and Hulagu sitting on their horses beside the terl. The terl waved him over, and when Karliss got there he said, “I’m assigning these two to guard you. They will ride by your wagon from now on. They will go with you whenever you leave the camp.” He turned a hard look on Batu and Hulagu. “Next time I want to know before he does something dangerous. Is that clear?” Both boys nodded. 
 
    Without another word, the terl yelled the order to move out and trotted off. The wagon train began to lurch into motion. 
 
    “I guess the terl wasn’t very happy last night when you told him what you found out,” Batu said to Karliss as they headed for his wagon. 
 
    “Not at all,” Karliss replied. 
 
    When the three of them got to the wagon, Nergui was waiting there, already sitting on the bench seat, the reins in his hands. “It’s Batu and Hulagu,” he said with a big smile. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “We’re riding with you from now on,” Hulagu said, as Karliss climbed up onto the wagon and settled himself on the seat. 
 
    “Truth?” Nergui asked, turning to Karliss. 
 
    “It is,” Karliss said. 
 
    “What could be better than that?” Nergui said happily, snapping the reins to start the yaks. 
 
    “Not much,” Karliss replied. And it was true. He already felt better, knowing his friends would be close by to help him when he needed them. It helped him not feel so alone. 
 
    “Hey, Nergui, I have something for you. Catch!” Batu called, tossing something to Nergui. 
 
    Nergui deftly snatched it out of the air. When he saw what it was, his eyes got big. “A honey roll! These are the best!” A honey roll was flat bread with honey drizzled on it while it was still hot, then it was rolled up and pinched closed, so the honey was trapped inside. 
 
    Hulagu looked at Batu with a raised eyebrow. “Did I just see you giving away food?” 
 
    Batu reached into his pocket and pulled out another honey roll. “It’s not such a big deal. I have another one.” Though Batu had lost most of his baby fat in the last year of warrior training, he still loved to eat, and he often had food squirreled away on him somewhere. 
 
    “When did your mother find time to make you honey rolls?” Hulagu asked. 
 
    Batu shrugged and lowered his eyes. In a low voice he said, “It wasn’t my mother.” 
 
    “Then who was it?” 
 
    “Someone.” 
 
    “Someone?” 
 
    “Do we have to talk about this?” Batu said. 
 
    “What are we talking about?” Nergui asked, his mouth full of pastry. 
 
    “We’re trying to find out where Batu got those rolls.” 
 
    “Who was it?” Nergui chimed in. “Who, who?” 
 
    Batu muttered something and nudged his horse into a trot, moving away from the rest of them. 
 
    The day passed pleasantly. The weather was good, the sun coming out from behind some early clouds to warm up the day. Since there hadn’t been much snow over the winter, the rivers they came to were easy to cross. The wagons that did get stuck were quickly pulled out again. 
 
    After a while Batu drifted back and rode by the wagon. The three friends and Nergui laughed and talked as they rode. They joked and teased each other about little things. To Karliss it almost felt like old times. He and his two best friends, talking about nothing, not worrying about anything. They were on their way to the Gathering, the site of many of his best memories. It felt good. 
 
    Unfortunately, it wasn’t old times. Kasai’s shadow kept drifting back into Karliss’ thoughts. How would they fight the stone warriors Kasai was making? When would he attack them again? And what was this key he was looking for? The thought of Kasai getting hold of something that would make him even more powerful was disturbing enough to turn even the brightest day dark. 
 
    He was pulled out of his dark thoughts when Hulagu took off one of his boots. He wiggled his toes and sighed. “That feels so good,” he said. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Karliss asked him. 
 
    “It’s these boots. They’re too tight.” 
 
    “Wrong,” Batu chimed in, holding his finger in the air. “Your feet are too big. That’s the problem.” Nergui giggled. 
 
    “Nergui is making him impossible, you know that, right?” Hulagu said to Karliss. Nergui was a great audience for Batu. He laughed at all of Batu’s jokes, no matter how dumb they were. 
 
    “I know.” Karliss nudged Nergui. “You don’t have to laugh at everything he says.” 
 
    “I can’t help it,” Nergui said, trying to stifle his giggles. “He’s so funny.” 
 
    “What can I say? It’s a curse,” Batu said, causing Nergui to laugh some more. 
 
    “I need to start working on some new boots,” Hulagu said, “but I haven’t had the time. I asked my mother, but she said not a chance. Not with my five younger brothers and sisters to keep up with. I’m not looking forward to it. You know how I am with sewing. Last time I tried I stabbed my thumb so many times it was swollen for a week.” 
 
    “From the looks of it,” Batu observed, “it’s not just boots you need. Your pants and shirt look too small too.” He peered closer. “Your pants aren’t even buttoned the whole way!” 
 
    “You don’t have to shout it so loud,” Hulagu said, looking around to see who had heard. Though Nergui was laughing loud enough that probably even someone nearby would have missed it. “I can’t help it. I’m growing too fast.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s time to think about finding a wife,” Karliss said with a straight face. “We are headed to the Gathering, after all.” Many young warriors returned from the Gathering with a wife. 
 
    “What?” Hulagu said in alarm. “I’m too young!” 
 
    “Wadi was fourteen last year and he came home with a bride,” Batu said, grinning. “And two years ago there was Relf. The year before that…” 
 
    “That’s enough!” Hulagu burst out. “Stop right there! I’m not getting married and that’s that.” 
 
    By then even Karliss was laughing. Hulagu looked so genuinely mortified by the idea it was hard not to. Hulagu growled at them and veered off to ride alone for a while. 
 
    The day passed swiftly and the clan covered a lot of miles. At sunset the terl called a halt. Karliss walked off alone, conducted the ritual, and then gave his okay to camp there. 
 
    Batu and Hulagu helped Nergui set up Karliss’ yurt while Karliss unloaded what he needed from the wagon. Next to them Otgon, who was about the same age as Karliss and his friends, was helping set up his family’s yurt. Nergui, laughing at something Batu had said, tripped over one of the stakes that Otgon had hammered into the ground to provide support for his yurt. The stake was pulled out of the ground and Otgon’s yurt sagged to the side. 
 
    “Sorry, sorry!” Nergui said, grabbing hold of the rope to pull the yurt back up. 
 
    Otgon yanked the rope out of his hands and pushed him out of the way. 
 
    “Pay attention to what you’re doing, you stupid lump!” Otgon yelled at him. 
 
    “Hey,” Nergui said, “that’s not true. I’m not stupid.” 
 
    “Yes you are!” Otgon snapped. “Ask anyone.” 
 
    Otgon looked up, big-eyed, as Hulagu dropped what he was doing and walked over. Though younger, Hulagu was almost a head taller and considerably wider. Hulagu made no threatening motions, but he had a grim set to his jaw and a hard glint in his eye. “I’m anyone,” he said to Nergui, the whole time keeping his eyes fixed on Otgon. “Ask me.” 
 
    “I said I was sorry,” Nergui babbled. 
 
    “Ask me,” Hulagu repeated. Otgon took a step back and Hulagu followed. 
 
    “Am I…am I stupid?” 
 
    “No. You’re not stupid. You’re Nergui. Who drives a wagon better than you, Nergui?” 
 
    “I like driving wagons,” Nergui replied, his expression brightening. “I’m good at it.” 
 
    Hulagu poked Otgon in the chest. “Do you understand?” 
 
    Otgon backed away, nodding vigorously. 
 
    They had Karliss’ yurt set up and Batu and Hulagu were about to go help their families when a girl came walking up carrying a basket covered with a cloth. Karliss didn’t know her very well. He’d probably only spoken to her a few times and had never paid much attention to her. 
 
    Batu hurried over to her. “What are you doing here, Sube?” 
 
    Sube’s face lit up in a brilliant smile and her cheeks dimpled. She was small for her age. Her braid went well past her waist, and her janu had been embroidered with tiny pink flowers, something that must have taken many hours to do. 
 
    “I thought you might be hungry, Batu, so I brought you something to eat.” She smiled again, her teeth were small and white and straight. Her eyes sparkled. She whisked the cover off the basket. From where he was, Karliss couldn’t see what was inside the basket, but Batu’s eyes lit up. 
 
    “That looks incredible,” Batu said, causing Sube to smile even more broadly. “But when…how did you…?” 
 
    “I worked on them today while riding in the wagon. I knew how busy you were, guarding the tlacti, and I thought you’d be hungry.” 
 
    “That’s…that’s…” Batu was having trouble finding the words. Then he suddenly realized he had an audience. Karliss, Hulagu and Nergui were all standing there staring at him with big smiles on their faces. His cheeks colored and he pulled the cloth back over the basket’s contents. “It’s very nice of you, Sube, but as you can see, I’m quite busy right now, with, uh, guarding the tlacti and all. Maybe I could come by later and—” 
 
    “That’s okay,” Karliss called. “I don’t need you for anything right now.” 
 
    Batu glared at him, then added a glare for Hulagu as well, and turned back to Sube. “I’ll come by and see you in a little while, just as soon as I can.” 
 
    “I hope it’s not too long,” she said, as Batu tried to steer her away. “I miss you, my little hero.” 
 
    Once she was gone, Batu turned back to the others, who were all laughing helplessly. 
 
    “Did she…did she call you ‘my little hero’?” Hulagu asked, barely able to get the words out, he was laughing so hard. 
 
    “No,” Batu said stiffly. “She didn’t.” 
 
    “I heard it too!” Nergui crowed. 
 
    Batu frowned at him. “You talk like someone who doesn’t want me to share my food with him anymore.” 
 
    Nergui began protesting, but his protests were hard to understand through his laughter. Karliss went to Batu and put his arm around his shoulder. His friend tried to pull away, but Hulagu came up on the other side and did the same so he was trapped. He quit struggling and gave them a resigned look. 
 
    “When did this happen?” Karliss asked. 
 
    “It started the night of the celebration,” Batu said in a low voice. “She came and told me she saw what I did. She said I was a hero and she brought me a fresh progi. What was I supposed to do?” 
 
    “I’d say whatever you did, it was the right thing, based on what I just saw,” Karliss said. 
 
    “You guys aren’t going to tease me, are you?” Batu asked. 
 
    “Of course we are,” Hulagu said. “What are friends for?” 
 
    Batu groaned. “I knew it. I just knew it.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Hulagu was helping Karliss and Nergui load the wagon one morning when Batu came hurrying over to join them. 
 
    “What did Sube make this morning?” Nergui asked. 
 
    “You know, since I started sharing my food with you, that’s the first thing you say to me every morning,” Batu grumbled. “Is that all you care about?” 
 
    “No, I care about other things,” Nergui said. 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Things.” 
 
    “It looks like Nergui cares about food almost as much as you do,” Hulagu said, patting Batu on the stomach as he went by to pick up another box. 
 
    “Are you saying I’m getting fat?” 
 
    “No, but I am saying there’s a little more of you than there was before Sube took a shine to you.” 
 
    “It’s not the food,” Batu protested. “It’s just that I’m not getting as much time to train since we’re on the move every day.” 
 
    “Sure, that’s it,” Hulagu said, and he and Karliss laughed. 
 
    “Does this mean you don’t have anything for me to eat today?” Nergui wanted to know. 
 
    Batu got a sheepish look on his face. “No,” he admitted. He reached into his pocket and took out something wrapped in a square of cloth. It was a piece of flatbread cooked with meat and onions inside it. He tore it in half and gave half to Nergui. 
 
    “Meat pies!” Nergui exclaimed. “They’re my favorite!” 
 
    “That’s what you said yesterday about the deer jerky,” Karliss reminded him. 
 
    “I know,” Nergui said, stuffing the food in his mouth. “That’s my favorite too.” 
 
    They finished loading the wagon and Karliss went to perform the departure ritual. He tossed the bone tiles and knelt to examine them. The omens all looked good for the day, but there was one he wasn’t used to seeing face-up. It had a wagon carved on it, and it had fallen to the north, in the direction they were traveling. He wasn’t sure what it meant, but he didn’t think it was anything bad, so he scooped up the tiles and gave the terl the signal that it was okay to move out. 
 
    Karliss climbed up onto the wagon, and as they started to roll he thought that this was about the best he’d felt since last year’s Gathering. He was still worried about Kasai, of course, but the last few days had been smooth and uncomplicated. He felt mostly confident in his ability to fulfill the duties required of him as clan tlacti. He was looking forward to the Gathering. 
 
    A big part of how good he felt, he realized, was having his two old friends around again. Over the last year he hadn’t seen them nearly as much. He’d been wrapped up in trying to learn what he needed to be tlacti, and they’d been busy with their warrior training. But in the last few days that had all changed. The awkwardness between them had disappeared and the old easiness was back. With them around he didn’t feel so isolated anymore. He felt a lot more positive that they would find a way to handle whatever came at them. He no longer felt as if the responsibility fell completely on his shoulders alone. 
 
    “How about some tricks?” Nergui asked, interrupting Karliss’ thoughts. “I want to see some tricks.” 
 
    “Sure,” Karliss told him. He pretended to be trying very hard, frowning and gritting his teeth. He waved his hands around. “I don’t know,” he said after a minute. “I’m not sure the wind is listening to me this morning.” 
 
    “Really?” Nergui said, drooping a little. “Is it because you’re tired? Or sad? Maybe it’s because you’re hungry?” he said hopefully. “Do you want some of my…” He trailed off. “Oops. I ate it already. Sorry, Karliss.” 
 
    “That’s okay,” Karliss said, slapping him on the shoulder. At the same time he whistled up a small gust of wind. Nergui was wearing his old, shapeless felt hat and the wind snatched it up and blew it right off his head. 
 
    “Hey!” Nergui yelped, grabbing for it and missing. 
 
    The hat blew straight up in the air until it became so tiny it was difficult to see. Then it came sailing back down. Nergui reached for it, but Karliss made it blow to the side at the last moment. The hat drifted forward and settled gently on one of the yak’s heads, where it perched. 
 
    “You did that!” Nergui said. 
 
    “Did I?” Karliss replied. 
 
    “I know you did. Hats don’t do that by themselves, you know.” 
 
    “Maybe the yak did it.” 
 
    “No. It was you.” He grinned at Karliss. “That was a great trick.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Karliss said. “Now, watch this…” 
 
    Batu was riding off to the side a few dozen paces. He’d dug something out of his pocket and unwrapped it. Karliss couldn’t quite see what it was, but when Batu started to raise the food to his mouth, Karliss flicked one finger. 
 
    The end of Batu’s janu blew up suddenly and slapped him on the open mouth, thwarting his effort to take a bite. He muttered something, pushed the janu out of the way, and tried again. Again Karliss made the end of his scarf get in the way, so that he bit down on it instead of the food. He looked over at them. 
 
    “I know you’re doing that, Karliss!” he yelled. “Stop it!” 
 
    Nergui howled with laughter and slapped his knee. “Do it again! Do it again!” he cried. 
 
    Karliss raised his hand, but before he could do anything the terl’s wagon, just ahead of them, came to a stop. Nergui pulled back on the reins and stopped their wagon a few seconds later. One by one the entire train halted. Karliss stood up on the seat, wondering what was happening. 
 
    There was someone up ahead. He saw three wagons pulled by horses. They were much smaller than the wagons the Sertithians used. Two of them were filled with barrels and crates of different sizes. The other one had a tarp tied over it, covering its contents. A handful of men on horses were gathered in a group near the wagons. Though they were armed, none had their weapons out. In fact, it looked to Karliss as if they were making an effort not to put their hands anywhere near their weapons. 
 
    A man detached from the group and came riding towards them. Once Karliss saw the red hair, he knew who it was. Nergui, who was standing on the seat beside him, did too. 
 
    “It’s Firehair!” he cried excitedly. “Karliss, it’s Firehair!” 
 
    Word spread quickly back down the wagon train and excited voices rose. Firehair was a trader from the south, a familiar face on the steppes. Firehair wasn’t really his name, only something he was called due to his bright red hair, which was unknown amongst the Sertithians, who were dark-haired and dark-skinned. But no one used his real name, which was Blake. He was very popular among the Sertithians, not just for the goods that he brought to trade, but for the entertainment he brought as well. 
 
    Karliss hopped down off the wagon and trotted forward. He reached the terl about the same time as Firehair did. 
 
    “Terl Dashin, I believe!” Firehair called out, a big smile on his face. He was a small man, shorter than Karliss. He was wearing a large, badly-stained, floppy hat, a buckskin jacket with fringes on the sleeves and boots that came up to his knees. His hair was long and bushy and he had a huge beard that hung down to his belly. “I knew it had to be you. I saw the dust and I said to my men, that has to be Spotted Elk Clan.” 
 
    “Welcome, Firehair,” the terl said. “It is good to see you again. When you did not appear last year, I feared you had come to harm.” 
 
    “No, no harm. Only another, shall we say, business opportunity, that I couldn’t pass up. But there was no way I was going to miss a second Gathering, no sir.” 
 
    “Others will also be happy to see you, I believe.” 
 
    “I hope so.” Firehair took off his hat and scratched his head. With his hat off, his hair quickly doubled in volume, a fiery red halo that surrounded his head. “Do you mind if I tag along with you folks to the Gathering?” he asked. His habitual smile faded and was replaced by a look of seriousness. “We had a bit of a nasty encounter with a pack of red wolves last night. They killed a horse and injured one of my men before we could drive them off.” 
 
    “The wolves are a problem this year,” the terl agreed. “It is very dry and the herds of spikehorn and antelope are much reduced. The wolves have raided our herds much more often than usual.” 
 
    “Then I’m extra glad I ran into you. I was hoping to, but this is a big place. It’s easy to miss someone out here.” Firehair pulled his hat back down over his voluminous hair. His eyes drifted over to Karliss and he took note of the krysala hanging around his neck, but said nothing, only gave Karliss a brief nod. 
 
    The Sertithian wagon train started rolling again. Firehair and his men waited as the train passed, planning on catching on at the end. There were many greetings called out to the trader as the wagons passed him and more than a few warriors rode up and exchanged words with him. He smiled at all of them and waved his hat. 
 
    Nergui couldn’t stop talking about Firehair for the rest of the morning. “Do you think he’ll have hard candies again?” he asked Karliss. “You know, the little red ones? They’re spicy and sweet,” he added, as if Karliss didn’t know. 
 
    “I’m sure he will,” Karliss said. Firehair almost always had a bag of the treats with him. They were very sweet with a strong jolt of cinnamon. No doubt children all throughout the clan were already talking about them. 
 
    “So, Batu,” Hulagu called out. “What are you planning to trade?” 
 
    Batu rode closer. He saw the way Hulagu was smiling, looked at Karliss, saw that he was smiling too, and got a suspicious look on his face. “Why would I be planning to trade? I don’t want anything from Firehair,” he said. 
 
    Karliss, who’d picked up right away on where Hulagu was going with this, said, “You don’t expect Firehair to simply give you a present, do you?” 
 
    “What are you two talking about?” Batu asked, thoroughly befuddled now. “I don’t need a present.” 
 
    “Of course you do,” Hulagu said. “Maybe a bright ribbon or a fancy comb.” 
 
    “I think a necklace would be just the thing,” Karliss added. 
 
    “What are you guys talking about?” Nergui wanted to know. 
 
    But Batu had suddenly gotten it. His eyes got wide and he got a frightened look on his face. “You don’t think I…really?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Hulagu said. 
 
    “I believe it is customary,” Karliss said. 
 
    “Oh, no,” Batu breathed. “I never thought about that.” He looked really stricken. 
 
    “What is it?” Nergui begged. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “We’re talking about a gift for Batu’s sweetheart,” Hulagu said. 
 
    “I don’t understand. Why does Batu have to get Sube a gift?” Nergui asked. 
 
    “Because she’s his sweetheart.” Hulagu gave Batu a wicked grin. “You don’t think you get to just scarf down all those treats without consequences, do you?” 
 
    Batu looked thoroughly shaken. “I never thought about it.” 
 
    “Time to think now. She’s going to be expecting something. You better get her something nice.” 
 
    “I don’t…I don’t think I have anything to trade,” Batu said. 
 
    Karliss was starting to feel sorry for him. Clearly Batu had never considered this side of it all before. “I may have something you can trade with,” he said. “There’s a handful of minor charms that Ihbarha was working on but didn’t finish. I don’t have any idea what they are for. I was thinking about throwing them away.” 
 
    “That’s…that’s great, Karliss,” Batu blurted out. “Do you think any of it is stuff Firehair would want?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe he could sell them in the city, tell people they are powerful magic from the wild lands in the north.” 
 
    “Thank you so much. When can I have them?” 
 
    “I’ll dig them out when we stop to camp.” 
 
    Batu rode off by himself then. Hulagu reined his horse closer. In a low voice he asked, “Do you think you might have anything extra for me?” 
 
    “What? Don’t tell me you’re sweet on someone too?” 
 
    “No. It’s these boots of mine. I told you they’re too small. But I’ve seen Firehair have boots to trade for in the past. Maybe a pair of them would fit me.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    They made camp a little earlier than usual that evening, doubtless because everyone was anxious to see what Firehair had to offer this year. Karliss had seen the terl’s wife talking urgently to him during the afternoon, and he guessed she had some input on that. 
 
    The yurts were set up in record time, the yaks unhitched and rubbed down faster than any normal day. Firehair barely had time to lay out some blankets and spread out a few of his wares before a number of people were streaming over to his wagons, most of them women. 
 
    Firehair was popular with everyone, but especially with the women, and he quickly demonstrated why as the first wave made it to his camp. He swept off his hat and bowed deeply, then straightened and gave them a beaming smile. 
 
    “It does my heart good to be back on the steppes,” he said, “back amongst so many beautiful women. I’ve traveled far and wide, I have, and I’ve always said wherever I go that there are no women anywhere who are half so beautiful as the women of the steppes. Truly I should be paying you lovely ladies for the pleasure.” 
 
    Firehair was like that. He flirted outrageously with all the women, young and old. He complimented them constantly, and not just their beauty either. He complimented their clothing and sewing skills. He complimented their food, their intelligence, their wit. Karliss had even seen him make Henta smile like a young girl one time when he asked her oldest daughter if Henta was a sister he’d never met before. 
 
    The women smiled and tittered as Firehair kept up a steady stream of compliments while they looked over his wares. 
 
    Oddly, Firehair had never had any problems with a jealous husband or lover, so far as Karliss knew. Part of it was no doubt the evenhanded way Firehair handed out praise. It was hard to suspect him of ulterior motives. It was also undoubtedly because the man was so completely nonthreatening. He was short and bandy-legged. He carried no weapon and didn’t seem the sort who would be any good with one. He had bright eyes and a big smile, but he couldn’t be honestly called handsome in any way. 
 
    Probably the main reason he never had any trouble though was because he had never tried to push himself on any of the women. On the contrary, he talked quite movingly about the wondrous beauty of his own wife back in Qarath, praising her so highly that no woman could possibly have lived up to his words. 
 
    Later, when the initial frenzy had died down and Firehair had turned the trading over to his assistant for a bit, the trader came strolling by Karliss’ yurt. Karliss was sitting out front, carving a piece of bone. Nergui was fiddling with the yurt stays, making sure they were all evenly taut. 
 
    Firehair squatted down by Karliss and pushed his hat back. “What’s that you’re working on?” 
 
    Karliss looked up. “I think it’s a krysala.” 
 
    “I’ve seen a few krysalas in my time, but never one like that.” 
 
    “Neither have I.” Krysalas were always circular, but the one Karliss was making was angular. It was about as long as his forearm and was bent in the middle. The only thing that made it look like a krysala were the holes and grooves carved into it. 
 
    “What made you decide to make it that way?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I found a piece of bone and started carving it. It sort of happened by itself.” It was true. Karliss had no plans for the thing. He worked on it as a way to relax and it almost seemed to shape itself. 
 
    “Will it work?” 
 
    “I don’t know that either.” 
 
    “Is it almost done?” 
 
    Karliss shrugged. 
 
    Firehair looked around. “Where’s Ihbarha?” 
 
    Karliss set the krysala aside. “He died last year.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that, I truly am,” Firehair said, taking his hat off respectfully. “Though the truth is, when I saw you wearing that,” he pointed at the krysala hanging around Karliss’ neck, “I guessed something of the sort.” 
 
    He took a pipe out of his pocket and started stuffing tobacco into it. “You’re a bit young to be clan tlacti, aren’t you?” 
 
    Before Karliss could reply, Nergui spoke up. “No, he’s not! He’s the greatest tlacti to ever live!” 
 
    Firehair looked over at Nergui, who seemed embarrassed by his outburst and looked down. Then he looked back at Karliss. “It seems you have a fan there.” 
 
    “Nergui gets excited sometimes,” Karliss said. “He exaggerates a bit.” 
 
    “That’s not true!” Nergui blurted out, surprising them both again. He hesitated. “I do get excited. But Karliss is really the greatest. He defeated Kasai.” 
 
    That had an immediate impact on Firehair. He stopped packing his pipe and stared at Nergui, then Karliss. “Did he say Kasai? You’ve encountered Kasai?” 
 
    “Not directly,” Karliss said. “But he sent people to attack us.” 
 
    “One of them was riding on a giant bird,” Nergui said. He flapped his arms, miming having wings. “Karliss blasted him.” 
 
    “Kasai has men on giant birds now?” Firehair asked. 
 
    “Not anymore!” Nergui crowed. “Karliss did for him.” 
 
    “How do you know about Kasai?” Karliss asked. 
 
    “We’ve had problems with him before, during the war against Melekath,” Firehair said. “He had an army and thought he would come down and conquer Qarath, but Macht Rome and Quyloc had other ideas. They defeated him at Guardians Watch. He didn’t have anyone flying around on giant birds back then, so it sounds like he’s got some new tricks. Rome will want to know what happened. Will you tell me?” 
 
    “Okay,” Karliss agreed. “I’ll tell you what I know about Kasai, if you tell me what you know.” 
 
    “It’s a deal,” Firehair said. “How about we talk more after dinner? Maybe you could throw in a little demonstration of what you can do while you’re at it? I take it you didn’t defeat Kasai’s captain by throwing rocks at him.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    During dinner Firehair regaled the members of Spotted Elk Clan with wild stories of places he’d been and things he’d seen. 
 
    “…bigger than your yurts the creatures are, with legs as big around as wagon wheels. People ride on them. They use them in battle too. They’re a sight to behold.” 
 
    Everyone listened closely while he talked. Crowded closest to him was a pack of small children, all with big eyes. While he talked, periodically Firehair handed out another round of hard candies which were greeted with exclamations of delight. 
 
    Nor had he forgotten the adults either. One of his men had carried over a small keg at the beginning of the meal. “Help yourselves!” he told them. “You won’t get finer brandy this side of Thrikyl!” The liquor was a lot more fiery than the achai the Sertithians were used to, but it started disappearing quickly all the same. 
 
    Later, when things had settled down, Firehair came over to where Karliss and his friends were sitting. “How about that story now?” he asked. 
 
    Karliss told him about the misshapen warriors mounted on wolf-things that attacked first, then about the gray-clad man with the bone staff and the burning eyes. He told how he deflected the man’s attacks with the wind and about riding one of the wind spirits. When he was done, Firehair was openly impressed. 
 
    “Nergui was right,” he said. “You really are the greatest tlacti ever. At least that I’ve heard of. How do you do it?” 
 
    Karliss shrugged. “It’s something I was born with. It comes naturally.” 
 
    “What else can you do?” 
 
    “That’s mostly it,” Karliss said. 
 
    “Show him!” Nergui said. “Do some tricks.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Karliss said. He remembered how much he used to like showing off his abilities. That ended once he had to use them for real, he realized. He took them a lot more seriously now. 
 
    “Just a small demonstration?” Firehair asked. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll do it,” Karliss said. He’d said he would after all. He leaned over and scooped up a handful of cold ashes. He held his hand out in front of him, the ashes lying on his open palm. Nergui scooted closer, his eyes lighting up in anticipation. 
 
    Karliss directed a tiny breath of wind into the ashes, causing them to swirl around on his palm, but keeping them contained in a tight area. He added more wind and the swirling ashes rose up, becoming a miniature whirlwind. He kept adding and directing, tightly focusing the power he was feeding into it. The whirlwind grew taller, all the while staying narrow, only about an inch across. Soon the whirlwind reached twenty or thirty feet into the night sky. 
 
    He pointed at it with the forefinger of his other hand and the whirlwind rose up off his palm. It moved and hovered over the dying fire. He pointed down and the whirlwind dipped until it was barely touching the fire. Sparks from the fire were sucked into the whirlwind, rising up throughout its length. The resulting effect was quite impressive, a column of blazing sparks rising dozens of feet into the sky. Appreciative sounds came from those Sertithians who were still awake. 
 
    Karliss released the wind and the whirlwind dissipated instantly. He turned back toward Firehair. 
 
    “That was quite impressive,” Firehair said, giving him an appraising look. “Among the most impressive things I have seen in my travels, to be sure.” 
 
    “You said you were going to tell me what you know about Kasai,” Karliss said. 
 
    “So I did. Kasai is one of three creatures called the Guardians. Long ago they were the protectors of Melekath’s Children, which I suppose is why they’re called the Guardians. Kasai is also known as the Eye. The other two Guardians are Tharn, the Fist, and Gulagh, also known as the Voice. Gulagh and Tharn haven’t been seen since the end of the war. Kasai rules the city of Fanethrin, but he’s been quiet for years, hasn’t been seen outside his city at all. The fact that he’s making inroads into the steppes can’t be good. He must be up to something.” 
 
    “He’s looking for the key,” Karliss said. 
 
    Firehair gave him a sharp look. “What key is that?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “How do you know he’s looking for it, then?” 
 
    “He told me.” 
 
    Firehair’s eyes fairly bugged out of his head. “He told you?” 
 
    “I touched the bone staff. It took me to an underground cavern where I spied on Kasai.” 
 
    “You spied on Kasai,” Firehair said. “Young man, I don’t know if you’re brave or just foolish. Do you have any idea how dangerous he is?” 
 
    “More than you think. He knew I was coming. He showed me his new warriors. That’s when he told me about the key. He said once he gets the key, he’s going to rule this world, and those he once served will serve him.” 
 
    “He’s going to rule the world, is he? And here I was hoping he’d learned his lesson after the beating he took at Guardians Watch. Rome and Quyloc are going to want to hear this. Any idea where this key might be?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “It’s late and we’re starting early tomorrow, but I want to talk to you some more about this, Tlacti. I have a proposition for you as well.” 
 
    “A proposition? About what?” 
 
    He waved off Karliss’ words and stood up. “Like I said, later.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    The next day dawned windy. All day long the wind blew hard. The wind was warm for that time of the year, almost hot at times, and the steppes, already dry because of how little snow had fallen during the winter, quickly gave up much of their remaining moisture to the wind. Clouds of dust blew across the rolling plains. The Sertithians wrapped their janus tightly around their faces to keep out as much of the blowing dust as possible. Firehair and the men working for him jammed their hats down tightly and wrapped cloths around their faces. Yaks and horses walked with their heads down, eyes closed to mere slits. 
 
    Worst of all, the wind came from the west. The people of Spotted Elk Clan exchanged uneasy looks, knowing that a west wind meant Erlik Khan and that meant trouble would accompany it sooner or later. The only question was what form it would take. 
 
    Making camp was difficult. The yurts were hard to set up in the wind and only the Sertithians’ long experience with dealing with wind made it possible at all. Even so, more than one yurt suddenly got away from those who were setting it up and had to be chased down before it disappeared into the growing murk. 
 
    Sunset was an orange diffuse glow in the west. The Sertithians were trying to eat a meager evening meal when someone pointed to the west and shouted. Everyone turned to look. 
 
    A wall of blowing sand was racing across the steppes toward them, blotting out the sunset as it came. It was bigger and fiercer looking than any sandstorm Karliss had ever seen, and he’d seen some bad enough that exposed skin was blistered and raw from the blowing sand. Bad enough that people caught out in the open died. 
 
    People began racing to take down the yurts before the sandstorm hit. No matter how well anchored, no yurt could survive a sandstorm this big. Other people began pulling the wagons into a semi-circle, trying to provide a measure of shelter from the storm. 
 
    Karliss stared at the storm and wondered how he had missed all sign of it in the morning ritual. The bone tile with the wind carved on it had fallen face up, but there’d been no other tiles nearby and that should have indicated no more than normal winds. 
 
    Which meant this was no normal sandstorm. Was Erlik Khan behind it? Was Kasai? 
 
    He started to go help with preparations, when an idea came to him. He didn’t know if he could do it. He didn’t know if he had the strength. But he had to try. 
 
    He ran to his wagon and got the new krysala he’d been working on out of the box under the seat. He wasn’t sure it could handle what he was about to channel through it. It might simply break into a hundred pieces. But if it did, he’d rather destroy the new one than the one that had been handed down from tlacti to tlacti for generations. 
 
    He climbed up onto one of the wagons as near to the center of the camp as he could get. He heard someone yell his name, but when he turned he couldn’t tell who it was. The day was getting dark quickly. The leading edge of the sandstorm was almost on them. 
 
    Karliss pulled his janu down from his mouth. Instantly the skin on his face began to burn from the blowing sand. Sand blew into his mouth and throat, making it hard to breathe. He held the krysala up to his mouth and whistled through it, channeling power through it. The krysala began to glow softly with a blue light. He whistled louder, summoning more and more wind power and sending it through the object. Its glow became bright enough that people noticed and turned to see what he was doing. 
 
    Pulling the janu back up over his face, he threw the krysala up into the air. The wind tried to bat it away, and it took a great effort on his part to make it stay in place, twenty feet or so overhead. At first nothing happened and he began to think that the krysala wouldn’t work after all, that he would have to risk the old one. But he kept turning it slowly, changing its position relative to the blowing wind. 
 
    All at once he got the position right. The wind blew across the grooves and through the holes carved into it. A loud wailing sound came from it, rising and falling with the gusting wind. It was almost music, though music of an alien nature that made people shudder even as they instinctively drew closer to it. With the added power from the high winds, the krysala began to glow so brightly people had to shield their eyes from it. It was a blue star against the black wall of the encroaching sandstorm, now only a few hundred paces away and coming toward them faster than a galloping horse. 
 
    Now came the hard part, the part Karliss was most worried about. He would have to take hold of the power coming through the krysala and shape it. He’d never tried to control so much power before. There was so much that it had become visible to the clans people, a wide swath of blue light streaming out from the krysala and dissipating to the east. He shot a look at the oncoming sandstorm and winced. He would only have one shot. Once the storm hit, he would no longer be able to stay up on the wagon. Doubtless he would also lose his hold on the new krysala. It would be destroyed or blown away and lost. 
 
    He reached out and began gathering up the blue light. It wasn’t easy to do. There was so much of it. It was like trying to stand in a flooding river without being swept away. The power scraped over him inside, abrading some essential part of him. It hurt. He felt as if he was about to be blown away like a leaf in the wind. 
 
    He got a small fraction of the power under control, then some more. As he did so he discovered that he was stronger than he’d realized. The efforts of the past year were paying off. He was no longer a child, playing with the wind. He was a powerful tlacti, controlling the wind, making it answer to him. 
 
    Strengthening his grip on the wind’s power, he dragged it back, over the camp. The blue light was now a large, roughly circular patch overhead. Sand was now blowing so hard he could barely see, but he didn’t really need to. He could feel the power he held with his will, knew exactly how far it extended. Biting his lip in concentration, he bent the light downward. As the blue glow spread toward the ground, the sandstorm, like a vicious predator about to be deprived of its prey, redoubled its efforts. The wagon rocked beneath Karliss, and he had to crouch and hold onto the side to keep from being blown off of it. 
 
    With a final effort of will, Karliss brought the umbrella of light down to the ground. The wind died out. The shield shivered as the full force of the sandstorm struck it, but it held. 
 
    In the sudden silence, Nergui’s voice could be plainly heard: “See?” he said to Firehair. “I told you he’s the greatest tlacti ever.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    The sandstorm blew itself out around midnight. The next morning there was a haziness in the air from all the dust that still lingered, but there wasn’t a breath of wind. All around the perimeter of the camp were tall drifts of sand. On the windward side they were taller than a man. The Sertithians had to dig their way through the new dunes to leave their camp. 
 
    “I’m sure glad all that sand stayed out here,” Batu said, grunting as he helped shovel sand. Even on the lee side the drifts were waist high. “We’d all be buried otherwise.” 
 
    “Do you think Kasai was behind that storm?” Hulagu asked Karliss. Hulagu was streaked with sweat and a thick layer of dust was stuck to his face. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Karliss replied. “I hope not, but there’s no way to know what he is really capable of.” 
 
    Firehair came walking up. “I wanted to thank you again for what you did.” He looked at the drifts of sand and shuddered. “I don’t know if my men and I would have survived that storm if we’d been caught out in it.” 
 
    “I’m glad I could help.” 
 
    “I’d like to give you a token of my appreciation,” Firehair continued. “Something to show you how grateful I am not to be buried in sand this morning. What do you want? You can pick anything from my stores.” 
 
    Karliss thought about it for a moment. “How about a new pair of boots?” 
 
    Firehair looked at his feet. “I think I have boots in your size.” 
 
    “Not for me.” Karliss pointed at Hulagu. “For my friend.” 
 
    “Your friend has awfully big feet, but I’ll see what I can do.” He scratched his beard. “About that proposition I mentioned earlier.” 
 
    “You want to talk about it now?” 
 
    “I want to throw it out there and let you think about it. Come with me and let’s go find your terl. He’ll want to hear this too.” 
 
    Karliss followed Firehair over to where the terl was saddling his horse. 
 
    “If I could have one minute of your time,” Firehair said. “I have a proposition for you.” 
 
    Dashin looked from Firehair to Karliss and then back to the trader. “Our tlacti is not for trade,” he said stiffly. 
 
    “After seeing what he is capable of, I don’t blame you,” Firehair said with a smile. “But hear me out. Anyway, I don’t want to buy him. I want to borrow him.” 
 
    “Borrow?” Karliss asked. “For what?” 
 
    “For the king of Qarath.” 
 
    “Why does the king want our tlacti?” Dashin asked suspiciously. 
 
    “Maybe I’m not explaining this right,” Firehair said. “Let me back up to the beginning. Before I left Qarath, Quyloc, Macht Rome’s chancellor, called me into his office. He said that while I was traveling in your lands I should keep my eyes open for someone young, maybe even a child, who showed unusual abilities with the wind. Knowing of your wind shamans, he thought it possible the one he has been looking for could be found here.” 
 
    “Why?” the terl asked, crossing his arms. 
 
    “Naturally I asked that too. I was told that there is a great war coming, and the only chance we have of winning lies with three young people gifted with unusual abilities. I believe one of them is Karliss.” 
 
    Karliss was already shaking his head. “No. There’s no way. I can’t leave here while Kasai threatens my people.” 
 
    Firehair said, “If Quyloc is right, the coming war threatens your people too. It threatens everyone.” 
 
    “Maybe Kasai is the threat he spoke of,” the terl said. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Firehair replied. “Maybe. Let me finish my proposition and leave you something else to think about. Quyloc told me I could offer you a significant reward for coming to talk to him. Just for talking. No commitment.” 
 
    “What sort of reward?” 
 
    “A wagon load of good steel weapons. Milled lumber, more than enough to repair your damaged wagons and replace the ones you’ve lost. Food too. Grain, rice, whatever you want.” 
 
    “It is quite a price,” the terl said. 
 
    “I’m not going,” Karliss repeated. The terl held up his hand for silence. 
 
    “Karliss is right. We need him here. If this foreign king wants to speak with him so much, he will need to come here.” 
 
    Firehair nodded. “I expected you to say that. Still, I said I would try.” He patted dust off his hat and put it back on. “Keep it in mind, though.” 
 
    After he walked away, the terl looked at Karliss. “We could use these things he offers. They would help us greatly. I wish there was some way I could send you with him.” 
 
    “If we could defeat Kasai, then I could go speak with this king,” Karliss said. 
 
    The terl gave him a sharp look. “You sound like a man with an idea.” 
 
    “It may be nothing…” Karliss said. 
 
    “Still, I would hear it.” 
 
    “The wind spirits once told me that they are kin to Kasai.” 
 
    The terl nodded. “I remember you saying that.” 
 
    “The word of power allows me to control a spirit. But what if there are other words? If there is one for the spirits, why not one for those they are kin to as well? What if there is one that would allow me control over Kasai?” 
 
    The terl’s eyes flashed. “It makes sense. If such a thing exists, it might give us the weapon we need to defeat this demon. But where will you find this other word?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet,” Karliss admitted. “I need to find out where the tablet is that the word I have was copied from. There’s nothing about where the tablet is or where it came from in the scrolls. I’m hoping that one of the other tlacti knows, maybe Qara. I’ll ask her when we get to the Gathering.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Spotted Elk Clan arrived at the Gathering a day late. As the wagon train rumbled into the broad, shallow valley where the Gathering was held, Karliss looked at the sprawling camp and realized they were not the only ones who were late. From what he could see, two other clans were late also. Though the clans camped close together for the Gathering, still each individual clan’s camp retained its own borders. He could count only eight other clans already gathered. 
 
    Spotted Elk Clan rolled down to their usual spot near the shallow stream that flowed through the valley. Once his yurt was set up, Karliss told his friends that he needed to go speak to Qara. 
 
    “We’ll come with you,” Hulagu said. 
 
    “Who is she?” Batu asked. 
 
    “She’s the oldest of the tlactis,” Karliss replied. “I want to ask her where the word of power came from.” 
 
    He set off for the camp of Striped Badger Clan, his friends flanking him. 
 
    “Is it me, or are things a lot quieter this year?” Batu asked after a few minutes. 
 
    “Maybe it’s just us who are quieter,” Hulagu said. “Things have changed a lot in the last year.” 
 
    “You can say that again,” Batu said sadly. “A year ago we were stealing progis, not a care in the world. Now look at us.” 
 
    “I feel it too,” Hulagu said. “I miss the days when the most I had to worry about was whether we were going to get caught and get into trouble. Remember that time when Karliss said it would be fun to release a skunk in the middle of the terls’ meeting?” 
 
    “I can still remember them running out of there like they were on fire,” Batu said, smiling. “I bet they’re still talking about it.” 
 
    They continued reminiscing as they walked and Karliss felt a great sadness slip over him. Those times were gone and they would never return. He missed them fiercely. What he wouldn’t give to go back and relive one day from the past. 
 
    The yellow flag with the badger embroidered on it flapping above the terl’s yurt told them they’d reached Striped Badger Clan’s camp. With all the arcane symbols painted on it, the tlacti’s yurt was easy to find,. But when they approached it a young warrior intercepted them. 
 
    “She is sleeping,” he said. “Come back later.” 
 
    “I am tlacti for Spotted Elk Clan,” Karliss told him. “I need to speak with her. It’s important.” 
 
    The young man was unmoved. “Come back later.” 
 
    They were about to walk away when a voice came from inside the yurt. “Let him pass.” 
 
    The young warrior stepped aside. “Wait out here,” Karliss told his friends. He opened the door flap and entered the yurt. There were two braziers burning and it was unpleasantly hot and stuffy inside. Dried herbs had been put on the braziers and the air was filled with pungent smoke. Hanging from the ceiling were a number of strange objects, bleached animal skulls, desiccated lizards, the foot of a lish badger. It was dim and hard to see and Karliss banged into a couple of them while crossing the yurt. 
 
    Qara was lying propped up on furs and blankets. Even in the poor light he could see that she was unwell. She was little more than skin and bones. Her breathing was raspy. Spittle ran from the corner of her mouth. But her eyes were bright and sharp and they fixed on Karliss. He knelt down and touched his forehead in respect. The old lady wasted no time. 
 
    “How long did Ihbarha last?” Qara asked. 
 
    “Some weeks.” 
 
    “He was as tough as he was ornery,” she said. 
 
    “He belonged to the spirits at the end. The clouds were in his eyes.” 
 
    “Did they stop him before he hurt anyone?” 
 
    Karliss shook his head. 
 
    Qara coughed and when it had passed, she said, “It was a fear he had, that he would go the same path as his bagesh and turn on his people at the end.” 
 
    “How are you doing?” 
 
    She raised a withered old hand and let it drop. “I think you can see for yourself. I do not have much time left.” She coughed again. “A wind-touched child has been born to us, but I will not be here to teach her the ways. I fear for my clan.” Her gaze passed over him. “You are not the same boy you were a year ago.” 
 
    “No,” Karliss said. “We have had…troubles.” 
 
    “I knew you had. I have seen the omens in the clouds.” 
 
    “The creature who killed Long-striding Antelope Clan attacked us. His name is Kasai.” 
 
    She nodded and wiped at the corner of her mouth. “In my dreams I have seen him, a white-skinned thing who burns with gray fire.” 
 
    “We defeated him once, but he will attack again.” 
 
    “That is why you have come to see me. You hope I can help you. But you find this.” She spread her hands. “I cannot even rise to make water by myself.” 
 
    “I thought you might have information.” 
 
    “Ask. I will tell you all I can, though no creature like Kasai has ever attacked the clans before.” 
 
    “It’s about the black scroll.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “You’ve used the word of power then. A risky move, for one so young.” 
 
    “I found that out the hard way, the first time I tried to use it. The second time went better.” 
 
    “Twice in one year?” 
 
    “It has been a difficult time.” 
 
    “What do you want to know?” 
 
    “Where did the word of power come from?” 
 
    “Help me to take a drink of water and I will tell you the story as it was told to me.” 
 
    There was a mug of water sitting nearby. Karliss helped Qara sit up enough to drink from it. Much of it ran down her cheeks and he wiped away what he could. She settled back onto her furs and began to speak. 
 
    “When our people first came to this land it was a harsh, inhospitable place. The wind blew without ceasing. Storms came one after the other. Despite this, our people fell in love with it for we are people of the horse and here was a place with the grass and the open spaces that horses need to thrive. But despite our best efforts we soon realized that we could not live here. The wind and the storms were too much. We must leave or perish. 
 
    “There was one among us who would not give in. His name was Unegen. During a terrible storm, the worst our people had yet seen, Unegen walked off into the steppes, vowing he would not return until he had had a reckoning with whatever gods were behind the storms. He walked alone into the heart of the storm, the rain pelting him, the wind lashing him, lightning stabbing the earth all around him. But he was not dismayed. He raised his voice to the sky. ‘Take back your storms!’ he yelled. ‘Control them or I will!’ 
 
    “His words angered the gods of the four winds. In the following days they sent every manner of foul weather at him. Floods. Tornados. Snow and ice. But Unegen refused to yield. He faced all of it and he did not bend. 
 
    “He made his way north and in time he saw lights in the sky, waves of shimmering blue and green and red. Taking this as a sign, he walked toward the lights. The gods’ fury continued unabated, but he did not falter. He came to high mountains and saw that the strange lights seemed to center over one of the peaks, a peak shaped like an eagle resting. He made his way to the peak. At the base of the peak was a cave. It was in that cave that he found the tablet. 
 
    “The words on the tablet were in a strange language, such as he had never seen, and he could not understand them. Delirious with cold and starvation, he fell asleep in the cave. While sleeping, a spirit appeared to him and spoke to him a single word, the word of power. He awakened from his sleep, walked back out into the storm and shouted the word into the teeth of the wind. 
 
    “The wind died down. The snow stopped. Unegen had won. He became our first tlacti.” 
 
    “Do you think it’s true?” 
 
    Qara shrugged. “Parts of it probably. The word must have come from somewhere.” 
 
    “Do you know where this cave is?” Karliss asked excitedly. 
 
    “There are tall mountains to the northwest of the steppes, beyond our territory,” the old woman told him. “Most likely they are the same ones. Why?” 
 
    “I want to go there. There may be other words of power.” 
 
    “A bold move, young Karliss, but a foolish one. It is a long journey. They may not even be the same mountains. If you do find the tablet, it will make no sense to you.” 
 
    “You are right,” he told her. “But I think I have to try. Kasai has promised to kill my clan.” 
 
    Realization flickered in her eyes and she raised her head slightly. “You think to find a word to control him as well.” 
 
    “I have nothing else. He is too powerful. Eventually he will defeat us.” 
 
    She settled back onto her furs. “It may be that you will succeed. Certainly you are more powerful than any tlacti I have ever known. Don’t look so surprised. Did you really think I didn’t notice you? As leader of all the wind shamans it is my job to know the strengths and weaknesses of those who seek to lead their clans across the steppes. I have watched you since you were only a child.” She pointed one quivering finger at him. “The rest of us are touched by the wind. You are part of it.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    “The wind is from the west again today,” Qara said. Karliss and the tlactis from the other clans were gathered in her yurt. It was cramped in there, but Qara had grown weaker since the start of the Gathering and it was best not to move her if they could help it. 
 
    “As it has been every day of the Gathering,” Mek, a middle-aged tlacti, said. 
 
    “The people are worried,” added another, a young woman named Kam. 
 
    “The ritual of appeasement might calm them,” Mek said. “That is why we have come to talk to you.” 
 
    “Or it could make things worse,” said another, a wispy woman with gray hair. “If the ritual fails.” 
 
    “Better or worse, we must know if we are to guide,” Qara said. “You were right to come to me. We will hold the ritual tonight.” 
 
    “But we are still missing two clans,” Kam said. 
 
    “And they may not come at all. Still, we must do this.” Her strength exhausted, Qara lay back on her furs. 
 
    “We can only pray that the gods will help us against this Kasai,” Mek muttered. “Perhaps they see him as a threat too.” 
 
    Karliss wanted to speak up then. He wanted to tell them that he didn’t think there were any gods, or at least not anymore. They were on their own in this. But he said nothing. It would serve no purpose and only frighten them more. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    At sunset that day the tlactis and their apprentices made their way to the flat-topped hill where the ritual of appeasement would take place. Qara, too weak to stand, was carried on a stretcher. The animals for the sacrifice had already been tethered in place: to the south, to appease Esegen, god of the south winds, was a pheasant. To the east, to appease Bai-ulgan, god of the east winds, a yak. To the north, to appease Tung-alk, god of the north winds, a goat. And to the west, to appease Erlik Khan, god of the west winds, was a horse. 
 
    Except for Qara, who was propped up in a sitting position, the tlactis stood in a circle. The wind was even stronger than it had been that morning, and still it came from the west. Normally the ritual of appeasement would not be held while the west wind was blowing, but things were far from normal. Looking at their faces, Karliss could see fatalism on most of them, as if the tiles had already been cast and all that was left was to read them and see how bad the news really was. 
 
    “Let us do this,” Qara rasped. 
 
    The tlactis held their krysalas up to their faces and began the chant. Karliss used the old krysala he’d inherited from Ihbarha rather than the new one. The krysalas amplified their chants so that they boomed and thundered across the hilltop. The ground seemed to shake with the sound. The wind grew stronger and Karliss felt the aranti begin to gather, flitting back and forth across the sky. 
 
    The chant changed and now they beseeched Esegen, asking for his mercy and favor for the coming year. The pheasant was killed, its blood sprinkled on the flames. 
 
    The wind grew stronger still, threatening to extinguish the small sacrificial fires. Clouds began to form in the west. Karliss glanced down at the mass of Sertithians gathered around the base of the hill. Their faces looked pale in the waning light. Many turned to look at the clouds. 
 
    The tlactis turned their attention to Bai-ulgan, begging her to accept their sacrifice. The yak tethered to the east was killed, its blood thrown on the fire. 
 
    The clouds built quickly. They seethed and boiled and lightning began to flicker in their depths. 
 
    It was getting dark quickly, and Karliss was having trouble seeing the faces of the other tlactis except in the flashes of lightning. A couple of them looked close to running, their eyes wide, their bodies shaking with fear. Mek looked like he was gritting his teeth. Qara had her eyes closed. 
 
    By the time the goat had been sacrificed to Tung-alk, clouds covered the sky and lightning was flashing constantly. The wind was a howl that nearly drowned out the chant. 
 
    The chant shifted to Erlik Khan, begging her forbearance. As the chant reached its final lines the signal was given to the two apprentices holding the horse. The horse was rearing and striking out with its hooves and it was all the apprentices could do to keep it from bolting. One of them let go of the rope he was holding with one hand and reached for the sacrificial knife at his belt. But before he could draw it a lightning bolt stabbed down out of the clouds. It struck the horse on the head, killing the animal instantly. The apprentices were flung backwards. 
 
    Rain began to fall. 
 
    But it was no normal rain. The drops were hot and burned the skin. Chaos erupted. People drew their hoods over their heads and sheltered their children in their arms as they began streaming toward their yurts. The tlactis fled as well. On every face Karliss saw animal fear and dread. 
 
    He went to Qara and crouched over her. “Hold on!” he cried, having to yell over the noise of the storm. “We’ll get you out of here.” He looked around and located the stretcher. Now he needed someone else to help him carry it. But the only people he saw were all fleeing. 
 
    The rain fell harder and he turned back to Qara to tell her he needed to get help, that he’d be right back. 
 
    But in the next flash of lightning he saw that she was dead. Her eyes were open and they were filling with rain. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    The council for Spotted Elk Clan met early the next morning. The tension in the council yurt was palpable. Never had an appeasement ritual gone so wrong. Never had there been so many ill omens. The burning rain had fallen for much of the night and this morning the sky was a strange, bruised color. The herds, those that hadn’t fled during the night, were restless, on the edge of panic. 
 
    “Why are we having this meeting?” Henta asked irritably. “Other clans are already packing to leave the Gathering. We should be doing the same.” 
 
    “Our tlacti requested this meeting,” the terl said. “We will hear him speak.” 
 
    They all turned to Karliss. He thought about the first council meeting he’d sat in on, when they’d handed over the clan krysala to him. It seemed so long ago. He took a deep breath. He’d thought about this a lot during the night, but that didn’t make it any easier. 
 
    “Amongst the tlactis there is an old story. It is the story of Unegen, who travelled to the great mountains to the north and returned with the knowledge that we use to guide our people to this day.” Briefly, he told them the rest of the story. 
 
    “That is nothing more than a legend,” Henta scoffed when he was done, her face twisted as if she’d bitten into something sour. 
 
    “Are you sure about that? If it’s only a legend, then how do you explain the word of power? Where did it come from? Where did any of our knowledge come from?” 
 
    “Perhaps you are right,” the terl said. “Perhaps the legend is true. What does that have to do with us?” 
 
    “He wants to retrace Unegen’s steps,” Yeke said. A strange smile played across the old man’s lips. 
 
    “After last night’s disaster, you want to run off on a foolish adventure?” Henta asked incredulously. 
 
    “Hold on,” the terl said. “Let him finish speaking before we make decisions.” 
 
    “The spirts told me once that they are kin to Kasai. According to the story, there were other words on the tablet Unegen found. He only learned the one, which we use to control the spirits.” 
 
    “You think one of the other words might be used to control Kasai,” Yeke said. Karliss nodded. 
 
    “It’s possible,” Ganzorig said. “It makes sense.” 
 
    “No, it doesn’t!” Henta snapped. “We could be attacked by Kasai any day. There could be another sandstorm worse than the last. And don’t forget about those stone soldiers he saw. If those attack us, we’ll be helpless. This is madness. We need him here!” 
 
    They argued about it for some time, but Karliss said nothing more. To a certain extent he agreed with Henta. Maybe this was a terrible idea. Maybe he would only get himself killed and leave his clan defenseless. 
 
    Finally, Yeke spoke up once again. “Elder Henta is right. To send our tlacti away now, when we are beset on all sides, seems the height of madness. But it is my feeling that we fight a war we will inevitably lose. It seems that even the gods have turned their backs on us. If we are to have any chance at all, we must strike boldly. The odds are slim, but if this succeeds we may vanquish our foe forever. I vote we send our tlacti on this quest. What say the rest of you?” 
 
    Henta and Shria, the other elder woman on the council, both voted no. The rest voted yes. 
 
    “It is decided,” the terl said when the vote was finished. He looked at Karliss. “You will leave tomorrow morning. I will send two dozen warriors with you.” 
 
    Outside, Karliss’ father pulled him aside. “Walk with me,” he said. They walked off by themselves. 
 
    “Keep your eyes open out there,” his father said. “Use your head. I know you have all these abilities, but your mind is still your best weapon. Use it. Think before you act. There’s almost always a way through the problem facing you, but you need to be clear-headed if you’re going to see it.” 
 
    “I’ll try,” Karliss replied. 
 
    “This may sound strange, but I have a good feeling about this. Do you know why I think that?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I have confidence in you. I’ll be the first to admit that there were plenty of times over the years when I doubted. You got into so much trouble. You refused to respect your gift or work to strengthen it. Many times I wondered if the gods were playing a trick on us. But you’ve changed. You’ve grown up in the last year. You’ve become a man. And so I know that you will do what needs to be done.” 
 
    Karliss could find no words to reply. He could only hope that his father’s trust was not misplaced. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Word spread fast through the clan about what Karliss was going to do. He could feel their eyes on him as the day progressed. He saw a lot of fear in their faces. Their tlacti was leaving right when they needed him the most. But he saw hope too. He wasn’t sure which was harder on him. Over and over during the day he second-guessed himself. He changed his mind numerous times and even walked almost to the terl’s yurt one time to tell him he wasn’t going after all. But, though he questioned and doubted constantly, he couldn’t rid himself of the core belief that the answers they needed would be found in the mountains, or they wouldn’t be found at all. If he didn’t make the effort, they would eventually lose to Kasai anyway. They might hold out for a year or two, but the Guardian had a limitless supply of soldiers he could send at them. 
 
    Late in the day it began to occur to Karliss that he should make the journey alone. The terl had said he would send two dozen warriors to accompany Karliss on his journey. But that would leave the clan’s defenses seriously depleted. He would also draw a lot more attention, traveling with that many people. His chances of being unnoticed were better if he went alone. 
 
    Finally, there was the very real chance that this mission would fail and everyone on it would die. They would be traveling into country no Sertithian had ventured into for centuries. Who knew what dangers awaited? If that happened, better it was only he who died, and not a large portion of the clan’s warriors. 
 
    The idea of going alone was terrifying to Karliss, but once he thought of it, he couldn’t stop thinking of it. By sunset he’d decided to do it. At least he would not have the responsibility of other deaths on his shoulders if it all went bad. 
 
    He was careful not to let any hint of his decision show in his words or actions throughout the evening meal, knowing he was being closely watched by many. After eating, as he was heading back to his yurt, Ganbold caught up to him. He’d made a harness for the captured tulwar and was wearing it across his back so the tip no longer dragged on the ground. He looked upset. 
 
    “I tried, Karliss. I really tried.” 
 
    “Tried what?” 
 
    “To get the terl to let me go with you, but he won’t budge. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Karliss was touched. “Thank you,” he said simply. 
 
    “I should be there,” Ganbold continued. “I know you’re this powerful tlacti and all, but you’re still my little brother. It’s my job to look out for you and make sure you don’t fall and bang your head or anything.” 
 
    Karliss smiled, remembering the incident Ganbold was talking about. It was years before, when they were both still children. He and his brother were playing near the eroded bank of a stream, when suddenly it gave way and Karliss fell into the stream and hit his head on a rock. He would have drowned if Ganbold hadn’t pulled him out of the water. Ganbold got in a lot of trouble from their parents, who told him as the older brother it was his responsibility to look after his little brother and keep him safe. 
 
    “I had a lump on my head for days,” Karliss said, touching the spot on his forehead. 
 
    “It was huge. Like a robin’s egg, it was. I thought you were growing a horn.” 
 
    Then they both stood there in silence. Ganbold was the first to speak again. 
 
    “You take care of yourself, okay? Don’t make me come rescue you.” 
 
    “I’ll try.” 
 
    “Try what? To make me come rescue you? Or to take care of yourself?” 
 
    “The taking care of myself part.” 
 
    “You’ve always been a pain, you know that? Never doing what you were supposed to. Always getting into trouble. Never being a normal little brother. I can’t tell you how many times I wanted to thrash you. But I’m proud of you. I wouldn’t want anyone else as my brother. I guess I just want you to know that.” 
 
    And with that Ganbold gave him an awkward pat on the shoulder and started to turn away. 
 
    Acting on an impulse that surprised him, and surprised Ganbold even more, Karliss threw his arms around his brother and gave him a hug. Ganbold hugged him back fiercely. When they pulled apart his brother’s eyes looked wet and he wouldn’t look directly at Karliss. 
 
    “Hurry back,” Ganbold said, and walked away. “I have sentry duty tonight, but I should see you before you leave in the morning.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    “You’re going away?” Narantse cried, the moment Karliss entered the family yurt. She ran to him, and when he bent down, she threw her small arms around his neck. “I don’t want you to leave. What if you don’t come back?” 
 
    “I’ll come back,” he told her, squeezing her tightly. “I promise.” 
 
    She pulled back, put her small hands on the sides of his face and stared into his eyes. “You better. It’s bad to break promises.” 
 
    “I’ll be back before you hardly know I’m gone.” 
 
    She frowned at him. “I don’t think it’s going to be that fast.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “I’m not a little kid anymore, you know. I don’t believe everything.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best,” he assured her. 
 
    “I guess that will do,” she replied. 
 
    Narantse went back to what she was doing and Karliss straightened. His mother had been standing there, watching the whole thing. She had tears in her eyes. The sight of them made him feel choked-up too. Karliss had to swallow hard a couple of times to make his tears go away. 
 
    Munkhe threw her arms around him and squeezed him so tightly it was hard to breathe. “I know I’m supposed to encourage you, but mostly I want to turn you over my knee and spank you until you see reason and change your mind. I don’t want you to go. I’m afraid you’ll never come back.” 
 
    “Ana, I’m having a hard time breathing,” Karliss said. 
 
    She pulled back and took his shoulders in her hands. He realized with a start that he was now taller than she was. When did that happen? 
 
    “Promise me you’ll take care of yourself. Don’t do anything too reckless.” She gave him a little shake. “I know how you are.” 
 
    “I promise,” he told her. 
 
    “Don’t try to be a hero. Stay close to the warriors who are going with you. They’ll protect you.” 
 
    “I will.” The lie hurt a little. He imagined how worried she would be when she found out he’d gone alone. He had to hope she would understand and forgive him. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    “But you can’t leave!” Nergui cried. “Who will be our tlacti? Who will save us?” 
 
    “How about you?” Karliss asked with a little smile. 
 
    “Don’t even joke about that,” Nergui said with horror. “If I was tlacti, everyone would die. Maybe the first day!” 
 
    “Then I better make sure I come back,” Karliss told him. 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want me to come with you? I’m good at driving a wagon. Hulagu said so. You can ask him.” 
 
    “I know you are. But we can’t take a wagon where we’re going. Besides, they need you here. You have to watch my things and make sure they don’t get lost.” 
 
    Nergui drew himself up straight and put his hand over his heart. “I’ll watch all of them every minute. I swear.” 
 
    “You can stop when you need to sleep, you know.” 
 
    “Nope.” Nergui shook his head vigorously so that his unbraided hair flew in all directions. “I’ll sleep with one eye always open.” 
 
    “I know I can count on you,” Karliss said. “If you have trouble, remember that you can get help from Batu and Hulagu. You know that, right?” 
 
    “Of course I know that,” Nergui told him happily, a smile breaking out on his face. “We’re friends now. We watch out for each other.” He closed one eye and peered at Karliss with the other. “Even when we’re asleep.” 
 
    Karliss walked toward his yurt wondering what was up with Batu and Hulagu. When he’d told them what he was doing, Hulagu said only, “Life’s too boring around here for you, is it?” and Batu kind of shrugged and said, “We’ll keep it all together here for you. Make sure you have something to come back to.” 
 
    He’d expected more, frankly. He thought they’d try to come with him or at least seem worried. It made him wonder if they were angry with him for going. But surely they saw that this was something he had to do for the good of the clan? It wasn’t like he had a lot of choices. In the end he just tried to put it out of his mind. He had too much to do with getting his departure ready. 
 
    Fortunately, no one thought anything of it when he began collecting food for the journey. The warriors who were supposed to accompany him were doing the same thing. He took as much jerky and flat bread as he thought he could carry and stuffed a pack with it. To the pack he added other things he’d need, like a flint and steel, a length of hemp rope and, of course, his new krysala. He thought about taking the old one, but decided to leave it. If something happened to him, the next tlacti—if there was one—would need it. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Karliss waited until the camp was completely quiet, and then he waited longer. When he was sure everyone was asleep, he picked up his pack, slung his bed roll over his shoulder, and stepped out of the yurt. He was fastening the door flap when a voice spoke softly right next to him. 
 
    “I told you he would try to sneak away without us.” 
 
    Karliss jumped in surprise, his heart pounding hard. A moment later he realized that it was Batu’s voice he’d heard. He could dimly see another shape approach and join Batu. 
 
    “I was hoping you were smarter than that,” Hulagu said softly. “Shows what I know.” 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Karliss whispered to them. 
 
    “The question is, what are you doing here?” Batu replied. “It looks like you’re trying to sneak away without your friends.” 
 
    “But we know that can’t be right,” Hulagu said, grabbing Karliss by the back of the neck as if he was planning on shaking him. “So what it must be is you were just about to come find us.” 
 
    “You can’t come with me,” Karliss hissed. “I have to go alone.” 
 
    “I know,” Hulagu said, “that’s why we’re coming with you.” 
 
    “I don’t think you know what alone means,” Karliss said. 
 
    “And I don’t think you know what friends mean,” Batu rejoined. 
 
    “Besides, the terl told us to guard you,” Hulagu added. “You don’t want us to get in trouble with him, do you?” 
 
    “You’ll get into more trouble when he finds out you snuck away during the night.” 
 
    Karliss felt, more than saw, Hulagu shrug. “That’s a problem for when we get back. Now no more talk. It’s time to go. We need to be far away before they realize we’re gone.” 
 
    “I’m not going to be able to talk you out of this, am I?” Karliss asked. 
 
    “No,” Batu said. “So don’t bother trying. Come on. We have horses tied over here, already saddled and loaded up.” 
 
    Karliss followed them out of the camp. He still thought this was a bad idea, but he had to admit that he felt a vast sense of relief. The thought of going alone was overwhelming. Knowing he would have his two closest friends with him made everything seem so much more possible and so much less terrifying. 
 
    They untied the horses, mounted up, and rode off into the darkness. Karliss’ eyes were adjusting to the darkness now, and he could see a fair bit by the light of the stars. They rode for a couple of minutes in silence. He was starting to relax and think they’d gotten away without a problem when a dark shape rose up from the ground almost directly in front of his horse. 
 
    Karliss got his second fright of the night and he jerked on the reins to wheel the horse, but the figure caught hold of his bridle and stopped him. 
 
    “Is that you, Karliss?” the figure said, and Karliss relaxed as he realized it was Ganbold’s voice. “And who else is with you? Hulagu and Batu. I should’ve guessed.” 
 
    “You startled me, Ganbold,” Karliss said. “I didn’t see you there.” 
 
    “That’s the point of sentry duty, you know. It’s kind of pointless if the enemy can see you. I admit though, I didn’t expect to find someone sneaking out of the camp.” 
 
    “I can’t take all those warriors with me,” Karliss said. “It will leave the clan too vulnerable.” 
 
    “You may be right, but the terl made the decision. It’s his call. You know that, right?” 
 
    “I know. But I still think—” 
 
    “Forget it. I know better than anyone how pointless it is to argue with my stubborn brother.” 
 
    “We know too,” Batu said. 
 
    “He’s impossible,” Hulagu chimed in. 
 
    “But I’m going with you,”  Ganbold finished. 
 
    “No,” Karliss said. 
 
    “That would mean deserting your post,” Hulagu intoned. “That’s serious.” He was right. Deserting his post was one of the worst things a warrior could do. Warriors had been exiled from the clan in the past for it. 
 
    Ganbold swore freely for a minute. “How do you do this, Karliss? How do you always manage to get things your way?” 
 
    “I don’t know. It works out that way sometimes.” 
 
    “All the time.” Ganbold sighed. “Okay. I should raise the alarm, you know. That’s part of being a sentry too.” 
 
    “I hope you won’t.” 
 
    “No, I won’t. I’ll have to tell the terl I fell asleep. Or maybe something else. Crap. Even though I can’t come, I wish I could help. Wait. I know.” He reached over his shoulder and drew the huge tulwar. He started to hold it up to Karliss, then walked over and handed it to Hulagu. “Here. Maybe it will come in handy.” 
 
    “But you earned this when you killed the one carrying it,” Hulagu said, not taking the sword. 
 
    “I know, but it’s too big for me anyway. I was trying to find a way to quit carrying it without looking foolish.” 
 
    “They’ll know you gave it to us,” Karliss said. 
 
    “Not if I tell them it’s packed away in my things. Here.” Ganbold untied the harness he’d made to carry the tulwar and handed it over to Hulagu too. “Use it to kill something that’s threatening my little brother.” 
 
    “I will,” Hulagu replied. 
 
    “Now get out of here before one of the other sentries notices,” Ganbold said. 
 
    “Thank you, brother,” Karliss said. Ganbold muttered something and waved them away. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    The three companions rode as quickly as they dared after leaving the camp, trotting the horses across the rolling steppes most of the time, breaking into a lope now and then. They forded streams that were smaller than normal. They rode through the night without stopping and when dawn came Hulagu peered to the north and pointed. 
 
    “I think I can see the mountains. There. Just the tips of them.” 
 
    “They look so small,” Batu said. 
 
    “That’s because they’re still a long ways away,” Hulagu said. “They’ll get bigger as we get closer. Trust me.” 
 
    “You act like you know so much, but you’ve never seen mountains either,” Batu said. The boys had all spent their whole lives out on the steppes, where the most they’d seen was a small hill. 
 
    “That doesn’t change the fact that I’m right,” Hulagu replied. “You wait. You’ll see.” 
 
    “Do you think they found out we’ve gone yet?” Batu asked, twisting in the saddle to look back the way they’d come. 
 
    “If they don’t, they will soon,” Karliss said. “We’d planned on getting an early start.” 
 
    “I bet the terl is going to be plenty angry. Do you think he’ll send men to chase us?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Hulagu said. “But we have a big head start and these are strong horses. I think we can get to the mountains before they can catch up, and once we’re there it will be easier to lose them.” 
 
    “Sube is probably making breakfast right now,” Batu said sadly. “I wonder what she’s making for me today. I hope she’s not too sad when she sees I’m gone.” He pulled a piece of jerky out of his pocket and began chewing on it glumly. 
 
    “If you ask me,” Hulagu said, “the poor girl could use a break. She doesn’t know what she’s gotten herself into, feeding you.” 
 
    “You think she’ll change her mind about me while I’m gone?” Batu asked worriedly. 
 
    “Only if she has any sense,” Hulagu said, and chuckled. 
 
    Karliss looked at the mountain peaks, blue in the distance, and wondered what they would find there. Mountains were the stuff of stories, magical places where gods and mysterious creatures lived. To be finally going to the mountains was something he’d never imagined. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Over the next handful of days the landscape changed. The ever-present grasses of the steppes began to fade away. In their place came stiff, knee-high bushes and clumps of thorny cacti. Forage for the horses became harder to find and they were forced to allow them more time to graze at the end of the day. The hills grew steeper, more pronounced. Rock outcroppings appeared, knobs of eroded granite jutting up from hilltops. 
 
    And every day the mountains grew larger and larger on the horizon. They could see a half dozen peaks now, and a long, hump-backed ridge that ran off to the east. There was no snow on the mountains. They looked bleak and empty. Hulagu and Batu spent time every day arguing about which peak was most likely to be the one they were searching for. 
 
    “It has to be that one,” Batu said, pointing at a peak on the right. “See? You can see the eagle’s head tucked down under its wing.” 
 
    “Yesterday you said the same thing about that peak on the left,” Hulagu said. “Make up your mind.” 
 
    “Well, I can’t help it if it looks different today.” 
 
    “What about tomorrow? Won’t it look different then?” 
 
    “Stop trying to confuse things and admit that you’re wrong,” Batu said. 
 
    To Karliss none of the peaks looked like eagles. Or they all did if you tried hard enough. He thought the chances were good that they never would find a peak that looked right. They’d simply wander around the mountains until they gave up or starved to death. 
 
    Then one morning they left the steppes behind completely and entered the foothills of the mountains. No longer could they ride in a nearly straight line toward their destination, but had to pick and choose their way. Sharp-sided gullies appeared. Though dry now, they gave mute evidence to the power of the flash floods that had carved them. Karliss thought how dangerous it would be to be caught in the bottom of one during a hard rain. They were steep enough that often there was no good exit from them for some ways. He kept his eyes on the horizon, watching for clouds over the mountains, and insisted they camp on high ground. 
 
    Fodder became ever harder to find and the horses grew lean. Wild game grew scarce, then practically nonexistent. Their food supplies dwindled at an alarming rate. 
 
    “I thought our food would last longer,” Hulagu said one night. After they stopped to camp, he’d gone out on foot with his bow, hoping to find game, but he’d had no luck. He unstrung his bow and tossed it down onto his gear. “I didn’t see a thing. Not even a bird. We’re going to have to ration our food if we’re going to make it.” 
 
    “Ration our food?” Batu said, a worried look on his face. 
 
    “We need to take a thorough tally of what we have and figure out exactly how many days we can get by on it.” 
 
    “Maybe this is just a bad spot for hunting,” Batu said. 
 
    “Look around,” Hulagu said. “It’s all a bad spot for hunting.” He spread out his blanket on the ground. “Everybody put their food here so we can go through it.” 
 
    Batu began backing away. “Is this really necessary? I’m sure we’ll find a deer or something tomorrow.” 
 
    “I think maybe we need to check his pockets,” Karliss said. “I think he’s holding out on us.” 
 
    “Is that right?” Hulagu said, turning on Batu. “How much do you have squirreled away in there, huh?” 
 
    Batu took another step back and put his hands up. “Nothing. Only a little jerky is all.” 
 
    “Out with it,” Hulagu said, closing in on him. “Or do I have to hold you upside down and shake you?” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” Batu grumbled. “You don’t have to threaten me.” 
 
    “Yet it looks like we did,” Karliss said. 
 
    Batu turned out to have more than even Karliss had expected. It made a nice pile once he laid it out. “I was planning to share, you know that, right?” 
 
    “Of course,” Karliss said. “We were only helping you do it before there was nothing left to share.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    That night they heard the wolves for the first time, howling in the distance. Batu got a worried look on his face and added a couple more pieces of wood to the fire, jerking his hand back and sucking on the ball of his thumb as he stuck himself with one of the thorns that covered the wood. 
 
    “Finally go somewhere with wood enough to burn, and it has to be covered in thorns,” he complained. “And it doesn’t even burn very good.” 
 
    “Still better than collecting manure, isn’t it?” Hulagu asked. Every Sertithian child grew up carrying dried manure for the fire. Wood was too scarce on the steppes to waste it by burning it. 
 
    Batu looked ruefully at his thumb, which was still oozing blood. “At least manure doesn’t stab you.” 
 
    Hulagu brought the horses in closer and tied them to shrubs right next to the fire. The horses stood there staring off into the darkness, their ears pricked up. 
 
    The next day they saw the wolves. Only two at first, slinking along a few hundred yards behind them. They were skinny, their ribs showing clearly. Their fur was so dark they were almost black, and they were smaller than the wolves they were used to seeing on the steppes. 
 
    “They’re skinny enough to be desperate,” Hulagu observed. 
 
    “You think so?” Batu said nervously. 
 
    “I don’t think they’ll attack us in the daylight, but after dark…” 
 
    Batu swallowed visibly and reached into his pocket. He scowled when he realized there was no longer anything to eat in there. 
 
    Late that afternoon they were riding up the bottom of a steep-sided gully carved through crumbling granite. The bottom was rocky, with nothing growing in it. The only plants growing on the sides of the gully were stunted clumps of thorns. 
 
    “Up there,” Hulagu said in a low voice, gesturing with his chin. 
 
    Karliss looked up and saw that on both sides of the gully wolves were lined up, probably a dozen in all. The wolves were staring at them with yellow, unblinking eyes. Batu, who’d been riding with his bow strung and an arrow nocked for the past couple of hours, let fly. But he shot too quickly and the arrow missed completely. As one the wolves ducked out of sight. 
 
    “I hate wolves,” Batu grumbled. “I always have.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t have fired,” Hulagu said. “Now we have to find a way out of this gully so we can fetch the arrow.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t be saying that if I’d hit one.” 
 
    “You’re getting too worked up. I told you, they won’t attack us during the day.” 
 
    “But there’s nothing wrong with evening the odds a bit, is there?” 
 
    That night they gathered as much wood as they could and built the fire up larger. They kept the horses close and ate their meager meal looking constantly over their shoulders. The wolves howled. They sounded a lot closer than they did the night before. 
 
    “I’ve always been afraid of wolves,” Batu admitted after a fresh round of howling, seemingly just out of the firelight. “Ever since I was a little kid. I don’t know why. There’s something about them that gets to me.” He hung his head. “I shouldn’t have said that.” 
 
    “Why?” Hulagu asked. 
 
    “Because you guys aren’t afraid of anything. You must think I’m nothing but a baby.” 
 
    “Well, that’s not true at all,” Hulagu said. 
 
    “Nope,” Karliss said. “I’m afraid of lots of things.” He thought of all the nights he’d laid awake, fearing Kasai and what he would do next. 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with being afraid,” Hulagu said, “so long as it doesn’t stop you from doing what needs to be done. And I know when the time comes that we can count on you.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be so sure of that,” Batu said mournfully. 
 
    “I was there when you stabbed Kasai’s captain in the back,” Hulagu replied. “Don’t tell me you weren’t afraid then.” 
 
    “I was so frightened I could barely breathe,” Batu said. “But I sort of forgot, I guess. I was even more afraid that he was going to kill you, Karliss.” He took a bite of his food and chewed slowly. “I think that’s why I eat so much. I don’t feel so afraid when I eat. Anyway, I’m sorry about hiding food from you. I shouldn’t have done that.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Karliss said. “It wasn’t hidden as well as you think it was.” 
 
    “Yeah, we both knew all along,” Hulagu added with a chuckle. 
 
    They slept with their horses’ reins in one hand and a weapon in the other. Hulagu took the first watch. He settled himself against a rock and laid the big tulwar across his knees. 
 
    Karliss thought he wouldn’t be able to sleep, but he was so exhausted that he fell asleep quickly. He was awakened some time later by a commotion. He jumped up, still bleary-eyed, and at first he couldn’t make out what was happening. In the dim light of the nearly-dead fire it looked like Hulagu was wrestling with a fur blanket. Then he blinked and realized what it was. 
 
    A handful of wolves were clustered around Hulagu, leaping and snapping at him. He had the big tulwar in his hand and was struggling to swing it, but they were too thick, too close to him, and he couldn’t do much besides keep them off him. It wouldn’t be long before they got through, though. 
 
    Batu sprang up, spear in hand, and flung himself into the fray, yelling at the top of his lungs as he did so. One of the wolves yelped as the spear pierced its side and the momentum of his charge cleared enough space that Hulagu finally got a good swing with his blade. Another wolf went down, yelping, a huge cut in its side. 
 
    Karliss called the wind to him and felt it respond, but he hesitated, not sure if he could use it. His friends and the wolves were packed too closely together. Any attack he mounted was as likely to injure them as the wolves. 
 
    Then a wolf came out of the shadows and leapt at Karliss from the side. He turned, channeling a strong blast as he did so. The wolf was knocked backwards, tumbling head over heels, and disappeared from sight. 
 
    Batu pulled his spear out of the dying wolf and stabbed another through the neck. The animal went down snapping wildly at the shaft. Batu kicked it off his spear and barely had time to use the butt of the spear to deflect the next charging animal. The wolf’s jaws snapped on thin air, but another was already leaping for Batu’s throat. Batu fell back and threw up the spear. The wolf’s powerful jaws snapped on the wooden haft, only inches from Batu’s throat. They went down in a tangle. 
 
    But he’d bought Hulagu the space he needed and now the tulwar was doing its deadly work. Hulagu swung it side to side in mighty sweeps, like a farmer scything wheat. Wolves went down howling with each swing. 
 
    Now that the wolves had pulled back, Karliss had targets to choose from. He hit two with a strong blast of air that sent them rolling away yelping. One leapt at Hulagu’s back, but Karliss saw it in time and swatted it aside with another blast of wind. 
 
    All of a sudden it was over. The wolves melted away except for those that were already dead. Two with serious injuries were whining, trying to crawl away. 
 
    Batu had a scratch on the side of his face. Hulagu had a bite on his arm. Other than that they had no injuries. Hulagu walked over to the two injured wolves and finished them off quickly. He stood over them, his head bowed. Then he started picking up carcasses and carrying them off into the darkness. Batu and Karliss collected the horses and calmed them down. 
 
    “I don’t think we’ll have any more trouble with them tonight,” Karliss said. “We hurt them pretty badly.” 
 
    “You see how skinny they are,” Hulagu said as he picked up a couple more to haul away. “Poor animals. They’re starving is all.” 
 
    “I’m glad they’re still starving,” Batu said with a shudder. “If they weren’t, that would mean they were eating us right now.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    The next day the countryside grew steeper and rockier as they began to ascend the lower slopes of the mountains. The mountains loomed over them now, blocking out the horizon, awe-inspiring in their bulk, clouds periodically wreathing the highest peaks. It was still hard for the companions to grasp the sheer enormity of them. They were like the bones of the world. The peaks seemed to be almost completely rock, devoid of growing things. 
 
    The cactus faded away and was replaced by short, twisted trees with sharp-edged leaves. The gullies had water in them now, sparse streams with bitter-tasting water. They were stopped by a small pool, letting the horses drink, when Hulagu saw the track in a patch of mud beside the stream. 
 
    “Look at this,” he said, dismounting and squatting down to look at it. 
 
    “There are people living up here?” Batu asked, looking around nervously. 
 
    “Looks like it,” Karliss said. 
 
    “But barefoot?” Batu said. “How primitive are these people?” 
 
    Hulagu was scanning the nearby ridges, his hand on his sword. The tulwar was strapped to his saddle, too cumbersome for carrying around. “They could be watching us right now.” 
 
    “Great,” Batu said. “Why couldn’t the cave Unegen found have been down on the steppes, maybe by a nice lake filled with fat fish? Why did it have to be up here?” 
 
    “No caves on the steppes,” Hulagu said somberly. “We need to stay ready. We don’t know how many of them there are, or if they are hostile.” 
 
    “If they’re as skinny as the wolves, then they’re definitely hostile,” Batu said. “They probably want to eat us too, especially me. I have the most meat on my bones.” 
 
    “Maybe you should ride in front,” Hulagu said. 
 
    “You’re hilarious,” Batu replied. “Why don’t you go first and I’ll stay behind you? You’re so big, they probably won’t even notice me.” 
 
    Karliss only half listened to them. He was watching the ridgetops. There were clumps of the stunted trees, rock outcroppings, sudden defiles. Enemies could be hiding in any of them. There were plenty of places to stage an ambush. 
 
    “I’m going to go take a look around,” he said. 
 
    He got off his horse, sat down and crossed his legs. He closed his eyes and lowered his mental barriers. He whistled. It wasn’t long before an aranti came racing by, as eager as a puppy. As it blew through him, he grabbed onto it. They shot up into the sky. He nudged the aranti, turning the creature, slowing the headlong pace so he could see more clearly. They flew in circles, each circle larger than the one before, while Karliss watched the landscape below. He saw no sign of whatever people had left the track. Which either meant they were gone now, or they were very good at hiding. 
 
    A minute later he returned to his body and opened his eyes. 
 
    “Did you see anything?” Hulagu asked. 
 
    Karliss shook his head and stood up. “We keep going. Maybe they’ll leave us alone.” 
 
    “I wish I believed that,” Batu said. 
 
    They rode unmolested through the morning and into the afternoon. The day was gray, with ragged clouds racing overhead. Rain sprinkled on them periodically. The wind shook the stunted trees and moaned through the rocks. The only living things they saw the whole time were a pair of jays that scolded them for their presence. They found only meager, yellowed grass for their mounts to feed on. 
 
    “Up close like this, none of the peaks look anything like eagles,” Batu said. “I don’t know how we’re ever going to find this cave.” 
 
    “Tomorrow morning I’ll go scout again,” Karliss said. He’d looked several times already but hadn’t found anything promising. 
 
    “I hope you find something this time,” Batu said. “I hope this isn’t all a waste of time.” 
 
    “It was always a long shot,” Hulagu reminded him. 
 
    Karliss didn’t reply. He was starting to have real doubts that they would ever find the same cave Unegen did. After all this time it could have been buried in a landslide. These might not even be the right mountains. 
 
    “At first I thought that these mountains were fascinating. I couldn’t wait to see them up close. Now I only want to leave. Who knew it would be this hard to get around in them? I haven’t seen a piece of flat land bigger than a blanket in days.” Batu said. Several times they’d dismounted and walked up the steeper slopes, trying to save the horses’ strength. “I hope—” 
 
    “Look,” Hulagu said, pointing. 
 
    In the distance, on a ridgetop, were three figures, staring down at them. They were well out of bowshot, too far away to see them very clearly. It looked like they were wearing animal skins. Or maybe they were part animal, Karliss thought. Anything seemed possible in this strange country. The figures weren’t moving. The three companions stopped. 
 
    “I guess it would be too much to hope they are only here to invite us to eat with them,” Batu said. “Share a nice rabbit stew, maybe.” 
 
    “You want to ride over and ask them?” Hulagu said. 
 
    “Maybe later.” 
 
    Hulagu raised a hand and waved at them. Still they didn’t move. 
 
    Finally, the three companions continued on. The trail they were following took them at an angle so that they veered away from the watching figures. When Karliss looked up again, they were gone. 
 
    “I think it would be best if we built no fire tonight,” Hulagu said, when they stopped to camp near dark at the base of a small cliff. “They probably know where we are, but there’s no sense in lighting a beacon to draw them in.” 
 
    “Maybe the wolves will eat us before they get a chance to,” Batu said gloomily. “There’s that to hope for.” 
 
    “I’m going to take another look around,” Karliss said, and summoned an aranti. But again there was nothing to see. He allowed himself to hope that the people they’d seen would leave them alone. Hulagu said nothing when he voiced this. Batu shook his head and muttered under his breath. 
 
    They sat in growing darkness eating. Each one only got a thin strip of jerky and a small piece of flatbread. “If they wait too long, there won’t be enough of me left to be worth eating,” Batu said, chewing his food slowly. “I’ll be nothing but bones and skin.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Hulagu said. “You have a ways to go before that happens.” 
 
    “Why don’t you tell us about Sube,” Karliss said. “That will take your mind off being eaten.” 
 
    Batu gave them a suspicious look. “I don’t feel like being teased about it.” 
 
    “I won’t tease you,” Karliss said. He looked at Hulagu. “How about you?” Hulagu shook his head. He looked back at Batu. “Do you like her?” 
 
    Batu shrugged. “I don’t know. I think so. I know I like the food she makes for me, but other than that… She laughs at my jokes. I like that. And she has a nice smile. I never noticed it before. Actually, I never really noticed her before.” 
 
    “Clearly she noticed you,” Karliss said. 
 
    “She’s always telling me how great I am, what a hero I am,” Batu said. “Which I like. It’s better than being teased for being fat. But it also makes me feel weird. I’m not a hero. I know I helped when that man with the burning eyes attacked the camp, but that was just…I don’t know. Something I did because I was there and I didn’t want him to hurt you, Karliss. That’s a long ways from being a hero.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s not,” Hulagu said. “Maybe that’s exactly what being a hero is.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t make a very good song,” Batu said, “some guy who was just there.” 
 
    “They’ll just have to make up a few things to spice it up,” Karliss said. “Which is probably what they do anyway when they come up with those songs.” 
 
    “Did you kiss her yet?” Hulagu asked. 
 
    “Oh, come on!” Batu protested. “You said you wouldn’t tease me!” 
 
    “So, no,” Hulagu said, a wicked grin on his face. 
 
    “We’re not there yet,” Batu said. 
 
    “Do you want to kiss her?” Karliss asked. 
 
    “Can we talk about something else?” 
 
    Karliss and Hulagu laughed. It felt good to laugh. Karliss didn’t get to laugh that much anymore. Everything always seemed so serious all the time. He grieved for how things used to be, when he laughed all the time, and the world seemed like so much fun. 
 
    They sat there in darkness for a while. Small sounds came from the horses. Far in the distance came the howl of a wolf. Something small zigzagged overhead, probably a bat. The mountains loomed over them, dark and jagged. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    In the morning Hulagu found tracks when he walked away to relieve himself. He called the others over to see. There were tracks from two different people, both of them barefoot. They were only a couple dozen paces away from the camp. 
 
    “I didn’t fall asleep during my watch,” Batu said. 
 
    “Obviously, they’re good at hiding,” Karliss said. “Good at moving quietly too.” 
 
    “Why didn’t they attack us?” Batu asked. 
 
    “Maybe they’re just curious,” Hulagu suggested. 
 
    Karliss summoned an aranti and went looking for the eagle-shaped peak again. Once again he found no sign of the peak, but he did find an elevated valley high in the heart of the mountains. The valley had a small pond in it, a good stand of trees, and quite a bit of grass. The problem was, he didn’t see any way to get into the valley. It was surrounded by sharp, rocky ridges and unscalable peaks. However, as he was heading back to the camp, he saw a narrow defile leading into the valley. It was little more than a crack, but it looked wide enough to get the horses through. When he got back he told the others about it. 
 
    “So you want to go even higher?” Batu asked, looking up at the peaks. “Why? What makes you think the cave is up there? It could be somewhere down here you know.” 
 
    “I know,” Karliss admitted. “But I have this feeling it’s up in that valley. There’s something about the place that draws me. It feels familiar somehow.” 
 
    “From what you described, there should be game up there,” Hulagu said. “And you said there is grass for the horses. At the least we could rest and give the horses a chance to recover.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s go,” Batu grumbled, heading for his horse. Under his breath he said, “Who knew mountains could be so big?” 
 
    The climbed stiffly onto their horses. They’d already gained quite a bit of elevation and since the sun wasn’t up yet it was cold. Their breath steamed in front of their faces. The horses picked their way slowly through the rocks. Karliss was worried about the horses. All of them were footsore. They hadn’t been getting enough to eat and they were tired from the constant use. They would need the horses if they had to make a run for it. The horses were the one advantage they had over whoever it was who was watching them. 
 
    “I think the entrance to the valley is in those cliffs,” Karliss said a couple of hours later, pointing at a line of cliffs on top of a steep ridge. The cliffs were considerably higher than they were. 
 
    “I don’t see any opening in those cliffs,” Batu said. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “I can’t see it from here either, but I’m pretty sure that is the right spot. It’s narrow, and easy to miss, which is why I didn’t see it before.” 
 
    Hulagu was scanning the terrain they had to cross to get there. “With the horses as tired as they are, it’s going to take us a couple of days to get there,” he said. “That’s a pretty big canyon we have to cross.” Before they could start climbing the high ridge they would have to drop down into a wide canyon and cross it. 
 
    It was midday when they saw the strange men again. It was Batu who spotted them this time. “Ahead to the right,” he whispered suddenly. 
 
    There were two of them, less than a hundred paces away, standing on top of a small cliff that overlooked the game trail the three companions were following. The three companions came to a halt and stared up at them. 
 
    The strangers were wearing crudely-tanned animal skins with the feet and heads still attached. One was wearing a wolf skin. The front paws dangled over his shoulders. The wolf’s head, with the teeth bared, sat on top of his head. The other one wore the skin of an animal Karliss didn’t recognize. Their faces were painted in white and black stripes. They were shorter than the Sertithians and were very thin, almost scrawny. They carried stone-tipped spears and over their shoulders were unstrung bows. 
 
    The one wearing the wolf skin yipped at them. 
 
    “What does that mean?” Batu asked, reaching for his bow. 
 
    “Stop,” Hulagu said. “Keep your hands away from your weapons. They’re not pointing anything at us yet.” He put his hands up to show that they were empty. 
 
    The man in the wolf skin yipped again. 
 
    “Is that a warning or a welcome?” Karliss wondered aloud. 
 
    “I guess we’ll find out,” Hulagu replied. 
 
    The two groups sat and stared at each other for some time. Finally the two strangers turned and slipped into a small copse of stunted trees. In seconds they had disappeared from sight. 
 
    “So we’re friends now?” Batu whispered. 
 
    “Or they’ve gone to set a trap for us,” Hulagu said. 
 
    “That’s real reassuring,” Batu said, still whispering. 
 
    “Why are you whispering?” Hulagu said. “They already know where we are.” 
 
    “I don’t know. Why are you talking so loudly?” 
 
    They continued riding. What else were they going to do? It was go forward or give up, and they’d come too far to give up now. They dropped down into the canyon and began making their way across it. Scattered across the bottom of the canyon were jagged piles of white rock, jutting up like broken teeth. Here and there were stands of stunted trees, some kind of evergreen with black pinecones. A few ravens drifted overhead. There was an ill feel to the place that subdued the companions and stifled conversations. Batu and Hulagu both strung their bows and rode with arrows nocked. 
 
    In the afternoon as they were passing through a small bowl, piles of rock all around, Karliss caught a hint of motion from the corner of his eye. He turned in time to see a squat, fur-clad figure rise up from behind a rock, draw back his bowstring and release an arrow. 
 
    Karliss called a warning and threw his hand up, directing a blast of wind. Quick as he reacted, he almost wasn’t quick enough. He barely managed to nudge it enough so that it glanced off instead of sticking in Batu’s shoulder. 
 
    Batu and Hulagu had their bows up, ready to fire, but there was nothing to fire at. 
 
    “We need to get out of here,” Hulagu said. “There’s no cover here.” 
 
    The words were no sooner out of his mouth than a dozen or more fur-clad forms rose up in the rocks all around them and began loosing arrows at them. 
 
    But this time Karliss was ready. The wind was already at his fingertips. He gestured and instantly it raged around them. The arrows lost their way in the wind and those that made it through had no force or direction. One scratched Hulagu’s horse, but that was it. 
 
    Their attackers stopped firing. Surprised words were exchanged, then they ducked back into the rocks and disappeared. 
 
    “Let’s move,” Hulagu said, and urged his horse forward. Karliss kept the wind up and they trotted through the bowl and passed through a gap in the rocks on the other side. The boys kept their heads up, watching to see if anyone would drop down from above on top of them, but no one appeared. 
 
    A few minutes later they were in an open area with no good ambush points and Karliss let the wind drop. 
 
    “They weren’t expecting that, were they?” Batu said with a nervous grin. “Did you see the looks on their faces?” 
 
    “It was close. That first one almost got you,” Karliss said. “Just a little bit later and...” 
 
    Batu fingered the new tear in his jacket, his grin disappearing. “I guess now we know they’re not friendly.” 
 
    For a while they rode in silence. “We need to do something different,” Karliss said finally. “There are too many places they can ambush us. Or they can sneak up on us in the dark. We don’t know how many there are and we don’t know when they will attack. Sooner or later they’re going to take us down.” 
 
    “You have something in mind?” Hulagu asked. 
 
    “I say we turn around and run away. That’s what I have in mind,” Batu said, but the others ignored him. 
 
    “They seem pretty primitive,” Karliss replied, “and what I did with the wind surprised them. Maybe I can scare them off.” 
 
    “Why don’t we let them scare us off instead?” Batu said. Again the others ignored him. 
 
    “What’s the plan?” Hulagu asked. 
 
    Briefly, Karliss told them. “We’ll need as much wood as we can gather,” he said. “We need a big fire for this to work.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    By the end of the day each of them had a sizable pile of wood tied to the backs of their horses. When Karliss saw a small hill with a rounded top, he pointed to it. “We’ll camp up there.” 
 
    On top of the hill they piled all the wood they’d gathered. Karliss looked around. There was no sign of the strangers. “There’s still light. Let’s gather more wood while we can.” 
 
    By dark they had a pile that was chest-high. The wood was mostly small stuff, but it was dry and it would burn rapidly. 
 
    “I sure hope your plan works,” Batu said. “Otherwise all we’re doing is making ourselves better targets. They’ll be able to pick us off easily.” 
 
    “When do you want to light it?” Hulagu asked. 
 
    “Once it’s good and dark. It will work best then.” 
 
    They ate their meager rations and waited for darkness to fall. It was Hulagu who started talking after a while. 
 
    “When you said you’re afraid of wolves, Batu, I said there are things I’m afraid of too, but I never told you what.” 
 
    “I thought you were only trying to make me feel better,” Batu said. 
 
    “I’m afraid of letting the clan down, of making a mistake at the wrong time so someone gets killed.” 
 
    Karliss knew how that felt. 
 
    “Really?” Batu asked. 
 
    “Really,” Hulagu said. 
 
    “Because you’re the best fighter of any of us who are still training. By a lot. The teachers always use you as an example of how to do things. So when you say you’re afraid of not being good enough, it doesn’t make any sense.” 
 
    “You don’t understand. I’m not talking about not being good enough. I know I’m good enough. It’s more that I’m afraid when the time comes that I’ll hold back and then the enemy will get by me and hurt someone I’m trying to protect.” 
 
    “But why would you do that?” 
 
    “Because I don’t like hurting people, that’s why. It makes me feel terrible. When we spar, I’m always worried my opponent is going to get hurt so I always take it easy on him. When I do accidentally hurt him, I feel bad about it for days. The teachers all say I’m going to be this great warrior someday, but the truth is I don’t want to be a warrior. I hate fighting. I’d rather try to talk stuff out and find another way to solve problems.” Hulagu gestured out at the surrounding countryside. “I don’t want to fight those people out there. Maybe they’re only hungry. If we could talk to them, we could offer to share our food.” 
 
    “I think I’d rather fight than share our food,” Batu said. 
 
    “I’m being serious,” Hulagu said. 
 
    “Sorry,” Batu said. “But when the man on the giant bird attacked the camp you didn’t hold back.” 
 
    “That was different. I don’t think he was a man anymore. But with regular people I can’t stop thinking about who they are. Those men who shot arrows at us today, they must have wives and children, people who care about them. I’ve seen the families of slain warriors grieving. It makes me feel sick to think of other families grieving because I killed someone they love.” 
 
    “If this works,” Karliss said, “we won’t have to kill anyone.” 
 
    “Then I hope it works.” 
 
    “Let’s not forget how nice it would be not to get killed ourselves,” Batu said. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    “It’s time,” Karliss said. “Light the fire.” 
 
    The wood caught quickly and blazed up fiercely. Karliss waited until it was at its peak, then he called the wind. 
 
    He used the wind to lift the flames and sparks high into the sky, spinning them into a tight column fifty feet or more high. Then he focused his power, going for finer control. 
 
    Faces appeared in the flaming column, bestial faces which belched tongues of fire. He made bizarre creatures appear in the flames, things that had never existed, with long fangs and horns. 
 
    He kept it up as long as he could, bringing forth every nightmarish thing he could think of. Then, as he felt the flames dying down, their fuel depleted, he gathered it all together into one huge face with staring eyes. As the flames withered and died, he kept the face alive for moments longer, composed only of sparks by then. 
 
    “I don’t know about them,” Batu said when he was done, “but that scared me. Where did you come up with that stuff?” 
 
    “I have a lot of bad dreams these days.” 
 
    “I think you probably just gave them some,” Batu said. 
 
    They took turns keeping watch but there was no sign of the strangers the whole night. When they got up the next morning the countryside was empty of movement. There were no tracks near the camp. 
 
    “So far, so good,” Hulagu said. 
 
    Karliss shivered inside his fur coat and said nothing. His night had been plagued by bad dreams of Kasai slaughtering the clan and this morning he found himself wondering if he’d made a terrible mistake coming here. What if they found nothing? What if Kasai was even then attacking the clan? The world looked as bleak as he felt. He didn’t think they had enough food to make it back to the steppes, even if they turned back today. And that was assuming the strangers didn’t riddle them with arrows or cut their throats during the night. 
 
    They’d only been riding for a few minutes when Hulagu, who was in the lead, reined his horse to a stop. “Look at that,” he said. 
 
    On a flat spot beside the game trail a forked stick was stuck in the ground. Hanging off each of the forks was a rabbit that had been skinned and cleaned. There was something else, wedged in the fork itself, but Karliss couldn’t see what it was until they rode closer. 
 
    “It’s a little doll,” Batu said wonderingly. “I think it’s meant to be you.” 
 
    Karliss dismounted and picked up the doll. It was made from sticks bound together with strips of rough leather. A scrap of fur was wrapped around it and it had a braid made of what looked like human hair. “Why do you think it looks like me?” 
 
    “You’re the one who made the fire demons,” Batu replied. “Not me or Hulagu.” 
 
    “Is this an offering or a threat?” Karliss wondered. 
 
    Hulagu climbed down and gathered up the rabbits. “It’s food. We badly need food. I’m calling it an offering. Maybe they think you’re a god.” 
 
    “Shows how primitive they really are,” Batu said with a half-smile. 
 
    Karliss didn’t smile back. He couldn’t shake the sense of foreboding he’d had since he woke up. 
 
    By midday they were at the base of the steep ridge where Karliss thought the entrance to the high valley was. 
 
    “I think we should walk and lead the horses up the ridge,” Hulagu said. “I don’t know if they can carry us up this, and even if they do, they’re going to be worn out by the time we get to the top.” 
 
    The three of them dismounted and began picking their way up the steep slope. There was a lot of loose rock on the slope and several times the horses lost their footing. Once Batu stepped on a stone that rolled underfoot and he fell and slid a ways down the slope. When he got up he was limping. 
 
    “It would be really easy for someone up there to roll rocks down on us,” Hulagu said, echoing what Karliss was thinking. 
 
    “Don’t say it so loud,” Batu said. “There’s no need to give them any ideas.” 
 
    It took hours, but at last they reached the foot of the cliffs. But there was no sign of the defile that Karliss had seen earlier. 
 
    “Now what?” Batu asked. 
 
    “It can’t be far,” Karliss said, frustrated. He’d scouted it again this morning before they started out. This had to be the right spot. He recognized a pattern of color on the cliff face. “Follow me.” There was a narrow game trail tracing the bottom of the cliffs and he led them along it. 
 
    Even though he was watching for it, he still almost missed the defile. A large bush covered the opening, which was angled in such a way that it didn’t look like there was a break in the rock at all. 
 
    “Looks like we’re not the only ones to pass through here,” Hulagu said, pointing at tracks leading in and out of the defile. 
 
    “Well, let’s hope what we found this morning was an offering then,” Karliss said, leading his horse into the crack. It was barely wide enough for his horse and his stirrups scraped against the rock walls. The soft sand in the bottom muffled the sound of the horses’ hooves. The defile twisted and turned, some of the turns so sharp that the horses had trouble making it through them. 
 
    “If they weren’t so skinny already, we wouldn’t be able to get them through here,” Batu observed. 
 
    “I just hope we don’t come to a spot we can’t pass,” Hulagu added. “It’ll be nearly impossible to back them out of here and there’s nowhere to turn around.” 
 
    Karliss looked up as a loose stone rattled down from above, wondering if it presaged an attack. He saw nothing and no more stones fell. If the strangers wanted them dead, this would be the place to do it. They were nearly helpless. He wished he could at least see the sky, but the defile narrowed overhead so much that it wasn’t visible. 
 
    As they passed deeper into the defile, Karliss began to experience a nameless feeling of dread. He realized that his heart was beating faster and his palms were slick with sweat. He felt a strong desire to turn and run back the way he’d come, abandon everything and simply flee. He felt trapped. The stone walls seemed closer. They were looming over him, slowly crushing him. 
 
    “I can’t take much more of this,” Batu said from behind him. “There’s not enough air in here or something.” 
 
    “I feel it too,” Hulagu said. “Suddenly all I want is to be out on the open steppes. I can’t move in here. I can’t see anything.” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s too much further,” Karliss said, hoping it was true. 
 
    “Anybody know any funny stories?” Hulagu asked. “Something to take our minds off it?” 
 
    “The only story I know is the one about the three idiots who got trapped in a stone crack,” Batu said, “but it’s not very funny.” 
 
    About the time Karliss thought he couldn’t take it much longer, he rounded a bend and saw the crack open up ahead. “I think I see the end!” he called and hurried forward. He didn’t have to encourage his mare. She wanted out of the crack too and nearly trampled him in her eagerness. 
 
    A minute later all three of them were free of the crack. They stood there, breathing hard. Hulagu wiped sweat from his face. “I don’t suppose there’s another way out besides that?” he asked. 
 
    “What do you think?” Karliss replied, gesturing at the valley they found themselves in. 
 
    The valley was about a mile across. On all sides it was surrounded by high, steep ridges, steeper than the one they’d just climbed, and sheer peaks. There were a couple of places where it looked like a man on foot might be able to get to the top, but there was no way they’d ever get the horses up there. 
 
    “Maybe the strangers will slaughter us after all,” Batu said. “Then we’ll never have to leave.” 
 
    They mounted up and rode down into the valley. There was the small pond Karliss had seen while scouting. There were several clumps of trees around it, bigger trees than any they’d seen so far. A flock of birds flew overhead, the first flock they’d seen in days. The slope leading down to the pond wasn’t too steep and there was even grass growing on it in a few places. 
 
    “What’s that down there?” Hulagu asked, pointing. 
 
    Not far past the pond was an area where all the plants had been cleared away. There were a number of strange-looking whitish objects scattered across the area. They rode closer. 
 
    “What are they for?” Batu asked when they got close enough to see. 
 
    “I have no idea,” Karliss replied. They were figures made out of different kinds of bones, tied together with leather straps and held upright by stakes driven into the ground. No two figures were the same. One was quite small and looked to be composed of the skull of a squirrel attached to a bird’s ribcage, the wings still attached, with legs that looked like they came from a rabbit. Others were as large as a person, made up of various skulls, ribcages and mismatched legs. 
 
    “I hope that’s not supposed to be you,” Batu said, pointing at the figure in the middle. That one had a human skull. Small leg bones, like something from a rodent, stuck out of the eye sockets. The skull was stuck on top of a ribcage from what looked like a wolf. For arms the skeletons of two complete snakes were attached to the shoulders. It had only a single leg from a very large animal that was unfamiliar to them. 
 
    “Why would it be me?” Karliss wanted to know. 
 
    “They worship you, don’t they?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t go that far,” Karliss protested. “Besides, it doesn’t look recent.” 
 
    “I hope it was our barefoot friends who built these and not someone else,” Hulagu said, looking around uneasily. 
 
    “You think there’s someone else living in here?” Batu asked, putting his hand on his spear. 
 
    “I don’t know. Probably not.” 
 
    “Then why’d you say that? Are you just trying to rattle me? Because it worked. I was all happy to be in here and now all I want is to run away.” 
 
    “Guys, look at that,” Karliss interrupted. He pointed to the far side of the valley. “Does that rock formation look like an eagle to you?” The far side of the valley was one long scree slope, the leftovers from a big avalanche that happened long ago. Halfway up the slope, sticking out of the scree, was a large rock that looked a lot like an eagle with its head to the side, resting on its shoulder. 
 
    “I thought it was supposed to be a peak,” Batu said. “That’s only a rock.” 
 
    “It’s an old story. Somewhere along the line it got changed,” Hulagu said. 
 
    “We made it,” Karliss said. “This is the place where Unegen found the word of power.” 
 
    “There’s only one problem,” Batu said. “I don’t see a cave.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Batu was right. There was no sign of a cave at the base of the rock formation or anywhere nearby. Karliss felt a sinking feeling in his gut. 
 
    “So what now?” Batu asked. 
 
    “We still have some light,” Hulagu said. “Let’s go get a closer look at it. Maybe we just can’t see it from here.” 
 
    They rode across the valley floor to the foot of the scree slope. “I don’t think we should take the horses up that,” Batu said. 
 
    “We’ll have to leave them down here,” Karliss said. 
 
    Batu looked around uneasily. “What if they steal them while we’re gone?” 
 
    “We’ll wait here and guard the horses,” Hulagu said to Karliss. “You go up and take a look around. Don’t spend too much time up there. It’s going to get dark soon and those rocks look loose. You could get hurt coming down them in the dark.” 
 
    Karliss handed over his reins and started up the scree slope. The rocks were loose and he had to make his way carefully. Twice he started small rockslides and once he had to jump out of the way to avoid being struck by a sizable boulder that came crashing downhill toward him. It took almost fifteen minutes to make his way to the bottom of the rock formation and by then the sun had set, leaving the whole area in shadow. 
 
    At the base of the formation he paused to catch his breath and look around. There was still no sign of a cave. There weren’t any plants growing along here either, so there was no chance that it was being masked by one. He began working his way along the base of the formation, stopping regularly to peer up at it. A couple of times he saw sizable cracks in the formation, cracks he thought might be big enough to be entrances to caves, but each time when he crawled up to them, they went nowhere. 
 
    When he reached the end of the formation going one direction, he started back the other way. He stepped on a loose rock that suddenly bounded away downhill and fell, smacking his knee painfully on a rock. He reached the other side of the formation still without finding anything. 
 
    A terrible sense of hopelessness descended on him. He was a fool. He’d come all this way on a wild hope, he’d left his clan undefended against Kasai, and it was all for nothing. How long would it take them to get back? The horses were run down from the hard riding and lack of forage. He and his friends were almost out of food. It was possible that they would die in this barren land and no one would ever know what became of them. 
 
    It was starting to get dark by then and Karliss could hear Hulagu calling his name from down below. Feeling heavy and useless, he began making his way down the scree slope. Darkness and despair combined to make him put his foot down carelessly on a large, flat rock about halfway down. The rock began sliding, then a whole area of stones began to go. Karliss fell down hard. Rocks rolled over him and bounced off him and he seemed to slide for a long time. 
 
    When finally the rockslide stopped, Karliss lay there, breathing hard. He hurt in a dozen places. His ankle was throbbing and it felt like he might have broken it. He could hear his friends calling his name, but for a moment he couldn’t respond. 
 
    He sat up and called back. When he stood, his ankle hurt, but it held his weight so it wasn’t broken. At least something had gone right. Or not horribly wrong anyway. 
 
    “That was close,” Batu said when he got to the bottom of the scree slope. “I thought you were going to break your neck for sure.” 
 
    “Did you find anything?” Hulagu asked. 
 
    Karliss shook his head, too numb to speak. 
 
    “We’ll look again in the morning. All of us. We’ll find something. This has to be the right place,” Hulagu said. 
 
    “Maybe the cave is up on top,” Batu said hopefully. 
 
    Karliss didn’t reply. He wanted to tell them it was hopeless, but his despair was too thick. This was all his fault. They shouldn’t be here. 
 
    “I think we’re going to get wet tonight,” Hulagu said, looking up at the sky. 
 
    Karliss looked up and saw the clouds massing overhead. He’d been so caught up in what he was doing that he hadn’t even noticed them. They were thick and black. Lightning flickered in their depths. 
 
    “We should head back to one of those stands of trees,” Hulagu said. “We might be able to get some cover there.” 
 
    “I can’t wait to build a fire and cook up these rabbits,” Batu said. “I’m starving. I hope your new worshippers bring us some more tomorrow, Karliss.” 
 
    He said the words lightly, clearly intending them to be a joke, but Karliss didn’t smile or even look at him. He wanted to give up. He wanted to go home. It was all pointless. Everything he did was a mistake. 
 
    There was quite a bit of grass around the stand of trees and they hobbled the horses and let them graze. The trees weren’t that much taller than they were, with spindly limbs and sparse leaves, but they would provide a little bit of shelter. They also provided wood and in a short time Hulagu had a fire going and the rabbits on a spit over it. 
 
    About the time the rabbits were done the storm hit. Rain whipped down out of the sky on heavy winds. It came in sideways, completely defeating the meager shelter of the trees, soaking them quickly and putting out their fire. The boys huddled in their blankets, trying their best to stay warm. To Karliss the cold and the wet felt only appropriate. The gods were telling him what they thought of his foolishness. 
 
    At the height of the storm there was a sudden, blinding flash of lightning, followed almost instantly by a huge thunderclap. As the thunderclap died away, a new sound began: the sound of stone grating on stone. 
 
    “That lightning must have struck the scree slope!” Hulagu yelled over the storm. 
 
    The sound of rolling rocks continued for almost a minute, loud enough to be clearly audible over the noise of the wind and thunder. When it ended, Batu said, “Good thing we didn’t camp at the base of that. There wouldn’t be anything left of us right now.” 
 
    A few minutes later the rain and wind began to slacken. Not long after that the storm ended. The clouds began to break up. Hulagu got to work and somehow managed to coax the fire back to life. 
 
    “That was some storm,” Batu said. “If that wasn’t sent by the gods, I don’t know what is.” 
 
    Karliss didn’t answer. He was thinking that the gods were gone or they didn’t care enough to act in the world anymore, which amounted to the same thing. 
 
    Hulagu moved over beside Karliss and put his arm across his shoulders. “Hey,” he said, “it’s not so bad.” 
 
    “Isn’t it?” Karliss shot back. “We’re far from our clan, cold, wet and almost out of food. You two talk about what you are afraid of. You know what I’m afraid of? I’m afraid I’m going to do something wrong and people I care about will die. But wait, that already happened, didn’t it? Which means I should have learned my lesson. But instead I didn’t. I rode clear out here for nothing and maybe right now Kasai is attacking the clan. More people are dying because of my mistakes. That’s what I’m afraid of.” 
 
    He finished his tirade and they all sat there in silence for a couple of minutes. Hulagu added more wood to the fire and it blazed up. It was Batu who spoke first. 
 
    “What happened to you, Karliss?” 
 
    Karliss gave him a dark look, but said nothing. Batu persisted. “I’m being serious. Tell me what happened.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re saying.” 
 
    “You changed. You used to laugh at everything. Now you hardly ever laugh at all.” 
 
    “Weren’t you listening to me?” Karliss flared. “Didn’t you hear anything I said?” 
 
    “I heard,” Batu shot back. “I was there, remember? I remember when Jerel died during the lightning storm. I remember when you had to kill Ihbarha to stop him from destroying us all. I remember when Kasai’s men attacked. I haven’t forgotten any of it. I still want to know what happened to you.” 
 
    “You say all that and still ask the question?” Karliss replied. “Are you crazy? Isn’t it obvious what happened? I learned that the world wasn’t what I thought it was. It’s not a fun place at all. It’s a terrible place where any little thing you do wrong can get people killed.” 
 
    “So you quit laughing because some bad things happened. Bad things have always happened and they’ll never stop happening. That’s not an excuse.” 
 
    Karliss shook his head in disbelief. “You’re not making any sense at all, Batu.” He looked at Hulagu. “What’s wrong with him?” 
 
    “He’s right,” Hulagu said quietly. 
 
    “What? You too?” 
 
    “The Karliss I knew would laugh at anything,” Batu said. 
 
    “That Karliss was an idiot,” Karliss said. “He was young and foolish and he got people killed.” 
 
    “So that’s it, then? You’re going to be angry at yourself for the rest of your life?” 
 
    “What do you want me to do?” Karliss was practically yelling. “Act like it’s all a game? Well, it’s not. It’s real and people get hurt and die.” 
 
    “People get hurt and die anyway,” Hulagu said. “No matter what you do.” 
 
    Karliss looked from one to the other. “I don’t understand you two at all.” 
 
    “You think your strength all comes from the wind,” Hulagu said, “but it doesn’t. It also comes from who you are.” 
 
    “So I should just laugh at everything? Is that what you’re saying? I’m sorry your husband died, lady, but ha ha ha!” 
 
    “That’s not what we’re saying,” Batu said. 
 
    “You used to say that the world is a crazy place. The only thing that makes sense is to laugh at it,” Hulagu said. 
 
    “I never said that.” 
 
    “You did too,” Batu said. 
 
    “You’ve lost something that was important,” Hulagu said. “Something that made you you.” 
 
    Karliss slumped, utterly weary. “You don’t understand. People died and it was my fault. How can I laugh now? Too many people are counting on me.” 
 
    “It’s because they’re counting on you that you have to find a way to laugh again,” Hulagu said. “That’s your strength. The Karliss we know never lets anything get him down. We want him back.” 
 
    “I still don’t think you know what you’re talking about,” Karliss said, burying his head in his arms. 
 
    “Really? We came all this way to find something that can help us against Kasai, probably the only thing that can. You get here and look around for a half hour, find nothing, and like that you’re ready to give up. You’re ready to give up on our only real chance against Kasai, Karliss! And why?” Batu asked. 
 
    “Because you forgot how to laugh,” Hulagu said. 
 
    “Laughing gives you strength. It gives you the strength to keep trying even when things look bad.” 
 
    Karliss raised his head and looked at Hulagu, then at Batu. They were looking at him intently, concern on their faces. “You really think so?” he asked. 
 
    Both of them nodded. “You made some mistakes,” Hulagu said. “Don’t let that change you forever. Let them go. Or you’ll make bigger mistakes. Your clan needs you, Karliss. Can you do this for us? Can you remember how to laugh?” 
 
    Karliss pondered this. “It still sounds weird to me.” 
 
    “It sounds weird to me too,” Batu said. “I don’t even know why I said it. It just came to me.” 
 
    “Have I really gotten that bad? I’m not that gloomy all the time am I?” 
 
    “No, you’re not gloomy all the time. But you don’t really laugh anymore either. There’s a darkness around you that you never let go of. It’s time to let it go,” Hulagu said. 
 
    Karliss felt tears in his eyes. “You guys are either the best friends a person could have, or you’re the world’s stupidest people, you know that?” 
 
    “It could go either way,” Batu told him, his expression deadpan. 
 
    For some reason that struck Karliss as funny and he chuckled. Hulagu smiled, then started laughing. Batu jumped to his feet, tossed his wet blanket down and did a little dance. He hit his head on a tree limb which promptly gave him a fresh shower of cold water. 
 
    “I’m so wet and cold!” he shouted. “Isn’t it wonderful?” 
 
    The sight of him was so ridiculous that Karliss couldn’t help but chuckle. Hulagu joined in with a laugh and it was like something caught fire inside Karliss. His chuckle turned into a laugh and then that got stronger and stronger until finally he was lying on the ground, holding his sides. It felt wonderful, it really did. How long had it been since he laughed, really laughed? He’d forgotten how much he needed it. 
 
    By the time he sat up a few minutes later, wiping his eyes, he felt like a different person. Gone was the suffocating despair. They weren’t defeated yet. Who knew what tomorrow would bring? 
 
    “Thank you,” he told them. “I needed that.” 
 
    “If you’re really grateful, you should show it by giving me the rest of your share of the food,” Batu said. He stuck out his hand. “Hand it over.” 
 
    Karliss grinned at Batu and Hulagu punched him in the arm. “Hey!” Batu said with mock severity. “I’m serious! I’m really hungry.” 
 
    Karliss added some wood to the fire and hung up his blanket on a tree limb so it could start to dry a little. Hulagu went to check on the horses. When he came back a minute later he said, “You need to see this,” and motioned for them to follow him. 
 
    They made their way out from under the trees and looked up. What Karliss saw made him gasp. 
 
    The clouds had disappeared and the whole sky to the north was ablaze with color. Gently undulating bands of green and red and blue. It was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen. 
 
    “What is it?” Batu asked. 
 
    “It’s the same lights Unegen saw, the ones that led him to the cave,” Karliss said. 
 
    “Then this really is the right place,” Hulagu replied. 
 
    They stared at it in awe and wonder for a time. Karliss’ neck began to ache finally and he lowered his gaze. That’s when he noticed something else. “Look,” he said. 
 
    In the landslide caused by the lightning bolt, a large quantity of scree had slid down the hillside. In the light from the colors in the sky a dark opening could be seen at the base of the rock formation. Batu began to whoop and the others joined in. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    They got up early the next morning, all of them eager to see what the day would bring. But while Karliss and Batu talked excitedly about what they might find in the cave, Hulagu had more prosaic concerns in mind. He walked off by himself and searched around their camp, returning a few minutes later with two more skinned and cleaned rabbits. 
 
    “Looks like your worshippers are still on board,” Batu said, adding wood to the fire so they could cook the rabbits. 
 
    “Having worshippers is better than I thought,” Karliss admitted. He grinned at the other two. “What do you say?” 
 
    “About what?” Batu asked. 
 
    “About joining up to be my worshippers. There’s still room. At least if you act quickly. I can’t guarantee you a spot if you wait too long.” 
 
    “I’d make a terrible worshipper,” Batu said. “I’d eat all the food offerings.” 
 
    “And I’m not building you a shrine,” Hulagu said. 
 
    “Your loss,” Karliss replied. 
 
    After eating they made their way up toward the cave entrance. The remaining rocks were looser than ever, especially with the ground all wet, so it took them some time to make their way to the base of the formation. 
 
    The cave entrance was small, but once they got inside, the cave itself was fairly large, high enough for them to stand upright in and wide enough for all of them to stand side by side. They couldn’t see the back of it. They’d come so far and now they were so close. Who knew what would they find in here? Hulagu had put some dirt in a piece of old hide and wrapped coals in it. They’d all brought sticks and Batu had a tuft of dried grass. In a few minutes they got the sticks to burn and then they had torches. 
 
    “Let’s see what we find,” Karliss said, holding up his torch. 
 
    “Lead on, o mighty one,” Batu said, and gave him a mocking bow. “We are your humble servants, loyal to the end.” 
 
    “What he said,” Hulagu added. 
 
    Karliss led them into the cave. 
 
    The makeshift torches gave off a fitful, smoky light, enough to allow them to make their way without tripping over the rough, rock-strewn floor, but not enough to see more than a couple of feet ahead. The cave appeared to be natural. None of the stone had been carved or worked. As they went they kept a close eye on the floor, looking for anything that might be the tablet Unegen had found. 
 
    They walked for several minutes, and were far enough in that almost no light from the entrance was still visible behind them, when they came to something unusual. 
 
    “What is that?” Batu asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Karliss replied. They made their way closer. They’d reached the back of the cave, but it didn’t look right. It looked far too smooth and regular to be natural. Karliss brushed some of the dirt away. “Look at this,” he said.” 
 
    Where he’d wiped they could see some kind of stone that was black, glossy, and very smooth. It looked almost like glass, but it was opaque and it reflected the light from their torches as if it had been polished. 
 
    “I’ve never seen stone like that,” Batu said. 
 
    All three of them began brushing dirt away. In a few minutes they’d exposed the whole wall. All of it was the same black, glossy stone and it was slightly rounded. Set into the middle of the wall was a strange-looking metal wheel. The metal was not rusted at all. Dimly they could see the outline of a door, with the wheel in the center of it. 
 
    “The story didn’t say anything about this,” Batu mused. 
 
    “I’m starting to think old Unegen left some parts out,” Hulagu said. 
 
    “Open it,” Batu said. 
 
    Karliss pushed on the door. Nothing happened. 
 
    “Try turning the wheel,” Batu suggested. 
 
    “Why don’t you turn it?” Karliss replied. 
 
    “We’re just the worshippers. You do the hard parts. We watch. Maybe take cover if it looks dangerous.” 
 
    “He’s right,” Hulagu said. “You’re the hero here after all.” 
 
    At first the wheel wouldn’t budge, but then it gave and began to turn smoothly. A series of clicks accompanied the movement. When the wheel stopped turning, he pushed and the door opened quietly. Beyond was empty blackness. Karliss stuck his torch through the doorway, but its light was so weak it didn’t reveal anything. 
 
    “Go in,” Batu whispered. “We’re right behind you.” 
 
    “Great, that makes me feel better,” Karliss whispered back. “Are you sure you don’t want to go first?” 
 
    “Nope. The whole worshipper thing. You understand, right?” 
 
    Karliss braced himself and stepped through the doorway. When he did a faint glow began to emanate from up ahead. The glow brightened quickly. Karliss blinked against the sudden brightness. 
 
    “Where’s the light coming from?” Batu asked. 
 
    Karliss was standing in some kind of entrance chamber. Just ahead it opened up into a room. He went in further, until he was at the entrance to the room itself. From there he could see that the walls, floor and ceiling were all made of the same black, glossy stone. The glow was coming from the ceiling and it was bright enough to see well. 
 
    “What is it? What do you see?” Batu whispered. 
 
    “It’s some kind of room. The light is coming from the ceiling.” Karliss stubbed his torch out. “I don’t think we need these anymore.” He beckoned to them. “Come on in.” 
 
    “Is it safe?” Batu asked. He was still outside the door, his eyes very big. Hulagu was beside him. Neither of them looked eager to come in. 
 
    “So far,” Karliss said. “I think it’s been empty for a long time.” He passed through into the room. It was fairly large, especially to people who’d grown up living in yurts. It was about thirty paces across and oval-shaped. In the middle of the room was a table with a stool pulled up to it. At least, Karliss thought it was a stool. It wasn’t like any stool he’d ever seen. The stools he was used to were simple and compact, with three legs that folded up for easy storage in the wagons. But this stool had four legs and a back rest. There were also things on the sides which he guessed were for resting your arms on. And it was large and heavy-looking, clearly not meant to be carried around. It was made of some kind of reflective metal, as was the table. 
 
    Then he saw that there were some things on the table and he walked over to take a closer look. There were three of them, flat, rectangular metal tablets about two hands wide and roughly twice that long. There was alien writing on them, writing that looked to be the same as the word copied at the bottom of the black scroll. He scanned the tablets and realized with excitement that written on one of them was a word he recognized. 
 
    It was the word of power. 
 
    He went back over to the entrance. “Come on! You have to see this.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Batu said. “I think someone should go check on the horses.” Then he squawked as Hulagu shoved him through the doorway. “Take it easy,” he complained, catching his balance. “I could have tripped and broken something.” 
 
    “You could have stood there until we all died of old age,” Hulagu said, but Karliss realized that he was just as uncomfortable with this as Batu was. He couldn’t blame them. Neither of them had ever seen anything remotely like this. He hadn’t either, of course, but he’d seen stranger things when he spied on Kasai, so this wasn’t quite as much of a shock for him. 
 
    Gingerly, the two entered the room and stared around them openmouthed. 
 
    “What is this place?” Batu asked. 
 
    “Why do you keep asking questions you know he can’t answer?” Hulagu replied. 
 
    “He might know. It can’t hurt to ask.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Karliss said, “but it has to be the same place Unegen found. One of these tablets has the word of power on it.” 
 
    The other two were still standing rooted in the doorway. Batu was shaking his head. “Come here,” Karliss said. “You can’t see from over there.” 
 
    “No, this is good,” Batu said. “Why don’t you get the tablets and we’ll look at them outside?” 
 
    “I have to agree with Batu on this one,” Hulagu said. “I see no reason to stay in here any longer than we have to.” 
 
    “Leave if you want to,” Karliss said, making a disgusted sound, “but I want to look around.” 
 
    “Why?” Batu asked. “You found the tablets. Let’s go.” 
 
    “Aren’t you curious what this room is for and who built it?” Karliss asked. 
 
    “Not really,” Batu said. Hulagu shook his head. 
 
    “Unbelievable,” Karliss said, shaking his head. He went back to the table and looked at the tablets. Each one had a single simple drawing at the top. Under the drawing were three words. The middle tablet was the one with the word of power on it. It was the first word under the drawing. 
 
    It looked like he’d done what he set out to do. He’d found the other words of power. Unfortunately, he still had a couple of problems, things he’d put off thinking about before now. One problem was that he didn’t know how to translate the new words. If he couldn’t translate them, he couldn’t use them. In the new words he saw a few letters that he recognized from the one word he did now, but that wasn’t nearly enough to help him understand the whole word. 
 
    The other problem was that he didn’t know what the words did. Once before he’d used a word of power without understanding it and someone had gotten killed. These others words might be even more powerful than the one he knew—which he had to hope they were, if they were going to work on Kasai—which meant the potential harm from misusing them was much greater. 
 
    He bent over to look closer at the drawings, wondering what they meant. One of the drawings looked like a mountain. Another one looked like waves on water. The third one, the one that had the word of power he already knew on it, was a drawing of a cloud with a lightning bolt. The word of power he knew allowed a person to control aranti, creatures that lived in the sky. Did that mean that the two words below it were almost meant to control aranti? 
 
    But did that then mean that the words on the other two tablets were meant to control different kinds of creatures, creatures that lived elsewhere than in the sky? That had to be it. What else made sense? The tablet with the drawing of waves at the top had words of power meant to control creatures that lived in water, while the one with the mountain must have words meant to control creatures that lived underground. He felt his pulse pick up a little in excitement. 
 
    Were there creatures like the aranti that lived in the water and in the soil? It seemed impossible, but then so did the aranti themselves. 
 
    The aranti had told Karliss they were kin to Kasai, yet clearly Kasai was not like them at all. He did not live in the wind as they did. Which meant that he was either a creature of the water or a creature of underground. After seeing Kasai melt stone with a touch, Karliss had to assume that Kasai was a creature of underground. Which meant that the three words on that tablet could be exactly what he needed to fight Kasai. 
 
    Now if he could only translate them. 
 
    Karliss was vaguely aware that while he was studying the tablets his friends had finally come into the room, but he was so engrossed in his thoughts that he didn’t look up or pay any attention to them until Hulagu said in a strange voice, “You might want to come see this, Karliss.” 
 
    Karliss turned. Hulagu was standing frozen by the far wall. In the wall right in front of him was a doorway. Karliss frowned, confused. 
 
    “That doorway wasn’t there when I came in,” he said. 
 
    “It appeared out of nowhere,” Hulagu said nervously. 
 
    “I saw,” Batu said excitedly. “It wasn’t there, and then it was.” 
 
    “What did you do?” Karliss asked Hulagu. 
 
    “Nothing,” Hulagu replied. “I just walked over here.” He took a step back. When he did, a section of the wall slid over and the doorway was gone. Alarmed, he backed up even further. 
 
    “How did that happen?” Batu asked. 
 
    “It must be like the lights,” Karliss said. “When I walked in here they came on by themselves. When you walked over to the door it opened by itself.” He walked past Hulagu. When he was a couple of steps from the wall, the door slid open again. 
 
    “What is this place?” Batu asked in a hushed whisper. He got a sudden shocked look on his face. “This must be the home of Tung-alk. Think about it. It’s the only thing that makes sense. Only a god could make such a place and we are in the north, where Tung-alk dwells.” Batu had retreated to the entrance and looked about a second away from fleeing. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Karliss said. “I don’t think Tung-alk lives here.” 
 
    “But you don’t know,” Batu said. 
 
    “If this is Tung-alk’s dwelling,” Hulagu said, backing up even further, “and he catches us here…” 
 
    “I don’t think it is,” Karliss repeated. The room on the other side of the doorway was still dark. He badly wanted to know what was in there, but he couldn’t deny that part of him was just as worried about this being Tung-alk’s dwelling as his friends were. 
 
    “Who else’s dwelling could it be?” Hulagu asked. 
 
    “I don’t know…but I’m going to find out.” And so saying, Karliss walked through the door. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    “No, Karliss!” Batu said, but Karliss ignored him. He’d come too far, risked too much. He wasn’t leaving without knowing. 
 
    As he stepped through the doorway, the lights went on in the room. The room he found himself in was smaller than the first one. On the far side of the room, up against the wall, was what looked like another table. It was lower than the table in the first room, only a few inches off the floor. 
 
    On the table was a body. 
 
    “What do you see?” Hulagu hissed from the other room. 
 
    “It’s a body. I think it’s whoever lives here.” 
 
    “What?” Batu called from his spot over by the entrance. “You found Tung-alk’s body?” 
 
    “It’s someone’s body.” 
 
    “Don’t go near it,” Batu cried, even as Karliss started walking toward it. “No! What are you doing? I told you not to go near it!” 
 
    Karliss ignored him and kept walking. 
 
    “Great,” Batu grumbled. “Now we’re doomed for sure.” He made an irritated noise, then said, “Well, if we’re doomed anyway, I want to see it too.” 
 
    “Me too,” Hulagu said. 
 
    When Karliss reached the body, he saw right away that whatever it was, it wasn’t human. 
 
    The body had clearly been there a very long time. It was mummified, the skin turned to yellowish leather. Whatever clothes it had been wearing had disintegrated to the point that only piles of dust and a few tiny scraps of fabric remained. The lips had withered and pulled back from its mouth, which showed no teeth. Its eye sockets were large, its nose almost nonexistent. It was about the same height as a person, but with a more delicate bone structure. The most noticeable difference was the fact that the being had four arms instead of two. 
 
    Hulagu and Batu approached cautiously. “Is that Tung-alk?” Batu asked. “He looks different than I pictured him.” 
 
    “Whoever he was, I don’t think he died peacefully,” Hulagu said, pointing. 
 
    The torso on one side was crushed inwards. 
 
    “Who could be powerful enough to kill a god?” Batu said in awe. 
 
    “I don’t think this is Tung-alk. I don’t think it’s a god at all,” Karliss replied. 
 
    “But you said one of those tablets in the other room has the word of power on it. The word of power is used to control the spirits,” Hulagu said. “The spirits are the servants of the gods. Why would he have the word of power in his home if he wasn’t a god?” 
 
    Karliss looked at his friends. “I’m going to tell you something I’ve never told anyone before. Those things we call spirits? They’re not. They’re aranti. If they are servants of the gods they never speak of it, because I’ve never heard them.” He took a deep breath. “I’ve started to think there are no gods. Or at least not anymore.” 
 
    “What?” Batu said. “No spirits? No gods? Are you crazy?” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Hulagu asked. 
 
    “About the gods? No. But I am sure about the aranti. And now after seeing this place, well, I’m starting to think maybe the aranti were his servants, long ago before he died.” 
 
    “He could still be a god,” Batu maintained. 
 
    “He might be,” Karliss said. “I guess we’ll never know.” 
 
    “God or not, I don’t like being in here. I feel like something bad is going to happen any second,” Batu said. “Can we leave now?” 
 
    “Okay,” Karliss said. “But first I need to copy down the words.” He’d gotten a piece of parchment, a quill, and a small bottle of ink from Firehair before leaving the clan. 
 
    “What good will that do if you can’t translate them?” Batu asked. 
 
    “I don’t know, but at least I’ll have it. I also want to search around some more too. Somehow Unegen was able to translate the one word we have. Maybe he found something here that helped him do that.” 
 
    “We can look around while you copy,” Hulagu said. 
 
    “Speak for yourself,” Batu said. “Someone needs to go check on the horses.” 
 
    “I said, ‘we can look around’,” Hulagu said, grabbing Batu’s arm before he could get away. “We do that while Karliss copies and we can all get out of here sooner.” 
 
    “Ouch,” Batu said, giving Hulagu a wounded look. “You don’t have to squeeze my arm so hard. See? I’m staying and agreeing to help you look.” 
 
    Karliss went back into the larger room, leaving the other two still arguing. He took out the parchment and laid it on the table. Opening up the ink, he dipped the quill in it and began copying the words. He took his time, wanting to get the strange script as exact as he could. Who knew what detail would be important? He didn’t want to miss anything. It was painstaking work and required a lot of concentration. 
 
    He was so engrossed in his task that he lost track of time, so he didn’t know how much later it was when Hulagu came over and tapped him on the shoulder. Karliss blinked and looked up. “What is it?” 
 
    “I found another door,” Hulagu said. “I think.” 
 
    Karliss followed Hulagu over to the opposite side of the room from the first door he’d found. 
 
    “Look here,” Hulagu said. “I think that’s the outline of the door.” 
 
    At first Karliss couldn’t see it. It simply looked like a blank wall to him. But then Hulagu showed him and he was able to make out a faint vertical line. A couple feet away was another. “How come it doesn’t open automatically like the other one?” he asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. I tried stepping everywhere.” 
 
    “Maybe it doesn’t open because we’re not supposed to go in there,” Batu said. “It could be dangerous. Did you ever think of that?” 
 
    “I think we’re past that,” Hulagu said. 
 
    Hulagu and Karliss spent the next few minutes trying different things while Batu offered his opinions. 
 
    “Try jumping up and down,” he suggested. “Maybe whatever’s in the floor that makes the door open is stuck or something.” 
 
    That didn’t work. Neither did pushing on the door or trying to slide it to the side. 
 
    “You didn’t find anything else, did you?” Karliss asked. 
 
    “Of course we did,” Batu said sarcastically. “We found a magic spear, in fact. Guaranteed to kill Kasai with one blow.” 
 
    “We didn’t find anything else,” Hulagu said. 
 
    “Then the answer to how Unegen translated the word of power must be in there,” Karliss said. “I’m not leaving until I get in there.” 
 
    “Great,” Batu said. “I knew we shouldn’t have told him about it. Now we’re never getting out of here.” 
 
    The three of them spent the next hour trying the same things over and over again and nothing they did had the slightest result. Finally, Batu got mad. “It’s hopeless. We’re never getting through this door,” he grumbled, slamming his fist against the wall beside the door. 
 
    When he did that, the door suddenly slid open. 
 
    Batu jumped back, alarmed. “Did I do that?” 
 
    “Nice to know you’re good for something besides complaining,” Hulagu said. 
 
    Beyond the door was a passage. The passage led back deeper into the mountainside, then opened up into another room, this one smaller than the other two, less than a dozen paces across. 
 
    On the other side of the room was a set of circular double doors. There was a horizontal depression in the doors, spanning about half the width. Set into the depression was a crystal. The crystal was several feet long and about as big around as a forearm. A yellow light emanated from it, pulsing slightly. 
 
    “A glowing crystal,” Batu said. “I’m sure that’s a good sign. Can we leave now?” 
 
    Karliss started towards it, but only made it about halfway across the room before he stopped. The crystal’s color had changed. It was now more orange than yellow and it was pulsing faster. Karliss rubbed his arms. He had a strange, prickly feeling on his skin. It was not a pleasant feeling at all. 
 
    “Don’t come any closer,” he warned the others. 
 
    “No chance of that,” Batu said. “Even from here I can feel it. It’s like snakes are crawling in my stomach.” 
 
    “Any ideas what it is?” Hulagu asked. “Or what’s on the other side of it?” 
 
    “No idea,” Karliss said. 
 
    “Whatever is on the other side must be really important,” Batu said. 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “Because that thing was put there to protect it. You can’t open the door without removing it and who’s going to do that? I’m clear across the room and I feel terrible. Imagine what it’s like up close.” 
 
    “How can you stand to be so close to it?” Hulagu asked. 
 
    “I don’t know, but it doesn’t seem to bother me as much as it does you two.” 
 
    “Comes with being the hero, I guess,” Batu said. Then, for no particular reason, he added, “I miss Sube,” and sighed a little. 
 
    “You miss Sube, or you miss her cooking?” Hulagu asked. 
 
    “Can’t it be both?” 
 
    Karliss took a couple more steps forward. The prickly feeling intensified and he felt sick in the pit of his stomach. The room began to feel very hot. 
 
    The crystal had gone from orange to red, and was pulsing faster. 
 
    “Don’t touch that thing,” Batu warned. 
 
    “I agree with him,” Hulagu added. Both of their faces were pale and they’d backed up into the short hallway, trying to get further away from the crystal. 
 
    Karliss hesitated. What if the answer he sought was on the other side of that door? But what if he touched the crystal and killed himself? “Okay,” he said reluctantly. 
 
    As he moved away the crystal changed from red to orange, and then back to yellow. He followed the other two back to the main room. Batu wiped sweat from his forehead and said, “Are you about done with the copying? If I don’t get outside and get some fresh air soon…I don’t know what I’m going to do, but it won’t be pretty.” 
 
    “I’m with Batu,” Hulagu said. He looked a little like he wanted to throw up. 
 
    “Why don’t you two go back outside and check on the horses,” Karliss said. “Let me finish up in here and I’ll come join you.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Hulagu asked. “I don’t want to leave you in here alone…” 
 
    “Yes, he’s sure,” Batu said. “You heard him same as I did. See you in a bit, Karliss. Leave the crystal alone.” He was already hurrying out of the room as he spoke. 
 
    Hulagu lingered behind. “You’re not going to go back in there and touch that crystal, are you?” 
 
    “No, Hulagu, I won’t,” Karliss said, though the thought had already crossed his mind. He couldn’t leave here emptyhanded. 
 
    “You don’t sound very positive.” 
 
    “I won’t touch the crystal. You have my word on it.” 
 
    Hulagu looked at him suspiciously for a moment longer, then followed Batu. 
 
    Karliss went back to his copying. He finished a few minutes later. While waiting for the ink to dry so he could roll up the parchment, he took another walk around, hoping there was something he’d missed, something that might give him a clue as to how Unegen had translated the word of power. 
 
    He walked into the room with the mummified body and stood looking down at it. “I wish you could talk,” he said. “I wish you could tell me how to translate those words.” 
 
    He walked around the place for a while, looking at everything closely. He tried picking up the tablets, thinking there might be something written on the backs, but he couldn’t budge any of them. He couldn’t find the outlines of any more doors. There was nothing under the table. Eventually, discouraged, he ended up looking at the body again. 
 
    He bent to examine it closer and for the first time noticed that one hand was clenched into a fist. Why? He looked at it from different angles, wondering if there was something in there. From one angle he thought he could see something bluish. 
 
    He tried to pry the fingers open. When he did the whole hand broke off. “Sorry about that,” Karliss said, his face wrinkling in distaste. “But I guess you weren’t using it anymore.” 
 
    He broke the fingers off, revealing a small, blue gem. “Look at that,” he said, and touched it. 
 
    When he touched the gem something seemed to pass over him. The light in the room dimmed briefly, like a small cloud passing in front of the sun. He dropped the gem and looked around, suddenly disoriented. Where was he? He looked down at himself and was momentarily confused by what he saw. This wasn’t his body. It didn’t look familiar at all. 
 
    Then the moment passed. He blinked, wondering what had just happened. It was as if for a moment he was someone else. He looked down at the gem. Whatever happened, it was caused by touching the gem. 
 
    Using his janu to avoid touching it, Karliss picked up the gem and left the room. When he went over to the table he glanced at the tablets. For a split second he felt like he recognized the alien writing, but then it was gone. He felt a thrill of excitement. Was this how Unegen figured out the word of power? Did he also touch the gem? 
 
    Karliss sat down in the strange chair. He unwrapped the gem, took a deep breath, and closed his fingers around it. 
 
    Like before, he had the sense of something passing over him. A powerful shudder shook his body. He felt very strange. Something seemed terribly wrong. He looked at his hands and got a terrible jolt. 
 
    They weren’t his hands. 
 
    Alarmed, he jumped to his feet and backed away from the table. This wasn’t his body. Two of his arms were missing. What was going on? 
 
    He heard a sound behind him and spun. There were two strange creatures over by the door, staring at him. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    “Who are you and how did you get in here?” he barked at them. 
 
    They replied, but their words were gibberish. He backed away. They didn’t look like Devourers, but who knew what the denizens of the Abyss were truly capable of? He needed to use one of the control words to summon Shapers to defend him, but when he tried to say the words he found he couldn’t remember them. 
 
    The strange creatures spoke again. Then they rushed at him. He tried to fight them, but he felt dizzy and weak and they quickly overpowered him. The big one held him tightly while the smaller one pried open his hand. He yelled at them to stop, but they ignored him. 
 
    Karliss blinked. Hulagu had him in a bear hug. Batu was standing in front of him with an frightened look on his face. The blue gem was lying on the floor. “What happened?” Karliss asked. 
 
    “Is it really you?” Batu asked suspiciously and poked him with one finger. 
 
    “Yes, it’s me. You can let me go now, Hulagu.” 
 
    Hulagu released him. Batu relaxed, but he was watching Karliss closely. 
 
    “We got in here right about the time you jumped up from your seat. You shouted something at us in a language I’ve never heard before,” Hulagu said. 
 
    “You looked at us like we were complete strangers,” Batu added. 
 
    “You were. I didn’t recognize you at all. I didn’t recognize myself.” Karliss looked down at his hands. “I remember thinking that two of my arms were missing.” 
 
    “What?” Batu asked. “Are you saying that you thought you were that thing in the other room?” 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    “Where’d you get the gem?” Hulagu asked. 
 
    “He had it in one of his hands. After the first time I touched it, I looked at the tablets and had a feeling I almost knew what they said.” 
 
    “So naturally you touched the gem again,” Hulagu said, “without telling us or anything.” 
 
    “I thought it would be okay.” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Batu said. “You touched a strange gem you found in a god’s dwelling, that made you think you were someone else, and you thought it would be okay to touch it again? Are you mad?” 
 
    “When you put it like that…” Karliss said. 
 
    “You didn’t also touch the crystal, did you?” Hulagu asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “That’s something. Did it work?” Hulagu asked. 
 
    “Did what work?” 
 
    “Can you read the words now?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Karliss hurried over to the table and looked at the tablets. “I can,” he said in wonder. He opened the ink, dipped the quill and began writing the words down as quickly as he could. By the time he got to the last couple of words his memory was starting to fade, but he thought he got them down right. 
 
    “Any idea what the words do?” Hulagu asked him. 
 
    “No. Maybe if I touch the gem again I can—” 
 
    “No!” they both said together. 
 
    “That’s a terrible idea,” Batu added. 
 
    “The worst,” Hulagu agreed. “I thought we’d lost you.” 
 
    “I came back though.” 
 
    “This time,” Hulagu said grimly. “What if next time is different?” 
 
    Karliss carefully wrapped up the gem and stuck it in his pocket. “I won’t touch it until I’ve tried everything else first, but I’m not leaving it behind.” 
 
    They left the room and made their way back through the cave. “I’m glad we came back to check on you when we did,” Batu said. 
 
    “We started to worry about you when you didn’t come out.” 
 
    “We already saddled the horses so we can leave right away,” Batu added. 
 
    “I’m not sure I’m ready to leave yet,” Karliss said. “I want to look around some more and make sure I didn’t miss anything.” 
 
    “You got the words of power,” Hulagu said. “What more do you need?” 
 
    “Well, for one I don’t know what they do. That would be useful, don’t you think?” 
 
    Before Hulagu could reply, Batu, who had gone on ahead, reached the mouth of the cave and came to a dead stop. 
 
    “Oh, crap…” he said. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    “That can’t be good,” Hulagu said. 
 
    At the foot of the scree slope scores of the barefoot strangers were gathered. They were all staring up at the three youths. 
 
    “Where’d they come from so fast?” Batu asked. “They weren’t here a few minutes ago.” 
 
    “Do you think you can handle this many of them at once?” Hulagu asked Karliss. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he replied, “but I’m hoping I don’t have to. None of them are pointing anything at us.” It was true. Though all of them were clearly armed with spears, bows and knives, no one was threatening. 
 
    “Let’s go down and see,” Karliss said, and he led the way down the scree slope. 
 
    As he got closer he could see that although they were all dressed in raw furs like the ones they’d seen before, there was something added now. 
 
    “I guess we know who made those bone sculptures,” Batu said. 
 
    Every one of the strangers was wearing bones. They had bones on necklaces, bones hanging off their shoulders, from their belts, tied in their long hair. All types and sizes of bones, from complete snake skeletons to human hands and even skulls. Some were wearing so many bones it was almost armor, covering their bodies almost completely. At the front of the silent mass, standing in the middle with his arms crossed over his chest, was one man who was taller than the others. He had a human ribcage tied to his torso, the ribs splayed to curve around his body. Tied to the top of his head was the top of a human skull. The jaw was tied beneath his jaw. Fingerbones hung from his ear lobes. His whole face had been blackened with ash. 
 
    “That guy is making me nervous,” Batu said. “I don’t want any parts of me hanging off him.” 
 
    They reached the bottom of the slope and faced the silent warriors. 
 
    “What do we do now?” Hulagu asked. 
 
    “Don’t reach for a weapon,” Karliss said. 
 
    “No chance of that,” Batu said. “I may be dumb, but I’m not that dumb.” 
 
    Then, as if responding to some unspoken command, the strangers parted. A lane opened up down the middle of their ranks. 
 
    “I think they want us to leave,” Batu said. 
 
    “Me too,” Hulagu agreed. 
 
    Karliss took a deep breath and walked into the opening. He and his friends made their way through the massed strangers, the only sound that of bones clinking against each other as the strangers turned to watch them when they passed. With every step Karliss’ skin prickled as he waited for the first arrow or spear thrust, but nothing happened. 
 
    They reached the far side and found three of the strangers waiting, holding their horses. They held out the reins when the companions walked up. 
 
    “Nice of them not to eat our horses,” Batu said. 
 
    Karliss took the reins handed to him reluctantly. “I wanted one more look around in there.” 
 
    “Maybe next time,” Hulagu said. “Now are you going to get on your horse or do I have to tie you on?” 
 
    When they were all mounted, one of the strangers came up and handed Hulagu a stick from which hung two freshly-skinned rabbits. Hulagu took the rabbits with a nod of thanks. After handing the rabbits over, the man stepped back and pointed at the crack in the rocks where they entered. 
 
    “Seems pretty clear to me,” Batu said. “Let’s go.” Without waiting for the others, he spurred his horse to a trot. 
 
    Karliss and Hulagu followed. At the entrance to the defile, Karliss turned and looked back. The strangers were still standing there, watching them. 
 
    “I have a feeling I’ll be back here,” he said, then followed his friends into the defile. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    “What was that all about, do you think?” Batu asked once they’d made it through the defile. 
 
    “I think that’s a holy place for them,” Karliss said. 
 
    “That would explain the bone things and the fact that none of them live in there,” Hulagu said. 
 
    “Well they can keep it,” Batu said. “I’m happy to be done with the place.” 
 
    “I would’ve liked another day,” Karliss said. 
 
    “But you got what we came for,” Batu said. 
 
    “I did. I wish I knew what the words do.” 
 
    “Can’t you just experiment with them?” Batu suggested. 
 
    “I’m probably going to have to, but I’m not that excited about it. These things are dangerous. There’s no telling what I might unleash.” 
 
    “Let us know when you get ready so we can watch from far away,” Batu said. “It’s safer for everyone like that.” 
 
    “I wonder who built that place,” Karliss said, “and what it’s for. I wonder what’s behind that door?” 
 
    “No one will ever know,” Batu said. 
 
    Something occurred to Karliss then. “Kasai said he was looking for a key and once he found it he would rule the world. Maybe the key is what’s behind that door.” 
 
    “All the more reason to leave the door closed,” Hulagu grunted. 
 
    “Maybe if I hold onto the gem again I can find out,” Karliss said. 
 
    “But not right now, right?” Batu asked. 
 
    “This is not a good time,” Hulagu agreed. 
 
    “I wasn’t planning on doing it now. And I’ll be sure to tell you when I do.” 
 
    “When he does, I say we tie him up,” Batu said. 
 
    “He would be easier to handle that way,” Hulagu said. 
 
    “No one’s tying me up.” 
 
    “Only a suggestion,” Batu said. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    That night Karliss dreamed. 
 
    He was falling. He fell for a long time. He struck the ground hard and lay senseless. When he recovered enough he sat up and looked around. 
 
    He was sitting on barren rock. There were no plants of any kind growing anywhere. Thick clouds filled the sky. It was raining and the rain had made puddles on the bare rock. Nearby was the sea. The waves crashed against the barren rock. Lightning flashed and thunder rumbled. 
 
    Around him were others of his kind, all sitting up and looking around in confusion as he was. Two more fell out of the sky and struck the ground. Though they were formless—as he was—he recognized some of those around him, but he did not know their names. Nor did he know his own name. He tried to remember who he was, where he had come from, but he could find only hazy images of another world that was both familiar and unfamiliar at the same time. 
 
    They had a purpose, he and his fallen brethren. Something they were supposed to do. He pondered it, trying to remember what it was. Vaguely he remembered that they had come here, to this lifeless planet, to protect something. The masters had hidden something and he and his brethren were here to protect it. There were frightening beings that wanted whatever it was. They would do anything to possess it. 
 
    He tried to remember what the thing was they were supposed to protect, but he couldn’t. All he knew was that if the frightening beings got hold of it, the consequences would be dire. But how could he and his brethren protect this thing if he couldn’t remember what it was or where it was? The thought alarmed him. 
 
    He remembered something else: some of the masters were supposed to be here on this world. The masters would meet with him and the others and give them their orders. The masters would give them their purpose. But where were they? Why had they not shown up? 
 
    He saw movement and turned his head. Someone new had arrived. A tall being wreathed in shifting shadows, two ice-blue eyes gleaming in its head. 
 
    He had a sense of danger and he tried to get up and run away, but his limbs were not yet formed and he could do nothing with them. His brethren were also trying to flee, but the most they could do was wriggle helplessly. The shadow being strode among them and as he went shadows poured out of his body like smoke and wrapped around them. 
 
    He tried to crawl away when the shadow being came to him, but he couldn’t. He could only watch as the shadows wrapped around him too and wiped away the remains of his memories. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Karliss awakened to find Batu shaking him. It was before dawn and the world was still gray. 
 
    “Wake up!” Batu said, shaking him again. 
 
    Karliss pushed him away and sat up. He felt disoriented, trapped still in the bizarre dream that he knew was more than a dream. 
 
    Hulagu got up and came over, his expression concerned. “He was thrashing around and moaning,” Batu told him. “At first I couldn’t wake him up.” 
 
    Karliss rubbed his eyes. He felt as if pieces of him were scattered over a large area. He was not himself. He wasn’t sure who he was supposed to be. 
 
    “What is it?” Hulagu asked him. “What happened?” 
 
    Karliss looked at him. Shadows seemed to be passing across the young man’s face. His features kept changing, becoming something else. Something clicked into place then, a connection between his dream and the vision that had come to him when he touched the blue gem. 
 
    “That was one of the masters,” he said. 
 
    “Who was one of the masters?” Hulagu asked. 
 
    “What masters?” Batu asked. 
 
    “The body we found. That was one of the masters.” Karliss felt panicky suddenly as more pieces clicked into place and he fought free of his blanket and stood up. “We have to protect the key. We have to keep it safe from the Devourers.” 
 
    “You mean the key that Kasai is looking for?” Hulagu asked. 
 
    “What’s a Devourer?” Batu looked around uneasily, as if one might be sneaking up right then. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Karliss said, gripping his head with his hands. “I can’t remember.” 
 
    His two friends exchanged confused looks. Hulagu handed him a skin of water. “Here.” 
 
    Karliss took a drink and spit the water out. The pieces were settling back into place, drifting around him like ashes. “I had a dream,” he said. “Or a vision. It didn’t feel like a dream.” 
 
    “Tell us,” Hulagu said. 
 
    Haltingly, Karliss related what he remembered. It was already fading quickly. 
 
    “That’s a really weird dream,” Batu said when he was finished. 
 
    “It was more than a dream. It felt like something that happened to me. A very long time ago.” 
 
    “When you touched that blue gem you were able to read those tablets for a few minutes. Maybe you got some memories or something from it,” Hulagu said. 
 
    “Maybe, but those creatures I saw—that I was—were definitely different from the body we found in the cave. They were shapeless, like clay.” He frowned. “I don’t know why, but I have a feeling that some of those beings I saw were aranti.” 
 
    “Aranti? But you said they live in the wind and have no shape,” Batu said. 
 
    “I know. It doesn’t make any sense to me either. It’s just a feeling I have. Remember I told you that the aranti said they are kin to Kasai and they had all been brought to this world a long time ago? I think that’s what I saw during the vision. I saw the arrival of the aranti and Kasai.” 
 
    “You said when you were one of these…creatures that you had the feeling your purpose was to protect the key for the masters,” Hulagu said slowly, figuring it out as he went along. “But if Kasai is also one of these creatures, then why does he want to get the key? Shouldn’t he be protecting it too?” 
 
    “The shadowy thing wiped away all our memories. Maybe Kasai doesn’t remember either.” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” said Batu. “You said our memories.” 
 
    “Did I?” 
 
    “Don’t you mean their memories?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Karliss said. “I feel like somehow that was me, that it was something I’d experienced long ago.” He saw his friends exchange a look. “Don’t do that. I’m not going crazy.” 
 
    “You see, you look like our friend Karliss, a mostly normal person,” Batu said, “but you claim to be some kind of shapeless creature from long ago. I’m not sure what else we’re supposed to think.” 
 
    “You think the shadow thing you saw killed the masters?” Hulagu asked. 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “So was it one of the Devourers, then?” 
 
    Karliss shrugged. “Maybe. But if the masters hid the key here to keep it from the Devourers, and one of them killed the masters and made the ones who were supposed to protect the key lose their memories, then why hasn’t he taken the key already?” 
 
    “That’s a good question.” 
 
    “Maybe it can’t get past that crystal,” Batu said. 
 
    Karliss remembered something else that the aranti had told him. “The aranti said that they and Kasai are Shapers. They said they chose the Sky and Kasai chose the Stone. It didn’t make much sense at the time, but now I think it does. All of us—I mean them—were formless when they fell to this planet, but then some went into the sky, some went into the stone and others must have gone into the water or the sea. That’s why there were three tablets with words of power on them. Each tablet was to control a different kind of Shapers.” 
 
    “And now Kasai wants the key. I hope he didn’t follow us here. If he did…” Batu trailed off. All three of them looked around, as if Kasai might be watching them that very moment, but there was nothing to be seen. 
 
    “One thing this still doesn’t explain,” Hulagu said. “What is the key for? Why do the Devourers want it?” 
 
    “That’s something we’ll probably never know,” Karliss said. 
 
    “Maybe you’ll have another dream,” Hulagu said. 
 
    “Why don’t we talk about this while we ride?” Batu said. “I’m ready to go home.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    “Do you have any idea what the other words of power do?” Hulagu asked. 
 
    “No,” Karliss admitted. 
 
    “Why don’t you just try saying them?” Batu asked. 
 
    “It’s not that easy. Without clear intent and a strong will, the power can get out of hand. When I tried the one I know during the lightning storm, the lightning got worse and someone died. I don’t want to risk that happening again.” 
 
    “So you need to know what they can do before you can use them, but you can’t figure out what they can do without using them,” Hulagu said. “Did I get that right?” 
 
    “Pretty much.” 
 
    “Which means we came all this way for nothing?” Batu asked miserably. “They’re useless to you?” 
 
    “Not useless. I may still be able to figure them out.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “By trying them.” 
 
    “But you just said—” 
 
    “I know,” Karliss interrupted. “But I think that if I go off far enough by myself…” 
 
    “Bad idea,” Hulagu said. “You just said the words are dangerous if you don’t know what they do.” 
 
    “It’s a risk.” 
 
    “I agree with Hulagu,” Batu said. “It’s a bad idea.” 
 
    “Still, I have to do it. I have to know what these words do. How else are we going to have a chance against Kasai?” 
 
    “But if you get yourself killed, then we have no chance against Kasai either.” 
 
    “I’ll be careful,” Karliss said. 
 
    “Oh, sure, I feel lots better now,” Batu said, shaking his head and rolling his eyes. “As long as you’re going to be careful.” 
 
    “I don’t see what other choice I have,” Karliss said. 
 
    “You could wait until we get back to the clan. See what the council says.” 
 
    “No. If it goes wrong then, I’ll only endanger everybody.” 
 
    “And this way you’ll only kill us? Is that what you’re saying?” Batu wanted to know. 
 
    “If I go far enough away, I’m sure you’ll be safe.” 
 
    “How do you like that?” Hulagu asked Batu. “We’re supposed to be his best friends, but he has no problem killing us off. We’re only followers, after all.” 
 
    “I didn’t say that,” Karliss protested. 
 
    Hulagu smiled. “I know. I’m only yanking on your harness. I agree with you.” 
 
    “You do?” Batu asked. “But what if he’s injured? We don’t have a healer here.” 
 
    “I think I’m going to be okay,” Karliss said. “When I used the word wrong before I got hit by lightning, but it didn’t hurt me. Much.” 
 
    “You got hit by lightning?” Batu asked. “And you just walked away?” Karliss nodded. “Is there anything you can’t do?” 
 
    “I can’t sing.” 
 
    “True,” Hulagu said. “So when do you want to do this?” 
 
    “Now.” 
 
    “What’s your rush? Why does it have to be today?” 
 
    “Because I don’t know how much time we have. I don’t know when Kasai is going to strike next.” 
 
    “I still think this is a bad idea,” Batu grumbled. “I know no one cares what I have to say, but there it is.” 
 
    Karliss took the parchment from his saddlebag, got down off his horse, and handed the reins to Hulagu. “I’ll wait until you’re on the other side of that hill,” he said, pointing to a hill in the distance. 
 
    Batu was still complaining as they rode off. Karliss looked at the words that he got from the tablet with the mountain drawn on it. Would they work on Kasai? But what did they do? 
 
    He took a deep breath and said the first word on the list. 
 
    “Resh!” 
 
    Immediately he felt a sharp, tearing pain inside his chest. The hillside next to him began to shake. Small stones dislodged and ran down its sides. A crack appeared in the side. In Karliss’ mind he had a sudden image of an ancient creature, long buried and asleep, starting to turn in its sleep. 
 
    Hastily he let go of the word’s power. The pain in his chest began to subside. The hillside quit shaking. 
 
    He stood there, breathing hard and sweating. He felt shaky, sick to his stomach. He looked at the next word on the list. It was longer than the first one. Did that mean it was more powerful? He didn’t think he could stand up to something even stronger than what he’d just been through. 
 
    Reluctantly, he decided not to try the other two words on the list. He had no idea what they were or how to control them, but he knew that the one he’d used felt wrong. He had a feeling that if he’d held onto it much longer it would have torn him in half. 
 
    He looked at the words underneath the one he already knew. They must be for controlling aranti. He prepared himself, then said the second word on the list. 
 
    “Akuy-ken-shai.” 
 
    He felt the sudden surge of power flow through him. At the same moment he sensed a number of aranti in the area, dozens at least, stop what they were doing and turn toward him. 
 
    Come! he called. 
 
    They began converging on him. In his mind he heard their confused voices and their unhappiness at what was happening. They began fighting against him. Very quickly he realized he wouldn’t be able to control them for very long. It was like trying to hold the reins of a half dozen horses at once. He could only hold them so long as they didn’t fight against him very hard. Once they did, it would be all over. 
 
    Just when they were about to break free, Karliss released the power of the word. Freed, the aranti flew away. He started walking to join up with his friends. He was disappointed that he hadn’t been able to use the word of power that might let him control Kasai. But he was excited that the new word he’d used let him control a number of the aranti all at once. Maybe he could find a way to use them to defeat Kasai. 
 
    The difficulty would be making them do it, since they were so afraid of Kasai. He’d had trouble controlling them and all he was doing was summoning them. It would be exponentially harder to control them if he was trying to make them do something they didn’t want to do. If he was going to use them against Kasai he was going to have to strengthen his will considerably. Part of the problem, he realized, was that he’d had no clear intent when he used the word. He didn’t really know what he wanted them to do. When he went up against Kasai he needed to be certain ahead of time how he wanted to use the aranti. 
 
    “Any luck?” Hulagu said. 
 
    “I tried the first word from the tablet with the mountain on it,” he said. “Something definitely happened.” He told them about the hillside shaking and the rocks rolling down. “But I couldn’t hold onto it for very long. It felt like it was tearing me apart.” 
 
    “So we came all this way for nothing?” Batu asked. 
 
    “I wouldn’t say that,” Karliss said. “I tried the next word after the one I already knew. Twenty or so aranti answered.” 
 
    “That sounds good,” Hulagu said. “Being able to control twenty spirits, I’d think you could do a lot with that many.” 
 
    “If I can hold onto them long enough and actually control them,” Karliss said. “It’s a lot harder than controlling one. I couldn’t hang onto them for very long.” 
 
    “What about the third word on that list?” 
 
    “I didn’t try that one yet.” 
 
    “Why not?” Batu asked. 
 
    “I think I know what it does.” They looked at him questioningly. “I think it allows you to control all the aranti.” 
 
    “All the aranti?” Batu breathed. “That’s awesome.” 
 
    “It sounds dangerous,” Hulagu said. 
 
    “That’s why I didn’t try it,” Karliss said. “I learned from Ihbarha that if a tlacti doesn’t have an iron will and clear intent he will lose his hold on the aranti he is trying to control. When that happens, bad things follow. The aranti don’t much like being controlled. I saw that firsthand during the lightning storm. I could barely manage to control a couple dozen aranti for a few seconds. I can’t imagine what would happen if I tried to control all of them.” 
 
    “I hadn’t thought about that,” Batu said. “Maybe you just need to practice more?” he said hopefully. 
 
    “I don’t think this is a matter of practice,” Karliss said. “I don’t see how anybody could ever be that strong.” 
 
    “But the masters could do it,” Hulagu said. “Otherwise, why have the word in the first place?” 
 
    “But they weren’t human,” Karliss pointed out. 
 
    “I think it’s more important that you figure out how to use the words on the tablet with the mountain on it,” Hulagu said. “All you need to control is one of the Stone Shapers and that’s Kasai.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I’m going to be able to,” Karliss replied. “When I used it, it didn’t just hurt, it felt wrong. It was like poison to me somehow. I still feel sick. I mean, if there’s no other choice, I’ll try it, but I don’t think it’s something I can practice. I think I’d only kill myself. I don’t know if I’ll ever face Kasai anyway. I told you what I saw, that cavern with all the people in it that he was changing. Kasai has thousands and thousands of people in his city. He’ll probably just make an army of those stone soldiers and send them at us in a flood. We barely fought off thirty of his men before. What would we do against a thousand?” 
 
    “I wish you wouldn’t say things like that,” Batu said. “It makes it feel like the whole thing is hopeless.” 
 
    “Not hopeless,” Hulagu said. “Only mostly hopeless.” 
 
    “Sure. I feel better now.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twenty-one 
 
      
 
    “What’s wrong with the horses?” Batu asked. It was the next morning and the three companions had only started out a few minutes ago. The horses had been skittish since they got up, but now they were getting worse. All three of them had their heads up, ears pointed to the south. As he spoke, Batu’s horse stopped dead in its tracks and jump-stepped back a couple of steps. 
 
    “It’s not just the horses,” Hulagu said, pointing. A pack of wolves could be seen on a nearby ridgetop, loping north. A flock of birds flew overhead a moment later, also heading north. 
 
    “There’s something coming,” Karliss said. “Hold on. I’ll find out.” He stopped his horse and sat with his eyes closed, listening. Right away he heard the alarm in the voices of the nearby aranti. He would have noticed it earlier except that he had shut them out and was wrapped up in thinking about the words of power, puzzling out ways he could use them. 
 
    He opened his eyes. “It’s Tharn.” 
 
    “Who’s Tharn?” Batu asked, then shook his head. “I’m not going to like the answer, am I? I already know I’m not.” 
 
    “Tharn is one of the Guardians.” Briefly, Karliss considered riding one of the aranti and going to take a look, but Tharn was too close. He didn’t want to leave his body vulnerable like that. 
 
    “And the Guardians hate people, right?” Batu moaned. 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “It’s a terrible name then. That’s all I’m saying.” 
 
    “What are we going to do?” Hulagu asked. He’d drawn the heavy tulwar. 
 
    “You’re not going to do anything. Tharn’s here for me,” Karliss said. 
 
    “We didn’t come this far to do nothing,” Hulagu said. 
 
    “I have an idea,” Batu said. 
 
    “There’s nothing you can do against one of the Guardians except get yourself killed,” Karliss said. “You two stay back, out of the way.” 
 
    “We helped you before.” 
 
    “That wasn’t a Guardian.” 
 
    “I said I have an idea!” Batu said loudly. “Isn’t anyone listening?” The other two looked at him. “What about running away? You know, like everything else is doing?” 
 
    “We won’t get far,” Hulagu said. “Not with the horses already worn down like they are.” 
 
    “We could at least try,” Batu said, but the other two ignored him. 
 
    Then, in the distance, on top of a small hill a hundred yards away, Tharn appeared. Tharn was thick and blocky and looked like a jumble of reddish granite brought to life. Its legs were squat, its arms long. The hands at the ends of those arms were like small boulders. It ran on all fours, but when it saw them it stopped and stood upright. 
 
    “It’s huge,” Batu whispered. The horses were becoming frantic, fighting to get away, whinnying in fear. 
 
    Tharn was twice the height of a man and as wide as a barn door. Its head was the size of a boulder, craggy and irregular. A deep gash ran diagonally across its face, passing through one eye. From the depths of the gash came a flickering red glow. Tharn had another deep gouge in its shoulder that also flickered. The Guardian raised one hand and pointed a thick, stubby finger at Karliss. 
 
    “Karliss!” it bellowed. “Time to die!” 
 
    “Couldn’t we talk about this?” Batu muttered. 
 
    “You two get back,” Karliss said. “Let me handle this.” As he was speaking he was gathering the wind to him, shaping it, compressing it. Then he threw out his hand, palm outward, and let it go. 
 
    The compressed air shot across the intervening space and struck Tharn in the chest. The impact rocked Tharn back on its heels, but that was it. Tharn looked at Karliss and shook its massive head. Then it started running toward them again. 
 
    “Get out of here!” Karliss snapped. “I can’t fight that thing and protect you two at the same time.” He threw his reins to Hulagu and jumped down off his horse. “Go!” he yelled. 
 
    The other two fell back and Karliss turned to face Tharn. Though his heart was pounding hard, he felt strangely calm at the same time. He’d prepared for this. He wasn’t helpless. 
 
    As Tharn drew closer, he hit the thing with another blast of compressed air, giving it everything he had. Tharn was knocked backwards and fell down this time, but almost instantly it was running at him again. Briefly he considered using the Stone word of power he’d tried the day before, but quickly dismissed the idea. Tharn was too big, too powerful. And even if he could manage to control the creature, what would he do then? He wouldn’t be able to hold onto it for long before the word got away from him, probably injuring him at the same time. 
 
    It was time for the new word of power he’d learned. 
 
    “Akuy-ken-shai!” he yelled. 
 
    The power flowed outwards from him and instantly all the aranti in the area turned toward him. He collected them with the power of the word and directed them with his will, throwing them at Tharn, who was now less than fifty yards away and coming on fast. 
 
    The aranti came shrieking in from every direction, dimly visible glowing shapes moving at incredible speed. Karliss threw them at Tharn and they clustered around the Guardian. 
 
    Tharn slowed, then came to a halt. 
 
    Behind him, Karliss could hear Batu give a small cheer. 
 
    Karliss realized he had a problem. He was holding Tharn back, but he had no idea what to do with the creature. The aranti were fighting him, trying to get away. Already he was tiring from the strain of controlling them. He wasn’t sure how much longer he could hold them. 
 
    Abruptly Tharn switched tactics. The creature quit trying to move forward and crouched down. It swung its mighty fists and slammed them into the ground. 
 
    The ground underneath Karliss shook so violently that he was thrown off his feet. He hit hard, the impact breaking his concentration. A few of the aranti got away from him then and that was all Tharn needed. The Guardian began to make its way forward again. Its progress was slow, but unstoppable. 
 
    Karliss got to his feet and backed up. 
 
    Tharn slammed its fists into the ground again, hard enough that the ground cracked. Karliss was knocked down again and he lost a few more aranti. The ones remaining were slowing the Guardian, but not that much. Karliss backed up some more, thinking desperately. 
 
    Tharn was passing by a rock face now and suddenly the creature stopped. It slammed one fist into the rock face, fracturing it. Large chunks of stone broke free and crashed down around its feet. It bent, grabbed up a stone in each fist—the stones each the size of Karliss’ head—and flung them at him. 
 
    Karliss managed to duck the first one, but the second one came too quickly afterwards, and he had to quickly snatch at the wind. He was able to blast the rock with the wind just enough to divert it past his head. 
 
    But in doing so he lost his hold on most of the remaining aranti. 
 
    Tharn grunted and charged at him again. The thing was remarkably fast, considering how large it was. It covered the remaining distance much more quickly than Karliss would have thought possible. Clearly there was no way he could outrun the thing on foot. 
 
    Tharn covered the last few yards separating them and one huge, boulder-like fist swung for Karliss’ head. He threw himself to the side and barely avoided the blow, which came so close he heard it whistle by his ear. 
 
    He rolled and came to his feet, but any hope of a respite was quickly dashed by how fast Tharn recovered. The Guardian spun and came at him again. 
 
    Karliss acted on instinct. He knew there was no way he could move fast enough to get out of the way in time, so he did the only thing he could… 
 
    He channeled a blast of air at the ground to the side. The rebound from the impact pushed him the other way a split second before Tharn’s fist went through the spot where he’d been standing. It was strong enough that he was thrown a half dozen feet or so and he fell down when he landed. 
 
    Tharn turned and charged at him again. Karliss barely had time to make it back to his feet and channel another blast of air at the ground. He pushed harder this time and the rebound flung him a good dozen feet. He landed better than before and managed to stay upright. 
 
    Tharn slammed its fists on the ground, knocking Karliss down, then charged furiously. On the ground, with no time to recover, Karliss threw up a quick whirlwind in front of Tharn. The whirlwind picked up rocks and dirt, temporarily blinding Tharn, giving Karliss time to get back to his feet. 
 
    But he’d twisted his ankle on the last fall. He could keep dodging, but he didn’t know how long he’d be able to avoid the monster. How long before he made a mistake? If Tharn hit him one time, even a glancing blow, it would all be over. He’d have multiple broken bones. He might even be killed outright. 
 
    Suddenly, he got an idea. It was crazy, but it might work. 
 
    He channeled another blast of air at the ground, putting a little more space between him and Tharn, giving himself a couple more seconds to work with. 
 
    “Akuy-ken-shai!” 
 
    All of his desperate need went into the command, guided by focused intent. Dozens of aranti answered him, compelled by the power of his need. Again he threw them at Tharn… 
 
    But this time he didn’t try to stop Tharn. 
 
    This time he commanded the aranti to pick the Guardian up. 
 
    The aranti swirled madly around Tharn, so many of them that it was hard to see the creature. Tharn looked around disbelievingly as it began to rise into the air. His weight was tremendous. The aranti could only pick the creature up a few inches off the ground. Tharn slapped at the aranti, but the stone fists had no impact on them. 
 
    “Akuy-ken-shai!” 
 
    This time Karliss sent the word out further, compelling more aranti to respond to his command. Another dozen of the aranti answered, racing in and adding their strength to the ones already swirling around Tharn. 
 
    Tharn rose higher into the air. Karliss focused every ounce of strength he had, driving the aranti mercilessly, forcing them to push up against the very limits of what they were capable of. 
 
    Tharn rose still higher. The Guardian was twenty feet or more in the air and still rising. The aranti were fighting against Karliss. There were thirty or forty of them and he knew he couldn’t hold them much longer. He gritted his teeth and concentrated, trying to hold on for a few more seconds. 
 
    Now Tharn was a hundred feet in the air at least. The Guardian was fighting and thrashing, but there was nothing it could do. It bellowed angrily. Karliss kept pushing. Tharn was getting smaller and smaller, rising into the clouds. 
 
    Right before Karliss started to lose his hold on the aranti, he let them all go. 
 
    Tharn came plummeting back to earth. The Guardian hit the ground with bone-shaking force, so hard that Karliss staggered backwards. A cloud of dust rose up, partially obscuring it. 
 
    Karliss stared at the spot, hoping. The dust began to settle. Hulagu and Batu came riding towards him. He held up his hand to stop them when they got close. 
 
    “Is it dead?” Batu called. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Karliss said. 
 
    “Then let’s get out of here!” Hulagu said, and spurred his horse forward, leading Karliss’ horse. 
 
    The dust settled enough to see. Tharn began to move. The Guardian sat up. There were new, deep cracks across its torso and one arm was hanging at a crazy angle. 
 
    Hulagu and Batu came riding up. Hulagu handed Karliss his reins. “Come on!” 
 
    Karliss climbed on his horse, his gaze still fixed on Tharn. 
 
    Then Tharn did something unexpected. 
 
    “No more,” Tharn rumbled. “No more.” The massive head turned and its eyes fixed on Karliss. “You are Kasai’s problem now.” 
 
    The creature pulled itself to its feet, then turned away and shambled off. 
 
    Batu was shaking his head. “That was amazing,” he said. “Just when I think…” He trailed off, unable to find the words. 
 
    “Congratulations,” Hulagu said. “You defeated one of the Guardians.” 
 
    “It’s a good thing,” Karliss replied. He was so weak he was having trouble staying in the saddle. “Because I don’t have anything left really.” 
 
    “Come on. Let’s go home,” Hulagu said. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twenty-two: Fen 
 
      
 
    Fen and Ravin stood in a darkened corner by the back wall of the castle, partially hidden by the corner of an old storage shed, and watched the dust settle from the collapse of the old tower. Soldiers and servants began to gather and soon there were a couple dozen people staring openmouthed at the destruction. 
 
    “I knew that heap of rubble was going to come down,” one servant said. He was an old man with crazy white hair and a withered arm. “I said it myself only the other day, I did. I told them it wouldn’t last, but did they listen? No, they didn’t.” 
 
    “Shut up, Willem, you old coot. Ain’t nobody listening to you now!” one of the soldiers yelled. Fen knew him. It was Ely, a thick-shouldered sergeant with a taste for drink and a bad temper. 
 
    Willem cursed Ely but there was no real heat in his voice. 
 
    “You think the Ankharans were in there?” another soldier said. He was a young man Fen didn’t really know. 
 
    “I hope so,” Willem said, spitting on the ground. “They’re demon spawn is what they are and we’re best rid of them.” Willem was a devout man and the god he worshipped was one of the first ones who was killed, his temple desecrated. 
 
    “You’d best keep your voice down, if you know what’s good for you,” Ely said truculently. 
 
    “And you’ll shut your fat gob if you know what’s good for you,” Willem shot back, though he did lower his voice. 
 
    “I hope so too,” Fen said to Ravin. She was leaning into him, gripping his hand tightly with one of her hands, while with the other she held onto his upper arm. “I hope they all died in there.” Ravin shivered and pressed in closer to him. Fen looked down at her. In the dim light he could see the curve of her cheek and the sparkle of her eyes. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I know I shouldn’t say that.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” she whispered back. “I feel the same way.” 
 
    There was a commotion over by the palace and a minute later the Fist came walking up. He was fully dressed and didn’t look like a man who’d been sleeping. He crossed his arms and regarded the wreckage. “Did anyone see what happened?” he asked. 
 
    Faces turned down. There were muttered no’s all around. Then Willem spoke up. 
 
    “The hand of god, that’s what it was,” he said loudly. The Fist turned toward him, and he broke off and took a step back. 
 
    “What makes you say that?” the Fist asked in a low voice. 
 
    The old man shrugged. “One of those things,” he replied. 
 
    “You think the gods did this,” the Fist said. 
 
    “I dunno, sire,” the old man said meekly. “It seemed the thing to say.” 
 
    “Curious way for the gods to finally make themselves known, don’t you think, knocking over an old tower?” 
 
    “There’s no telling,” Willem said, a little defiance creeping back into his voice. 
 
    “Be careful what you say,” the Fist said mildly. “Times have changed.” He turned as four figures came walking up out of the gloom. Fen saw with a sinking heart that it was the Ankharans. They had their cowls pulled up over their heads. Willem staggered backwards as if he’d been physically struck, his face going white. 
 
    “This man thinks the gods knocked over your tower,” the Fist said. The four figures turned to regard the old servant. The other people gathered there began backing away. “Some kind of divine judgment.” 
 
    “Judgment comes in many forms,” one of the figures said to Willem. “Would you like to see a different judgment?” 
 
    Willem was shaking visibly. Ravin’s hand tightened on Fen’s. “Don’t hurt him,” she whispered. “He’s only an old man.” 
 
    The figures advanced on Willem, who stood rooted to the spot, shaking visibly. One hand came up to clasp the religious symbol he wore around his neck. It looked like he was mouthing a prayer. One of the Ankharans stretched out a pale hand toward him… 
 
    At that moment there was a crash as a piece of the tower wall that was still standing collapsed suddenly. The Ankharans turned as one toward the rubble. Willem seized his chance and hobbled away as quickly as he could, the other gathered servants and soldiers melting away at the same time. 
 
    “It’s a good thing you weren’t in there,” the Fist said to the Ankharans. 
 
    They did not reply. One of them turned and looked at the spot where Fen and Ravin were concealed. Fen and Ravin took a step back, huddling deeper into the shadows. Fen felt the familiar pressure start inside his skull, along with the feeling of heat in his chest. But it wasn’t very strong, as if his affliction was sated from the earlier release. 
 
    “We will find you new quarters in the palace,” the Fist said. 
 
    After a long moment, the Ankharan who was staring at them turned back to the Fist and nodded. They all walked together toward the palace. 
 
    Fen let out the breath he’d been holding and turned to Ravin. He touched her cheek. “Are you all right?” he asked. 
 
    She nodded. “I still feel a little woozy, but it’s nothing. I’m more frightened than anything. What was going on down there? What was that thing?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Fen said. “But they had scores of people in there, maybe a hundred of them, and they were all covered in what looked like gray spider webs. Drops of light were running from them into this pool of purple light.” He shuddered. “Those poor people. I wish I could have saved them.” 
 
    Ravin looked over at the rubble of the tower. “At least they aren’t suffering anymore. And you killed that horrible crab-thing. Where does something like that come from?” 
 
    “The Ankharans. They must have brought it in their ship.” 
 
    “I don’t see how. That thing was huge.” 
 
    “I’ve been inside their ship. It’s no normal ship. It’s almost like an opening to another world in there.” Fen thought for a moment. “When the Fist killed that assassin a couple of years ago, I saw white light come out of the assassin’s mouth and go into the Fist. That was what healed him.” 
 
    Ravin frowned. “I never heard anyone say anything about a white light.” 
 
    “No one else saw it. But I did, I’m sure of it. I think the Fist drained that man’s life that day, and I think those people down there were having their lives drained away into…” He shrugged. “I have no idea.” 
 
    “And they were going to do that to me, but you saved me,” Ravin said, throwing her arms around Fen and hugging him tightly. “How did you know I was there?” 
 
    Fen remembered Amma then. “It was Amma. She saw the man taking you and came and told me. We should go find her. She probably thinks you’re dead. I don’t think we should stand around here anyway. We don’t want anyone to see us and think we were involved.” 
 
    There was no one around as they snuck past the rubble. As they neared the palace, Ravin came to a stop. “Wait. I think I hear something.” Fen listened. Faintly he could hear the sound of someone crying. 
 
    They found Amma sitting on a bench under a tree near the palace gardens. Ravin hurried to her and when Amma looked up and saw her, she gave a little squeal. 
 
    “You’re alive!” She jumped up and threw her arms around Ravin. “When I saw the tower come down I was so sure you were both dead.” She let go of Ravin and wiped her eyes. “How did you escape?” she asked. “I never saw you leave the place.” 
 
    Fen’s heart leapt into his mouth when Ravin replied, afraid she was going to tell his secret, but he didn’t need to worry. 
 
    “It was a miracle,” Ravin said. “The stones fell all around us, but none of them hit us. Once it all settled down, we were able to crawl free.” 
 
    “That’s incredible,” Amma said. “And so romantic. Fen rescues you from the kidnapper and then when the tower falls you climb out of the rubble and walk away.” She looked at Fen. “You took care of the kidnapper I hope.” 
 
    “He did,” Ravin said. “He was very brave.” 
 
    Amma went inside a few minutes later and the two of them sat down on the bench. “Thank you for not telling her,” Fen said. “For a moment there I was pretty worried.” 
 
    “You secret is safe with me, Fen, I promise you.” She stroked his arm as she spoke and suddenly pulled her hand back. “What’s wrong with your arm?” 
 
    The light coming from the palace was weak, but Fen could see that his arm looked reddish. He touched it. It felt like stone. The other one was the same. “It’s something that happens when I…” He trailed off, not wanting to say it, still afraid to speak his secret shame. “When it happens.” 
 
    Ravin only hesitated a moment, then she put her hands back on his arm. “It feels like stone,” she said. 
 
    “I think it is.” Fen pulled and a piece of it came free. Quickly he broke the rest of it off and tossed it away, except for one piece that Ravin took. She peered at it, then looked at him. 
 
    “What did you do in there, Fen?” 
 
    “I don’t really know,” he admitted. “But it seems I have some kind of power over stone, or I’m able to tap into power that’s in the stone or something. I don’t understand it at all.” 
 
    “You can cause earthquakes?” 
 
    Fen hesitated. He was staring into her eyes, afraid to see something he didn’t want to see there, fear, disgust, maybe both. But he saw neither. “Sort of. I think so.” 
 
    “What else can you do?” 
 
    “Sometimes, when I’m upset, weapons bounce off of me like I’m made out of stone. That’s what happened the night those men attacked us and dragged you into that alley. One stabbed me, but it didn’t even scratch me.” 
 
    “That’s incredible,” she breathed. She touched his arm where he had peeled the stone away. “Your skin feels hot.” 
 
    “It happens when the…when my affliction surfaces.” 
 
    “Why do you call it an affliction?” 
 
    “Because it is.” Fen looked away. “That’s part of the reason I never told you about it, Ravin. I’m sick.” 
 
    “You don’t look sick. What makes you think you’re sick?” 
 
    “Because I think my father had the same thing and it killed him. It will probably kill me too. I don’t know how long I have. I didn’t want you stuck with me if I’m only going to die.” 
 
    “Don’t talk like that,” she said firmly. “You’re not going to die.” She took his hands and squeezed them tightly. “I won’t let you. Do you hear me, Fen? I won’t let you. We’re going to be together for a long time.” 
 
    Hesitantly, he turned back to face her. He had a lump in his throat. He’d wanted to hear those words from her for so long, dreamed of them. But he’d convinced himself it could never happen. “I hope you’re right,” he said. “I talked to a healer who saw my father. He said he couldn’t help me with my affliction.” 
 
    “You’re using that word again, affliction. Like you have a disease. What if it’s not a disease?” 
 
    “What else could it be?” he asked, frowning. 
 
    “Maybe it’s a gift.” 
 
    “A gift?” 
 
    “One of the things I love about you, Fen, is that all you really want is to protect the people of this city. It’s your driving purpose. You want to protect those who can’t protect themselves.” 
 
    “Okay,” he said cautiously, wondering what she was getting at. 
 
    “Don’t you see? Because of your affliction you were able to save my life and put an end to whatever it is they were doing down there. Who knows how many others you saved?” 
 
    “You’re right,” he said slowly. “I hadn’t thought about that.” 
 
    “Maybe what you have is a gift from the gods,” she said. 
 
    Fen thought about what the old healer had said about there being no gods, only beings called Shapers who lived within the Spheres of Stone, Sea, and Sky. But he said nothing about it. 
 
    “It could be you’ve been given this power to stop the Ankharans and whatever evil god they worship.” 
 
    “The Ankharans don’t worship a god. They believe all the gods are dead.” 
 
    “What? Really?” 
 
    “They believe it is time for man to become his own god.” 
 
    “That’s strange. But it doesn’t matter right now. What matters is that you have a gift, not an affliction.” 
 
    “But what happened to my father…” 
 
    “You don’t know for sure what happened to your father, do you? You told me your mother would never talk about him.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Fen admitted. 
 
    “You’re not your father,” she said fiercely, as if willing him to believe her. “You’ll write your own history.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right.” 
 
    “I am,” she said firmly. “You don’t know why he died. Maybe he resisted his gift instead of accepting it. All we know is that you are a different person.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Fen said. Her words made him feel surprisingly better. “Maybe I’ve just been looking at this the wrong way.” 
 
    “The important thing is, whatever happens, I’ll be there for you, okay?” 
 
    “What about the other guy?” Fen asked, thinking of the merchant’s son with the long, blond hair. “Don’t you…?” 
 
    “Oh, Fen, I never loved him. He’s nice and he makes me laugh, but he’s not you. We never went out together. He asked me to—plenty of times—but I always told him I wasn’t ready and I wasn’t. It wouldn’t have been fair to him. I was still too in love with you.” 
 
    Fen didn’t miss that twice she’d said love. He realized he had a big smile on his face that probably made him look stupid, but right then he couldn’t seem to care. 
 
    “What are you smiling so big about?” she asked him. 
 
    “You said you loved me,” Fen said. “I think that’s what you said anyway. You do, don’t you?” 
 
    “Are you slow, or what?” she teased him. “Did you not hear me the first time, right after we got out from under the tower?” 
 
    “I did. But I thought maybe you were just upset.” 
 
    “Maybe I still am,” she said coyly. “Maybe I’m in shock and I’m so overwhelmed by being rescued by my hero that I can’t think straight.” 
 
    She was about to say something else when Fen leaned in and kissed her. It wasn’t much of a kiss. He only brushed his lips against hers. He wasn’t sure what made him do it, and he quickly pulled back. 
 
    “I do too,” he said. The next words were surprisingly hard to say. “I love you too.” 
 
    Ravin flung her arms around him. The kiss she gave him was considerably longer. When she pulled back a minute later, Fen felt lightheaded. Ravin’s eyes were shining. 
 
    Fen told her everything then, how after his mother was killed the soldier tried to kill him, but the sword bounced off. How he caused the earthquake the day all the nobility were executed. The young woman and her daughter that he’d saved. Everything he’d learned about his father. The only thing he didn’t tell her was what the old healer had said about Shapers. He wanted to look into that some more first. When he was finished, he felt like a great weight had been lifted from his shoulders. 
 
    “It’s been crushing me,” he told Ravin. “I’ve spent so much time worrying about people finding out my secret.” 
 
    “I wish you would have told me, Fen. But I understand why you didn’t. You didn’t know me all that well. I only wish there’d been some way to let you know you could trust me with your secret.” 
 
    “It wasn’t about trusting you,” he said. “I didn’t want to involve you. I can’t always control this power. I was afraid I’d hurt you with it. I couldn’t live with myself if I did that.” 
 
    “At least you don’t have to worry about that anymore.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You just used your power to kill that crab-thing and those men, but at the same time you protected me.” 
 
    “That might have been nothing but luck,” he said dubiously. 
 
    “It’s good enough for me, whatever it is.” 
 
    “I was also worried about what would happen to you if my secret came out. They might punish you too.” 
 
    “That’s the part that angers me,” she said with some heat in her voice. “I don’t like you taking my choices away.” 
 
    “I wasn’t doing that,” he protested. 
 
    “Then what do you call it?” 
 
    “Protecting you?” 
 
    “I call it making my decisions for me. Next time, tell me and let me decide if I want to take the risk or not. I’m not some helpless little girl. I can make my own choices.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I’m really not very good at this sort of thing.” 
 
    “You’ll get better.” 
 
    “So I guess that my other reason for not telling you—so you didn’t have to watch me die, like my mother did with my father—that’s kind of the same thing, isn’t it? Not letting you choose for yourself?” 
 
    “See? You’re already getting better.” She patted him on the hand. “Being together doesn’t mean shielding each other from the hard parts, you know. It’s about sharing those hardships, facing them together, helping each other.” 
 
    “I like the sound of that better than keeping everything to myself. It was pretty lonely.” 
 
    They sat there for hours, talking, while the night slipped away. They shared their hopes and dreams for the future. They talked about everything under the sun. Without Fen’s secret hanging over them, there was an easiness and an openness between them that had never been there before and the time passed swiftly. At one point Fen realized he could see Ravin’s face a lot more clearly. He blinked and looked around. Morning was coming. 
 
    “It’s almost morning,” he said. 
 
    “It is, isn’t it?” Ravin got up. “I have to get going. I’m supposed to help make bread this morning. I’m already late.” She gave him another long hug. “What’s next?” she asked him. “What are you going to do now?” 
 
    “I’m going to tell the Fist. What else can I do?” 
 
    “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” 
 
    “He has to know. Whatever the Ankharans were doing it can’t be good. Someone has to warn him.” 
 
    “Are you sure he doesn’t already know? He spends a lot of time with them. Some have even seen him going into the tower with them.” 
 
    Her words shocked Fen. “You can’t be saying that he’s working with them, kidnapping his own people and using them for…” He shook his head. “I can’t believe that. He cares about his people too much.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right. I really do. But he’s different now, since they showed up.” 
 
    “How?” Fen asked, though he already knew. 
 
    “He’s harder, crueler. He had little Ernel whipped, all for dropping a glass. It was an accident. The Fist I used to know would never have done that.” 
 
    “That doesn’t prove anything,” Fen said, though he knew he was trying to argue with himself as much as with her. He couldn’t deny that he’d seen the changes too. “He’s under a lot of stress, preparing for the war and all. It’s making him do things he wouldn’t normally do.” 
 
    “Or maybe it’s the Ankharans who are doing that,” she replied. “No one knows what it is that they are doing with him, locked in the throne room for hours on end. The servants are all frightened. A few have left during the night. There’s something going on in the palace and whatever it is, it’s not right.” She put her hand on the side of Fen’s face. “Just promise me you’ll be careful, okay? He might not be the man you think you know, and I don’t want to have to come visit you in prison, not now that I finally got you back.” 
 
    “So I’m supposed to stand aside and watch it happen and do nothing?” he asked her, feeling hopeless. 
 
    “I don’t think so. I think there is something you’re supposed to do. But you might have to wait and watch for it, okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” he told her reluctantly. 
 
    They hugged again and she hurried off to the palace. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twenty-three 
 
      
 
    Fen went to the barracks. He decided that before he ate it would be a good idea to clean up. He took off his sword belt, laid it on his bed, and went to the water trough behind the barracks. After cleaning up, he returned to the barracks. 
 
    The door opened a moment later. Fen turned to see two palace guards standing there. They were dressed in light armor, half-helms, and carrying short swords. The red fist that was the royal emblem was stitched onto their surcoats. 
 
    “The Fist commands your presence,” one of them said. 
 
    “Okay,” Fen said. He reached for his sword belt, but one of the guards stopped him. 
 
    “Leave your weapon here,” he said. 
 
    That was odd. Fen had never been told he couldn’t wear his sword around the Fist before. “Why?” he asked. 
 
    “Orders.” 
 
    Fen noticed that both men had their hands on the hilts of their swords. Their expressions were stern. He headed for the door, the guards following close on his heels. He wondered if he was going to be arrested. Had the Fist learned that he was in the tower? Whatever was going on, it probably wasn’t good. But he had no thought of resisting or fleeing. His liege summoned and he would go. 
 
    The guards marched him through the palace. It was early and the place was only beginning to stir. There were no supplicants lined up yet, hoping for the Fist’s ear. They passed only servants and they took one look at the guards’ scowls and quickly moved out of the way. 
 
    The throne room was dim, only a few rays of sunlight making it past the heavy drapes that covered the windows. The Fist was standing by his throne, talking to one of the Ankharans. At the foot of the dais stood a burly soldier that Fen recognized right away. It was Ely. Ely did not look at Fen as he approached. 
 
    When Fen neared the dais the man the Fist was talking to looked down at Fen and Fen saw that it was Maphothet, the leader of the Ankharans. The blue tattoos covering his face stood out starkly against his bone-white skin. His eyes were cold and dark and expressionless. Distantly Fen felt the pressure start inside his skull, the heat building inside his chest. 
 
    The Fist walked down the steps and approached Fen, who knelt and bowed his head. 
 
    “Rise.” Fen stood. “This soldier says he saw you entering the tower before it fell,” he said, gesturing at Ely. 
 
    Fen hesitated. His first instinct was to admit to the charge. Honesty was one of the things he prided himself on the most. Besides, he still could not believe that the Fist knew what had been going on in the cavern beneath the tower, whatever Ravin said. The Fist he knew could never be part of such a thing. 
 
    But he knew that proof of what he’d seen would be nearly impossible to obtain. It would take weeks to dig through the rubble and find what was down there, weeks they did not have, with the invasion coming up. And the Fist had been very clear about what would happen if Fen again accused the Ankharans without proof. 
 
    He remembered what Ravin said, about being patient and choosing his moment and so, instead of admitting it, he said, “It’s not true.” 
 
    Ely threw up his head and gave him a baleful look, but Fen ignored him. 
 
    “Are you calling this man a liar?” the Fist asked. 
 
    Fen shook his head. “The light was bad. He is mistaken, that’s all.” 
 
    The Fist swung back to Ely. “What do you have to say to this?” 
 
    “It was him, all right,” the burly man said. His eyes were very deep set and bloodshot, the skin around them puffy from drinking. Fen could smell the ale on him from where he stood. “I saw him as sure as I see him now.” 
 
    “I don’t know who you saw,” Fen replied, “but it was not me. Maybe you were confused by the drink.” 
 
    The Fist scowled at Ely, who wilted somewhat, then rallied. “I had a few pints, it’s true. But there’s not enough drink in Samkara to make me see what isn’t there. It was you all right,” he growled, pointing a pudgy finger at Fen. 
 
    “Do you have any witnesses who will speak as to where you were last night?” the Fist asked Fen. 
 
    “I do,” he replied. “I was with my girl all night. You can ask her.” As he said the words he winced inwardly. He didn’t want to involve Ravin in this if he could help it, but he also didn’t want to be arrested. He couldn’t do anything to thwart the Ankharans if he was in prison. 
 
    “That’s enough for me,” the Fist said, as Ely spluttered and protested. “Get this man out of here,” he said to the two guards who had escorted Fen in. “Give him thirty lashes.” 
 
    As the guards hauled the man away, still protesting, Fen said, “Fist, if I may speak?” The Fist nodded. “Maybe thirty lashes is too harsh. The man spoke up out of a desire to protect you, I’m sure. He made a mistake, it’s true, but an honest one. Maybe a day of hard labor would be more fitting?” 
 
    The Fist thought about this, pulling on one of the ends of his mustache as he did so, then nodded. He called out to the guards. “Put him on clearing away the debris from the tower. Make sure he is watched closely and does not loaf.” 
 
    He turned back to Fen. “I did not believe it, but I had to know for sure. It’s difficult to know who to trust these days. There are spies and assassins everywhere, agents of Marad and the old gods. They are frightened by what it is we are doing here,” he said, gesturing to indicate the four robed figures, who were standing at the top of the dais still, as motionless as statues. “And they are right to be frightened, for we are ushering in a new age.” He put his hand on Fen’s shoulder. “Come, have breakfast with me. It’s been too long since we talked.” 
 
    He led Fen toward a doorway. The Ankharans stood where they were, watching. Beyond the doorway a short hall led to a small dining room. A servant bowed when they entered and hurried off for food at the Fist’s command. 
 
    The food came, but the Fist ignored it. He encouraged Fen to eat, but stayed on his feet, pacing. Fen observed him surreptitiously while he ate his food. For the most part the Fist looked as he always did. He was dressed in a plain white, sleeveless tunic, with copper bands around his biceps. His trousers were leather and tucked into knee-high boots. He was clean-shaven except for his long mustache, which was oiled, the ends hanging down past his chin. His bald head gleamed in the lamplight. 
 
    But there was something different about him. He looked paler than normal, his veins standing out starkly against his skin. And there was a strange energy about him, a manic quality to his movements. 
 
    “We’re getting so close, Fen,” he said. “The new day is almost upon us.” 
 
    “New day?” Fen asked. 
 
    “The day when man throws off his shackles and becomes his own god, of course,” he said, still pacing. “The day when man realizes his true power.” He clenched his fists and stared at them. 
 
    “The power,” he breathed. “It’s unbelievable. There are no words. You can’t imagine.” 
 
    Fen wondered if he could imagine. He noticed that the pressure inside his head had not receded now that he was away from the Ankharans. Did that mean that the Fist was now causing his power to awaken also? The thought was alarming. He’d told Ravin that his power seemed to awaken when he was around the Ankharans, as if there was something innately wrong about them that caused it to stir. 
 
    “It’s all I can do not to charge Marad by myself,” the Fist continued. “They will rue the day they attacked Samkara. The day of retribution is at hand.” He looked at Fen as he spoke and Fen saw a fey light in his eyes that alarmed him. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Fen asked without thinking. 
 
    The Fist’s eyes darkened. “I have never been better. What makes you say that?” 
 
    “Nothing. Only…you do not seem yourself.” 
 
    The Fist came and sat down at the table, fixing Fen with his intense stare. “I am changing, it is true. There are…costs to what I am undergoing, certain prices to be paid. But it is nothing and Maphothet promises me they will pass.” 
 
    “So you trust him?” 
 
    “As much as it is possible to trust a foreigner.” He leaned forward. This close, Fen could see a single vein standing out on his forehead. He wondered if it had always been there and he was only now noticing it. “But there are none I trust as much as you, Fen. You know that, don’t you?” 
 
    Startled, Fen said, “I’m honored, Fist.” 
 
    “Please, call me Barik when we are alone. I don’t know if I told you before, but you are like a son to me, Fen. You are the man I hoped my son would grow up to be.” 
 
    Fen felt confused. Such openness was not normal for the Fist. “Thank you…Barik.” 
 
    “It is difficult when you get into my position,” Barik said, leaning back and rubbing his eyes. He sounded utterly tired and there was a vulnerability about him that Fen had never seen. “I don’t know who to trust. There are enemies all around. Some merely want power or influence for themselves, but others are spies, sent here by our enemies to undermine us because they fear us. It makes things easier, knowing there is at least one person I can trust.” He took a drink from the glass of water standing beside his plate and when he set the glass down his manner was different. The vulnerability was gone, replaced by a sharpness, a level of suspicion. “I can trust you, can’t I, Fen?” 
 
    “Of course,” Fen replied quickly. 
 
    “I hope so,” Barik said, “because if I found out I couldn’t, well, it would go very badly for you.” 
 
    Fen felt a chill run down his spine when he heard the words. The Fist’s tone was cold. 
 
    The next moment the coldness passed and the Fist smiled and stood up. “Of course that would never happen. I know that. You’ve always been completely loyal. That’s why when we march against Marad you’ll be part of my personal retinue.” 
 
    “As you wish,” Fen replied, off balance by how quickly the Fist’s moods were changing. “I will do my best to carry out any task you give me. Only…” He hesitated. 
 
    “What is it? Speak freely.” 
 
    “I hope this doesn’t mean that I won’t be fighting with my squad. We’ve been through so much together.” 
 
    “I would never do that,” the Fist assured him. “I have tracked your progress very closely and I know of your abilities. You and Wolfpack squad are one of my elite units. Your squad will be attached to me, but it does not mean you will be in the rear, away from the fighting. You should know that I mean to lead the charge when the time comes. My men will know that their Fist fights as they do. He does not huddle in the rear like a frightened child.” 
 
    He resumed pacing then and for the next few minutes he said nothing. As he paced he muttered to himself now and then. He seemed to have forgotten Fen was there. Finally he turned on Fen, a curious expression on his face. 
 
    “I admit there are times when I wonder if I go too far,” he said. He was staring straight at Fen, but Fen had the feeling the Fist wasn’t seeing him, but was looking at something in his imagination. “There are barriers, perhaps, that man was not meant to cross. Sometimes I doubt.” 
 
    “What sort of barriers?” Fen asked, thinking of the strange cavern beneath the tower. 
 
    “What?” The Fist blinked and seemed to come back to himself. “Oh, Fen. I’m glad you’re here.” 
 
    “You said something about barriers that shouldn’t be crossed?” 
 
    “Yes. I suppose I did. They have to be crossed, though. Only by risking everything can a man take the destiny that is his by right, don’t you think?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Fen said uneasily. Hesitantly, knowing he was taking a risk, he asked, “Was there something going on in the tower? Is that one of the barriers you speak of?” 
 
    “Is seeking power to be feared?” the Fist asked, his voice rising a little. “Am I to be judged because I want my people safe from their enemies?” 
 
    “No. Never.” 
 
    “I want nothing for myself, Fen. You must see that surely. I have never wanted anything for myself. It is all for my people, everything I do.” He stared at Fen, almost challenging him. “I would never do anything to harm those who follow me. That will never change.” 
 
    Fen relaxed somewhat. The Fist must not have known what the Ankharans were doing then. There was still hope. 
 
    “Why do you ask?” the Fist asked. 
 
    “Some have wondered what the Ankharans were doing in there is all,” Fen said cautiously. 
 
    The Fist waved it away like it was an insect. “There are always those who will talk. The Ankharans are foreigners and so it is hard to trust them. But while their ways are strange, the ends they lead to are only for the best. A certain amount of faith is required.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Fen left the palace a few minutes later, more confused than ever. What was happening to the Fist? What were the Ankharans doing to him? They had some kind of hold over him, but what and how? 
 
    For the first time Fen began to seriously consider the idea that he needed to learn to understand and control his power. It wasn’t something he’d ever thought he would do. Always before it was something to be suppressed. But now he saw the possibility that the only way to combat the Ankharans was with his power. Clearly they were capable of feats beyond the realm of steel and muscle. 
 
    Was this why he was given this power? Did the gods do this? Or was it something else? 
 
    The problem was that he had no idea how to go about learning how to control his power. He needed a teacher, someone to at least point him in the right direction, but he didn’t know anyone who could help. He thought of the old healer and what he said about the Shapers. Maybe he could learn more there. He could go by and see him at the end of the day, after he was done with his duties. 
 
    First, though, today he was to report to Captain Rouk. He glanced at the sun and saw that he was late so he started running. Rouk was a hard man who didn’t tolerate excuses of any sort. He would already be angry at Fen for being late and every minute that passed would only make him angrier. 
 
    Fen grabbed his sword belt from the barracks, pulled on his mail and his surcoat and ran to where Rouk was mustering a squad of soldiers. The soldiers were all wearing helmets and leather armor with chain mail over it. Each carried a short sword. 
 
    “You’re late, lieutenant!” Rouk yelled. He was a wiry man with short-cropped, gray hair and a scar on his chin. He had a way of sticking his chin out when he talked as if he was daring someone to hit him. The look he gave Fen was dark. 
 
    “Sorry, captain. I was meeting with the Fist.” 
 
    Rouk looked like he was going to challenge Fen, but then he settled for saying, “Don’t let it happen again.” To the squad he yelled, “Move out!” 
 
    They marched down into the merchant district. As part of the preparations for war every merchant was required to provide certain goods. These materials were essentially a special tax. The merchants weren’t paid for the materials they were required to provide. It was considered their contribution to the war effort. Rouk was one of the captains in charge of enforcing the order. Fen had gone along on these collections before. Merchants who had been dragging their feet fulfilling their requirements had a tendency to quickly become very compliant when a dozen soldiers, armed and armored, showed up at their door. 
 
    This was the first time Fen had been assigned to assist Rouk, but he knew from talking to other soldiers that he was more ruthless about enforcing the collections than any of the other captains. Still, Fen expected it to be a fairly easy day, which he was glad for since the effects of his battle in the cavern combined with not getting any sleep were catching up to him. As the squad took up its position outside a home he yawned and rubbed his eyes. Unfortunately, Rouk saw him. 
 
    “We’re not interfering with your sleep time, are we, lieutenant?” he barked. 
 
    Fen snapped to attention. “No, sir!” 
 
    “You’re an officer now,” Rouk said. “Try to act like one. You’re expected to show up ready for duty. If you want to stay up all night with some whore that’s your business, but when the morning comes you need to be sharp. Is that understood?” 
 
    Fen bristled at the implication that Ravin was a whore, but he knew better than to argue. “Yes, sir!” he said. 
 
    The house was two-story, built of stone with a tile roof. It was a nice house, but not fancy. The paint was peeling and a couple of the roof tiles had come loose. Rouk strode up to the front door and banged hard on it with the hilt of his dagger. Then he stepped back, put his hands on his hips and waited. 
 
    A maid opened the door and looked out timidly. She took in the squad of soldiers and her eyes widened. 
 
    “Bring your master out at once,” Rouk snapped. 
 
    The maid—she was little more than a girl, thin and wearing a black dress that was too big for her—swallowed visibly. “He’s still getting dressed.” 
 
    “I don’t care. Bring him out here at once or we will come in and get him.” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” she said, her head bobbing. She backed up and started to close the door, but Rouk put his foot in it and stopped her. She looked down at his foot, then ran back into the recesses of the house. 
 
    A couple of minutes later a short man appeared at the door. His hair was messy and he was still wearing his sleeping gown, though he had pulled on a pair of trousers and shoes. He was a soft-looking man with a round face and the merest wisp of a beard. 
 
    “Captain, I can explain,” he said. 
 
    “I’m not interested in explanations,” the captain growled. “I’m only interested in the…” He pulled a parchment out of an inside pocket in his coat and consulted it. “The fourteen barrels of olive oil that you owe the crown.” 
 
    The merchant tried a placating smile, took a closer look at Rouk’s scowl, and gave it up. “It’s coming. I only need two more days.” He nodded as if to encourage Rouk to believe him. 
 
    “It was due yesterday. I’m here to collect.” 
 
    “I’m telling you, I don’t have it yet. It’s on the road from Narom as we speak, I swear. The axle on the wagon broke and they’re having it repaired. I’ll have it for you as soon as I can.” 
 
    “Withholding necessary war materials is a serious crime,” Rouk warned him. “I am authorized to take any measures necessary to collect said materials.” 
 
    The merchant blanched. He looked to Fen for help, saw nothing there, and looked back at Rouk. “It’s out of my control. I’ll have it in two days. Only give me a little more time.” 
 
    “Any measures necessary,” Rouk repeated. 
 
    The merchant licked his lips. He splayed his hands helplessly in front of him. “My hands are tied. I do not have it.” 
 
    Rouk spun on his heel and looked at Fen. “Lieutenant, take the men and enter the house. Bind his family and bring them out here. Use force if necessary.” 
 
    The merchant started spluttering. Fen hesitated, not sure if he’d heard correctly. On other collections he’d assisted with the captain in charge had come to some sort of agreement with the tardy merchant, usually involving the merchant agreeing to a certain surcharge for being late. One who had already twice been late was quietly arrested, but that was as far as it had ever gone. “You want us to tie up his family and drag them out here?” 
 
    “You have your orders, lieutenant!” Rouk yelled. “Carry them out!” The merchant had gone pale. He was grabbing at Rouk’s arm, trying to get his attention. Casually, Rouk elbowed him hard in the stomach, doubling him over. The merchant fell to his knees. 
 
    “Lieutenant!” Rouk snapped. 
 
    Fen saluted and motioned to the squad to follow him. He didn’t feel good about this at all, but what else could he do? Orders were orders. 
 
    Beyond the door was a short hallway. Stairs on the right led up to the second floor. “Half of you search this floor,” he ordered. “The rest of you come upstairs with me.” He paused, then added, “Don’t bind anyone if you don’t have to.” 
 
    “But, sir,” one of the soldiers said. “Our orders—” 
 
    “These are the orders I’m giving you,” Fen said firmly and the man nodded. He trotted off down the hallway with half the soldiers following. Fen started up the stairs. The bedrooms would be on the second floor. This early in the day the man’s family should be still in bed or at least in their rooms, which was why he’d chosen the upper floor for himself. He wanted to make sure the merchant’s family wasn’t roughly treated. 
 
    On the top floor there were four doors, one of which—presumably the merchant’s bedroom from the look of it—was open. A woman was standing in the open door, staring at them. She had graying hair and was wearing her nightgown, a sleeping cap still on her head. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” she quavered. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “There’s no need to be alarmed,” Fen told her. “I just need you and your children to step outside for a minute.” 
 
    “Are we in trouble? Are we being arrested?” 
 
    “You’re not being arrested.” Fen desperately hoped that was true, though he couldn’t be sure how far Rouk would go. He motioned for the soldiers accompanying him to check the other rooms. 
 
    “The children too?” the woman cried. “But they’ve…we’ve done nothing wrong. We are law-abiding citizens, I assure you!” 
 
    “I have no doubt of that,” Fen said, hating that he had to do this. He was supposed to protect the citizens of Samkara, not drag them out into the street like criminals. 
 
    The woman suddenly screeched and ran toward one of the doors as a soldier opened it. “You can’t go in there!” she yelled. “My baby girl is in there and she’s very sick! She can’t be moved!” 
 
    The soldier looked to Fen for directions and Fen said, “Leave it be.” He walked over to the door. The woman was standing in front of it, her hands out to the sides, blocking the entrance. Tears were starting in her eyes. 
 
    “Please leave her alone,” she pleaded. “She’s only a baby. She’s very sick. The healer said she isn’t to be disturbed. She’s been awake most of the night and only got to sleep a few minutes ago.” 
 
    Fen made a decision. “Okay. We’ll leave her be. Will you come along quietly?” 
 
    “We’re not being arrested?” the woman asked. 
 
    “No, ma’am,” Fen said, hoping it was true. 
 
    From one of the other rooms the soldiers brought out two daughters in their early teens. They were holding hands and looking around fearfully. From the other room came a wail. Fen and the woman both hurried over there. 
 
    Inside the room was a boy around six. He had his arms and legs locked around one of his bedposts, howling as a soldier was pulling on him, trying to dislodge him. “He won’t let go, sir,” the soldier said to Fen. 
 
    “Let me handle it,” Fen said. The soldier let the boy go and stepped back. Fen crouched down beside the bed. The boy stared at him fearfully with big, dark eyes. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Fen told him. “No one is going to hurt you. We just need you to come outside.” 
 
    “I was asleep,” the boy said. “He scared me.” 
 
    “I’m sure he did. I’d be scared too if someone came into my bedroom that I didn’t know,” Fen told him calmly. 
 
    “Who are you? Why are you here?” the little boy asked. 
 
    “We’re soldiers. We’re here to talk to your daddy.” 
 
    “I don’t know where Daddy is.” 
 
    “He’s outside. That’s where we want to take you.” Fen held out his hand. “Will you come?” 
 
    The little boy hesitated. He looked to his mother, who nodded. “Okay,” he said. He put out his small hand and Fen took it. 
 
    He held onto Fen’s hand the whole way downstairs and out the front door. The rest of the squad was already out there, having found no family members on the ground floor. 
 
    “That took you long enough,” Rouk growled when Fen appeared. Then his face darkened. “I said they were to be bound. Why aren’t they bound?” 
 
    “There was no need. They came peacefully.” 
 
    “I gave you an order!” Rouk snapped. “I expect my orders to be followed. People like this man are endangering our nation through their greed and their obstinance. They need to be made an example of. We have to get through to them. Fear is a great motivator.” 
 
    In a low voice, Fen said, “Look at them. Don’t they look frightened enough already?” 
 
    Rouk stuck his finger in Fen’s face. “Don’t argue with my orders, lieutenant. I have the full backing of the Fist on this. I’ll have you busted down.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Fen said, knowing there was no way he could reason with this man. “I understand, sir.” 
 
    The captain turned and surveyed the family. The mother was clinging to her husband and the children were crowded around their legs, pressed up close to them. “Is this all of them?” he asked. 
 
    “All except the baby, sir,” Fen said, wincing as he did so, knowing he was going to hear another outburst. The captain didn’t disappoint him. 
 
    “I told you to bring the whole family!” Spittle appeared at the corners of his mouth and his face turned red. 
 
    Fen stood rigidly at attention as he was being yelled at. “The baby is sick, sir. Moving her could make her worse. In my judgment—” 
 
    “I don’t give a donkey’s ass for your judgment,” Rouk shouted. “All I want you to do is follow orders. Is that clear?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Fen repeated. “If I could finish, sir, when I heard that the child had red fever I chose not to bring her. I was concerned about spreading illness, sir.” The words surprised him. He’d always tried hard to only tell the truth, yet already this morning he had lied to his superiors twice. 
 
    “Red fever, you say?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Rouk considered this for a moment, then turned back to the merchant. “Now you see that I am serious in my demands,” he told the man, whose head bobbed nervously in agreement. “I will give you one more opportunity to produce the required materials. Otherwise I will arrest your family and hold them until the goods appear.” 
 
    “Sir, I beg you!” the merchant cried. “I have the barrels, they are only delayed. If you must arrest someone, arrest me. Please!” 
 
    Rouk leaned in close to his face. “You leave me no choice,” he snarled. He held up one hand. “Bind their hands and bring them.” He looked at Fen. “Do you have a problem with that order too, lieutenant?” 
 
    Fen swallowed. He could feel the eyes of the frightened family on him. He’d told them they wouldn’t be arrested and now he’d shown himself to be a liar in their eyes. He wanted to resist—this wasn’t what soldiers were supposed to do!—but he also realized there was nothing he could do. It was like Ravin said, sometimes he would have to be patient. 
 
    “No, sir,” he said. 
 
    All of the family’s hands were bound behind them, then they started marching them to the prison. On the way Fen found himself wondering how things had gotten to this point. So many times during their talks the Fist had stressed that his rule was different from the last king’s. His was a rule of law, a law that applied equally to everyone. A law that protected ordinary citizens. Yet here they were, arresting women and children and hauling them off to prison. How had this happened? 
 
    Was there any way to stop it or had it already gone too far? 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    By the end of the day Fen was more determined than ever to learn more about his power. He was convinced that everything bad that was happening could be traced to the arrival of the Ankharans. Nothing could be fixed until they were taken care of. He wasn’t sure what that meant. Would he really kill them in cold blood if he had the power to do so? He didn’t know. He wasn’t sure what he was capable of. He figured he would cross that stream once he got to it. Until then all he could do was prepare as best he could. 
 
    He'd spent a lot of time wondering where his power had come from. It might have been given to him by a god, but there were no priests left in the city to ask. They had all fled or gone into hiding after what the Fist had done to the priest of Hentu. Their temples were all empty. 
 
    He planned to go talk to the old healer, Horis, once his duties were over for the day. Maybe these Shapers that Horis had told him about were responsible. Maybe Horis would know something more. It wasn’t much to go on, but it was better than nothing. 
 
    It was a relief to march back into the castle at the end of the day. Fen was exhausted. They’d spent the whole day marching around the city, terrorizing one merchant after another. Fortunately, they hadn’t had to arrest any more families, though they had arrested one merchant who had no family, but still it was exhausting. Fen hated every moment of it. He hated taking orders from the little tyrant Rouk. He hating rousting frightened people out of their homes and threatening them. And he especially hated the looks he saw on the faces of everyday citizens, people who watched from a distance as they hauled people out of their homes so Rouk could shout at them. He remembered a time when the people of Samkara cheered their soldiers enthusiastically, when they looked at their army as heroes. Now he saw fear and suspicion. Was that how it would be from now on? It angered him. This wasn’t what he had signed up for. It felt wrong. It was wrong. 
 
    Several times he vowed to bring this to the Fist personally at the end of the day, but by the time they marched into the castle he’d given up on that idea. He had no idea how the Fist would react, but he didn’t think it would go well. The Fist believed strongly in the chain of command. Jumping over it like that wouldn’t make him happy. 
 
    Not only that, but it could turn many of the other soldiers against Fen. He already struggled with perceptions among them that he was the Fist’s pet, that he got special treatment that he didn’t deserve. If he took his problem with Rouk to the Fist and the Fist took Fen’s side, he would lose a great deal of their respect for good. It was difficult to lead men if they didn’t respect you. 
 
    After dismissing the men, Rouk held Fen back. 
 
    “I’ll be filing an official complaint against you, lieutenant. Failure to follow orders.” 
 
    Fen had already decided it would do him no good to argue with the captain further. “Yes, sir,” he said, standing at attention, his gaze fixed in the distance. 
 
    “Is that all you have to say?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “You’re not going to argue with me? Or run to the Fist about this?” 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    “You’ve risen fast. This could be the end of that. You might be busted back down to private.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I know that, sir.” 
 
    Rouk stood there glaring into Fen’s eyes, his jaw clenched, his fists bunched at his sides. “I’ve been in this army for a long time. I know your kind. You rose fast because of who you know, and you think that makes you something special. That’s it, isn’t it?” 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    “You’re arguing with me again.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Get out of here. I can’t stand to look at you anymore.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Fen went back to the barracks and sat down on his bed. It was strange, but not that long ago the threat Rouk had just made against him would have bothered him a great deal. He’d worked hard for his rank, and doubly hard since achieving it, to prove wrong those who whispered that he got it because of his relationship with the Fist. 
 
    But now it suddenly didn’t seem all that important. His king was in danger. The nation was in danger. What was rank against that? If losing his rank, if being kicked out of the army completely, was the price of stopping whatever it was the Ankharans were up to, it was a small price indeed. 
 
    He stretched out on the bed, planning on lying there only for a few minutes. It was unbelievable how tired he was. He found himself wondering what the Ankharans were up to. What was the pool of purple light? Why were they draining people’s lives into it? Were they feeding something? Where did that huge crab-thing come from anyway? Were there more of them? 
 
    He was still thinking about all these things when he fell asleep. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    He was awakened by the sound of loud voices. He groaned and rolled over onto his side. 
 
    “Look what I found!” Noah said triumphantly. “It’s our fearless lieutenant, asleep in his bed! Is this what officers do when real soldiers are out working?” 
 
    Fen felt something clothlike hitting him on the face. “Stop it,” he mumbled groggily, trying to wave whatever it was away. There was laughter and the cloth was draped over his face. A second later Fen was clawing at it. 
 
    “Get that thing off me, it stinks!” he cried, throwing it across the room. Only then did he realize it was Noah’s tunic, soaked in sweat and badly stained. 
 
    Noah was there, shirtless, doubled over in laughter. Behind him, Cowley, Lukas and Gage were laughing hard too. The brothers, Wallice and Eben, were grinning. Even Strout, who was usually irritated by the pranks and foolishness that often went on in the barracks, was chuckling. 
 
    “What’s wrong with you?” Fen asked Noah. “Don’t you ever wash your clothes?” 
 
    “It’s part of his fighting strategy,” Strout said. “He thinks the enemy will be so busy gagging he won’t be able to fight.” 
 
    Noah snatched up the offending article of clothing and threw it at Strout. Strout caught it, opened the door, and threw it outside. 
 
    “Hey, that’s my only shirt!” Noah yelled and ran outside to retrieve it. 
 
    “Must be nice to lie around all day sleeping,” Cowley said, sitting down on his cot, which was next to Fen’s. “Is it too late to become an officer?” 
 
    “Too late for you,” Fen grumbled. “Standards, you know.” 
 
    “Well you missed a lot of fun,” Lukas said, flopping down on his cot. He was the squad’s corporal ever since Fen had been promoted to lieutenant. “I don’t think the ducklings have learned anything at all.” Ducklings was what the experienced soldiers called the new recruits. It was actually a compliment. Even ducklings could line up and follow a leader. 
 
    “They’re the worst!” Noah cried, coming back into the barracks clutching his tunic. “The dumbest ever. They’re going to get us all killed the first day.” 
 
    “In the first mock battle, when the horns blew ordering the new squads to wheel right and reform ranks, half turned right and half turned left,” Gage said. “It was a real mess. Took an hour to get them sorted out. You should have seen how angry the major was.” 
 
    “His face turned purple. I’m not kidding,” Noah said, sitting down on his cot and pulling off one of his boots. A new foul odor filled the room when he did so. 
 
    “Ugh,” Cowley said, putting his hand over his nose. “What do you have in there, a dead rat?” 
 
    “It is a little…uh, what’s the word I’m looking for?” Noah said thoughtfully. 
 
    “Rank,” offered Lukas. 
 
    “Disgusting,” Gage said. 
 
    “Repulsive,” Fen added. 
 
    “Pungent. That’s a word, isn’t it?” Noah asked. He’d decided recently that if he was going to meet more girls he needed to know some fancier words to impress them, so he was often badgering Cowley to teach him some. Cowley had the biggest vocabulary of anyone they knew, and also the most luck with girls, and somehow Noah had come to equate the two. 
 
    “It doesn’t work here,” Cowley assured him. “I’d go with revolting.” 
 
    “I thought that meant rebellion or something.” 
 
    “Any girl who smells your feet is definitely going to rebel.” Cowley turned back to Fen and slapped him on the knee. “Come on. Get up.” 
 
    Fen lay back down instead. If anything he felt more tired than before. “Whatever it is, I’m not interested. I’m going back to sleep.” 
 
    “Hear that?” Cowley asked the rest of them. “He says he’s not interested. What do the rest of you say?” 
 
    A chorus of boos rained down on Fen, who buried his head in his arms and tried to block them out. 
 
    “Can I get some help here?” Cowley asked. 
 
    A few moments later Fen felt himself being hoisted into the air by a number of hands. He struggled, but they had a good hold on him. He was hauled outside and set on his feet. Eben, the younger of the two black-haired brothers, handed him his boots. Wallice, the older brother, handed him his shirt. 
 
    “I don’t want to go. I’m tired,” Fen said, though he knew it was hopeless. 
 
    “That’s okay,” Cowley replied. “You’ll get over it.” 
 
    The rest of the squad was standing around with expectant looks on their faces, staring at Fen. “What is it?” Fen asked suspiciously. 
 
    “I told the lads you were taking us all out to eat,” Cowley said. “Which means you’re paying.” 
 
    “I’m not doing that,” Fen protested. 
 
    “Of course you are. Don’t you know it’s good for morale? You care about our morale, don’t you?” 
 
    “And you gotta spend all that officer’s pay on something don’t you?” Noah piped up. He was the shortest of them all, fierce and energetic. “What better than us? You wouldn’t even have that promotion if it wasn’t for us, making you look good all the time.” 
 
    Fen could see that further resistance was useless. However, if he went along, maybe he could get this over with quickly and get back to bed. “All right. Let me get my purse out of my footlocker.” 
 
    “No need,” Cowley said, holding it up. “I already got it for you.” He scowled at Noah, who was putting his shirt back on. “You’re not wearing that thing, are you?” 
 
    “I already told you, I don’t have another one,” Noah said. “I lost my other shirt last week at the tavern.” 
 
    “How’d you lose your shirt at the tavern?” Cowley asked, then held up his hand and shook his head. “No. Don’t tell me. I don’t really want to know.” 
 
    “I had three pips,” Noah said. “There was no way I could lose.” 
 
    “But you did,” Cowley said. 
 
    “The other guy had four pips,” Noah said disgustedly. “Who’d’ve thought?” 
 
    “Just don’t sit next to me,” Fen said. 
 
    “You don’t mean that,” Noah said, throwing his arm around Fen’s shoulders. He had to stand up on his tiptoes to do so, as he was quite a lot shorter than Fen. 
 
    Fen pushed him away. “Let’s get this over with.” 
 
    While they were walking down the street, heading for a restaurant, Cowley fell back and walked beside Fen, who was bringing up the rear. 
 
    “What happened last night?” Cowley asked. 
 
    Surprised, Fen started, then shook his head. “Nothing. Why?” 
 
    Cowley sighed loudly. “Do we have to do this?” 
 
    “Do what? I’m telling you, nothing happened.” 
 
    “That doesn’t work, you know. It never has. Why do you keep trying?” 
 
    “Why am I friends with you?” 
 
    “Because I keep you from being too boring. Now spill.” 
 
    Fen thought quickly. He had to be careful. He felt relieved that Ravin knew his secret, but he wanted to keep it from everyone else still. Then he realized that he did have some news he could safely share with Cowley. “Ravin and I got back together.” 
 
    Cowley grinned and slapped him on the back. “That’s what I like to hear! Whew, what a relief, am I right?” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “You’ve been a right miserable bastard since you two split up, you know that? I could barely stand to be around you and I’m your best friend. The rest of them really hated you.” 
 
    “I wasn’t that bad.” 
 
    Cowley made a scoffing sound. “Trust me. It was worse than bad. You’re lucky any of us still speak to you.” 
 
    “Go jump off a cliff, Cowley.” 
 
    “Now, don’t get all sullen. I mean it in a nice way.” 
 
    “Really? Because it didn’t sound nice.” 
 
    “Seriously, though, I’m happy for you. For both of you. You fit well together. Better than Amma and I. I don’t know what it is with us. It always gets screwed up so fast.” 
 
    “Maybe because you can’t help but flirt with every woman you see.” 
 
    “Don’t be bitter because I have a gift,” Cowley said. “I can’t help who I am. You don’t want me to deprive the poor lasses of joy, do you? I have to spread Cowley wherever I go.” 
 
    “You spread something, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “So now what? Did you two pledge undying love? Was there any, you know?” Cowley asked with a wink and a leer. 
 
    “You can’t stay out of the gutter for a minute, can you?” Fen said, feeling his face grow hot. 
 
    “It’s more fun in the gutter.” 
 
    “All we did was talk. All night long. That’s why I’m so tired today.” 
 
    “All night long? Are you sure you didn’t bore her to death?” 
 
    “I don’t know why I even bother talking to you.” 
 
    “Who did Fen bore to death?” Noah asked, overhearing part of their conversation. 
 
    “Hey, everybody!” Cowley yelled. “Fen and Ravin are officially sweethearts again!” 
 
    Much hooting and ribbing followed his words. Fen punched Cowley in the side, hard enough to make him pay some for the teasing. 
 
    When they were sitting in the restaurant, waiting for their food, Lukas leaned across the table and asked Fen, “What happened to the tower?” 
 
    Fen froze a little, then said as casually as he could, “It fell down.” 
 
    “Wait,” Noah said. “What? The tower fell down?” 
 
    “You didn’t notice?” Strout said with a laugh. “What, have you been walking around with your eyes closed since we got back?” 
 
    By way of answer Noah shot Strout a rude gesture. 
 
    “I wish I could’ve seen that,” Lukas said. “It must’ve been something. Did you see it happen?” 
 
    Again Fen hesitated, though only for a moment. “No. I was asleep.” 
 
    “Were the Ankharans in there when it happened?” Gage asked. 
 
    “No,” Fen said. 
 
    “That’s too bad,” Noah said. “We coulda been done with them, just like that.” He snapped his fingers. 
 
    Fen noticed Cowley staring at him skeptically. “What?” he asked. 
 
    “You didn’t see the tower fall,” Cowley said. 
 
    “That’s what I said, didn’t I?” 
 
    “You were just sleeping peacefully when it happened.” 
 
    “What are you saying, Cowley?” Lukas asked, a confused look on his face. 
 
    “I think Fen isn’t telling us everything,” Cowley said, crossing his arms and leaning back in his chair. 
 
    The others all looked at Fen then. “Did you go in there?” Lukas asked. 
 
    “I thought you weren’t going to run off and tackle things alone again,” Gage said accusingly. 
 
    “Yeah, you’re supposed to wait for your squad,” Noah said. 
 
    “What makes you think I went in there?” Fen asked. 
 
    “Because I know you,” Cowley said. “And it’s too much of a coincidence that the one night we’re gone the headquarters of the Ankharans just up and falls down, don’t you think? But I have to admit that I’m surprised. I thought after what happened on the black ship that you would’ve learned not to go it alone.” 
 
    “I thought so too,” Lukas said. He was scowling at Fen. “You’re not acting much like a real leader would.” He looked personally offended. 
 
    Fen thought fast. He knew there was no way he could convince them he didn’t go into the tower, but that didn’t mean he had to give up his secret. He decided to tell as much of the truth as he could. He leaned forward and motioned for the others to do the same. In a low voice he said, “They kidnapped Ravin.” 
 
    “Who?” Noah asked. 
 
    “The Ankharans, dummy,” Strout said. “Who else?” 
 
    “I was going to bed when Amma came and told me she’d seen Ravin being carried into the tower.” 
 
    “So you charged in alone,” Lukas said. 
 
    “What else was I going to do? You were all gone.” 
 
    “I don’t know, maybe get help from the hundreds of other soldiers all around you?” 
 
    “And then what? Have some officer take over and maybe someone decides to wake up the Fist and time gets wasted and meanwhile who knows what’s happening to Ravin?” 
 
    “Ease up on him, guys,” Cowley said. “It’s true love that has corrupted his thinking. He can’t help himself.” 
 
    Fen gave him a dirty look, then went on. He described what he found in the big underground cavern, the bodies hanging from the ceiling, drops of white light running from them into the glowing pool of purple light. He told them about all the little crab-things and then the big one that came out and attacked him after he rescued Ravin from her kidnapper. 
 
    “No way,” Noah said in awe. “How big was it?” 
 
    “Probably ten feet across.” 
 
    Noah whistled. “And it had a stinger like a scorpion?” 
 
    “You’re lucky to be alive,” Gage said. 
 
    “It’s not luck,” Cowley said. “Next to me, Fen is the best fighter in the squad.” 
 
    Sounds of disbelief came from the others and Noah called Cowley a name. 
 
    “So that’s where they took those people they kidnapped from Shantytown,” Lukas said. 
 
    Fen told them the rest of the story, how the crab-thing chased them up the passageway. But then he changed the details and told them the same thing he’d told Amma: he and Ravin barely made it to the door of the tower when the crab-thing burst up out of the floor. “I guess when it did that it weakened the tower enough that it fell down. We were lucky to get out in time.” 
 
    Except for Cowley, the others were all staring at him with wide eyes. Cowley still looked skeptical, but he didn’t say anything. 
 
    “Damn!” Noah exclaimed. “We leave town and miss all the fun!” 
 
    “You have a strange idea of fun,” Gage said. 
 
    “That’s incredible,” Lukas said. “You’re like a hero from one of the old ballads, swooping in, fighting the monster and saving the fair maiden.” 
 
    “No wonder she took you back,” Strout said. “She kind of had to after that. Don’t worry. It will wear off and she’ll remember why she left you. I give it a week at the most.” 
 
    “You’re just the worst, you know that?” Cowley said. 
 
    “Someone has to be the voice of reason here,” Strout replied. “Hero from the old ballads. Gods, why don’t you build him a statue, Lukas?” 
 
    “I feel sorry for you,” Lukas said. “I really do.” 
 
    “Don’t waste your time. I don’t need it,” Strout said. 
 
    “What do you think the pool of light was?” Gage asked. 
 
    “I have no idea,” Fen said. He told them his theory that the drops of light draining out of the bodies were their lives. 
 
    “But why?” Lukas asked. “What are they doing?” 
 
    “Something to make themselves stronger,” Strout said. “Why else? Wealth and power, that’s what it’s all about, boys.” 
 
    “It still seems weird,” Gage said. “If they were priests or something I’d say it was some kind of offering to their god, but they say they don’t believe in the gods or they’re all dead or something.” Word about the foreigners’ strange beliefs had spread throughout the city, fueled by the fact that all the temples had been shut down. 
 
    “Did you tell the Fist about what you found?” Lukas wanted to know. 
 
    Fen shook his head. 
 
    “So you’ve got some brains,” Strout said. 
 
    “But surely if he found out…” Lukas said. 
 
    “I keep telling you, the Fist already knows. Look how much time he spends with them,” Strout said. 
 
    “I don’t believe that,” Fen said, but he knew he sounded doubtful. 
 
    “Fen saved his girl and smashed the monsters. Leave it at that,” Strout said. “Whatever his reasons, our king has allied himself with these foreigners. Our job is to follow orders. That’s it.” 
 
    “But aren’t you worried about what they’re up to?” Noah asked. 
 
    Strout leaned back and put his hands behind his head. “Not my job. I’m just a soldier, same as you. Do your job and keep your head down. That’s how you get by in this world. Other stuff only gets you killed.” 
 
    “We could look at the good side,” Gage said. “These Ankharans clearly have power. It can’t hurt to have them on our side when we invade Marad. Could save a lot of lives.” 
 
    “Now you’re talking sense,” Strout said. “Let’s remember who our real enemies are.” 
 
    “But they’re killing people,” Lukas said, sounding outraged. “Samkarans.” 
 
    “People from Shantytown,” Strout said dismissively. “Not the same thing.” 
 
    Fen noticed how the brothers darkened when he said that. He spoke up. “I’m with Lukas. My oath was to protect the citizens of Samkara. All of them.” 
 
    “Look, I’m not saying I like what they’re doing,” Strout said. “But I think we keep two things in front right now. One, our king wants them here. And two, they could be a real help against the Maradi. Why don’t we defeat the Maradi first, then worry about four foreigners?” 
 
    “I still say we take them out quietly,” Noah said. “Sneak in one night while they’re asleep and gut ‘em. That’s how we handled things where I grew up.” 
 
    “You have a bloodthirsty streak, you know that?” Lukas said. 
 
    Noah grinned at him, showing lots of teeth as he did so. 
 
    “I hate to say it, but Strout makes a good point,” Cowley said. 
 
    “Now you’re taking his side?” Noah grumbled. “My idea is much better.” 
 
    “Let me finish,” Cowley said. “Strout is right. We’re marching on Marad soon. Let’s take whatever help the foreigners can give, then see what happens. Things happen in war all the time. They might get killed in the fighting and we won’t have to do anything at all.” 
 
    “I like it better when you don’t agree with me,” Strout growled. 
 
    “I’ve got room for another best friend if you’re interested,” Cowley said with a wink. 
 
    “I’d rather gut you in your sleep.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twenty-five 
 
      
 
    After Fen finished with his duties the next day he cleaned up and left the barracks, planning on going to talk to the old healer. However, somehow he ended up going over to the palace instead. He found Ravin down in the servants’ quarters, bouncing a baby on her knee. The baby was squealing with delight, his tiny face red with laughter. 
 
    For a minute he stood in the doorway watching the two of them. Ravin sang the child a song that Fen remembered from his childhood, a song about a fuzzy caterpillar that climbed up people’s arms. As she sang, she mimicked the caterpillar with one hand on the child’s arm, bringing fresh peals of laughter from the child. 
 
    Fen thought that she had never looked as radiant as she did right then. Her face was lit with an inner glow that made her look angelic. He felt as if he could have stood there for hours watching her. But at some point she realized he was there and she looked up at him with a smile. 
 
    “How long have you been standing there?” 
 
    “Only a couple of minutes.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you say anything?” 
 
    “I was enjoying watching you.” 
 
    She stood up and put the baby on her hip. “Let me go find his mother. She should be done with her laundry by now.” She gave Fen a kiss on the cheek and hurried out of the room. 
 
    Fen heard someone say, “Ooh,” and turned to see two small boys, probably about five, grinning at him. One of them made kissing noises with his lips. Embarrassed, Fen left the room and followed Ravin. 
 
    After she had returned the baby to his mother, Ravin and Fen went outside and walked around the castle grounds, hand in hand. 
 
    “I have to admit, that when you said my affliction could be a gift, I thought you were crazy. But now I’m starting to see that it might be our only chance to stop the Ankharans. I’m realizing that I have to quit fighting my afflict—I mean my gift, and learn how to control it. The problem is, how? I’ve got no idea where to start, other than going to talk to the old healer, but I don’t see how he can really help. I know how to control my sword during a fight. I know that if I practice hard enough and long enough, if I stay calm and focused, I can make my weapon do what I want it to do. But with this? There’s nothing there to grab onto.” 
 
    Ravin stopped walking and faced him. “I think you just figured it out.” 
 
    “What? What did I figure out?” Fen asked, thoroughly confused. 
 
    “You need to learn to control your power the same way you learn to control your other weapons.” 
 
    Fen frowned. “You make it sound easy, but it’s not.” 
 
    “Was it easy to learn to control your sword?” 
 
    “No. I had to spend lots of hours working on it. And I’m not done. I still have lots to learn.” 
 
    “So this will be the same, don’t you see?” 
 
    Fen scratched his head. “I think I see what you’re getting at and I accept it. But I still don’t know where to start. I don’t know what to do.” 
 
    “How do you practice with your sword?” 
 
    “I learned a series of forms from an old swordmaster. They’re like patterns that you do over and over. They form the basis of every attack and defense in a sword fight. When you do them long enough, they become automatic.” 
 
    Ravin thought about it for a minute. “How do you know when your power is starting to wake up? What does it feel like?” 
 
    “I get this pressure in my head, kind of like when you get sick, you know? And I feel this heat in my chest, like there’s a fire inside me.” 
 
    “What if you tried taking control of your power before it starts rising up?” 
 
    Fen shook his head. “I’ve tried. There’s nothing there.” 
 
    “What if you tried doing it while you were practicing your forms? You told me before that when you practice your forms, when you are calm and focused, that everything falls away and you get into a special quiet place inside. What if you did that and then tried to reach for your power?” 
 
    That struck Fen. He’d never thought of that. “It could work,” he said after a minute. 
 
    “At least it’s something to try.” 
 
    They talked about other things for a few minutes, but Fen had trouble concentrating. He was thinking about her suggestion, looking it over from every angle, wondering if and how it would work. Finally Ravin patted him on the arm. 
 
    “Go.” 
 
    “What? But we just—” 
 
    “I know that look, Fen. You’re off in your own world, thinking about this. You’ll be useless to anyone until you get a chance to try it out. So go. Now.” 
 
    “Really? You won’t be angry?” 
 
    “I’ll be disappointed. I hate letting you go. I want to spend every free minute with you. But there’s always tomorrow and I know that this is important.” She got a worried look in her eyes. “I’m afraid the Fist is getting worse. This morning when I brought a fresh pitcher of wash water to his room he didn’t answer when I knocked at his door. I thought he had gone out already and so I went in. He was staring out the window. When I spoke to him he didn’t move or respond. I put the pitcher on the wash stand and as I was leaving he suddenly spun around and yelled at me, asking me who I was and what I was doing there. It was frightening, Fen. The look in his eyes. He clearly didn’t recognize me. And when he started yelling it was like the room suddenly got very cold and I was freezing. It felt like the floor was about to give way underneath me and I was going to fall into darkness.” 
 
    “That’s terrible,” Fen said. “It’s whatever he’s learning from the Ankharans. That’s what’s making him act this way. Isn’t there any way you can get assigned to other duties so you can stay away from him?” 
 
    “Not really. Besides, that would mean putting someone else at risk and I don’t want to do that. Right away he seemed to come back to himself and then he apologized and left the room, so he’s not too far gone yet. There’s still time.” 
 
    Fen hugged her close. “I’m sorry. I wish there was something I could do.” 
 
    “There is,” she said. “Learn how to use your gift. Find a way to stop the Ankharans.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Fen went to the practice yard. The sun had set, but there was still a lot of daylight left. He drew his sword and moved into the opening position, weight balanced evenly on the balls of his feet, knees slightly bent, sword held up before him in a two-handed grip. He slowed his breathing, concentrating on each breath as it moved in, then out, letting it clear the thoughts from his mind, letting it clear away hopes and fears and desires and weaknesses. The calmness settled in quickly, the result of the many times he’d practiced this. His worries about the Fist, about the Ankharans, his doubts about himself, it all faded into the background. 
 
    When his mind felt clear and sharp, he started his forms. Step. Thrust. Sweep and parry. Back step. Half turn, jab, withdraw, slice. The swordmaster had taught him forty-six forms and he worked his way through all of them, each form sliding seamlessly into the next. There was no thought, only smooth action, his body almost operating independently of himself. His vision cleared. His breathing was steady and deep. Everything clicking perfectly into place. 
 
    He reached the end of the forms and started again from the beginning. As he did, he turned his attention inward, allowing his body to continue through the forms on its own. He was searching for what was different, the place where the strange power came from. 
 
    The minutes passed and he found nothing, but he did not give up. He did not press or try to force it, knowing if he did he’d have no chance at all. While his arms and legs continued the forms, he waited and watched. 
 
    All at once he found it, a spot of warmth in his chest, like a faintly glowing ember. It was quiescent, that ember of power, yet he could feel the power contained within it, how strong it was, how quickly it could roar into life. 
 
    Now that he’d found it, he wasn’t sure what to do. It occurred to him that his strange power awakened when he was feeling strong emotions, like fear or rage. Somehow his emotions were like adding fuel to a dormant fire. With this idea in hand, he began experimenting. He wanted to feed the energy of his emotions into it, but he didn’t want to make it too strong or he’d have no chance of controlling it. It was like blowing on an ember. He wanted it to come to life, but he knew if he blew too hard that it could turn into a conflagration that would get away from him. 
 
    He turned his thoughts to yesterday, reviving his anger at Captain Rouk, trying to feel the anger again. But nothing happened and after a bit he became frustrated. A hitch appeared in his forms and he lost sight of the power. He refocused on his breathing, seeking the calm center. The hitch in his forms disappeared. Calmness returned. He could feel the ember of his power once again. 
 
    Maybe he needed a stronger emotion. He brought to mind the moment when he saw Ravin, captive in the cavern underneath the tower. 
 
    His power flared up suddenly, surging throughout his body with sudden, bright intensity. The earth shook under his feet and Fen was knocked sprawling. He lay there on his back, his ears ringing. The ground was still vibrating a little as the aftershocks died away. There was a terrible pain in his head and he felt feverish. 
 
    He sat up. Blood was coming out his nose. His head throbbed with each heartbeat. Blackness fluttered along the edges of his vision. He wiped the blood away and got slowly to his feet. He staggered and had to use his sword to prop himself up. 
 
    “Hey, are you okay?” 
 
    Fen turned and saw one of the young recruits standing there staring at him with a look of alarm on his face. 
 
    “What happened? You seemed okay and then you just…” He made a motion with his hand of someone falling and hitting the ground. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Fen said. “It’s only a headache.” 
 
    “That’s some headache,” the boy said. He was probably thirteen, still carrying baby fat, with the wide-eyed innocence of youth. Fen had trained his squad a couple of times and he recognized the boy. He searched his memory, but couldn’t come up with his name. 
 
    “I get them sometimes. Don’t worry about it.” 
 
    “What you were doing before that, though,” the boy said. He mimed swinging his sword, imitating Fen’s forms. “That’s something I’d like to learn.” 
 
    “Keep training,” Fen told him. “And one of these days I’ll teach them to you.” 
 
    The boy stared at him, his head tilted to one side. “You sure you’re okay? You want me to get you some water or something?” 
 
    “No, I’m good. I just need to sit down for a bit.” 
 
    The boy left and Fen went over and sat down against the wall. The pain in his head was already receding. Though he’d experienced the power several times before, this was the first time he’d been focused on it. It surprised him how quickly it flared up and how strong it truly was. Before its implacable power, his own muscle and bone were like nothing, less than toothpicks and easily crushed. 
 
    Is that what finally happened to my father? he wondered. Did the strange power simply crush him eventually? Horis had told him that the Shapers were immortal beings who could control the power contained in Stone, Sea, and Sky and that one of the Stone Shapers might have infected Fen’s father with its power. If that was true, then the power contained within Stone didn’t belong in a mortal human. It was too powerful for mere flesh and blood. Fen would never learn to control it, and it would eventually kill him too. 
 
    But to accept that would be to give up and fail for sure. He couldn’t accept failure. People were counting on him. He had to find a way to control the Stone power, no matter what it took. 
 
    Why did the Shaper do this to my father? he wondered as he slowly got back to his feet to try again. Did the Shaper somehow foresee the coming threat from the Ankharans and infect his father to try and stop them? 
 
    Or was some other being involved, someone with a different motive altogether? 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    After that night Fen worked on learning to control his power every chance he got. He got up earlier. He worked on it at the end of the day when his duties were done. He worked on it whenever he had a break during the day. After a few days he learned that he could go inside and observe his power without practicing his forms, simply by clearing his mind and slowing his breathing. Mostly he just observed the power without trying to awaken it. He wanted to become familiar with it, see what he could learn. He knew he couldn’t rush it. The risk of killing himself, or hurting someone else, was too great. 
 
    But he also knew his time was limited. Every day that passed brought them one day closer to when the army would march on Marad. If it was at all possible, he needed to have some kind of handle on his power by then. He didn’t have a clear plan in mind for what he meant to do with his power if he did manage to control it, only a sense that in the chaos of war an opportunity might present itself. When that opportunity came, he intended to be ready. He knew that if he had a chance to take down the four Ankharans, he would take it, even if it meant his own death. One way or another they had to be destroyed. 
 
    Before they destroyed Samkara. 
 
    One evening Fen was in the practice yard going through his forms. Dusk had fallen and night was coming on, shrouding everything in shadows. Fen was lost deep inside himself, observing the glowing ember of his power. Lately he had a feeling that he was getting very close to his objective. Only this morning he’d managed to blow on the ember enough to make it flare slightly, but not so much that it got away from him. 
 
    Now he was ready to try once again. 
 
    He gathered himself, sharpening his concentration to a razor’s edge. Then, trembling on the edge between control and abandonment, he summoned his anger at the Ankharans and fed it into the ember. 
 
    The Stone power inside him flared into life. Power surged through him, running through his muscles and along every nerve. He had a hold on it, but he knew he couldn’t hold it for long. The power needed release, and if he didn’t release it willingly, it would find its own way out. 
 
    In one corner of the practice yard was a thick log hanging from a chain that the soldiers used as a practice dummy. Making a sudden decision, Fen gathered the flare of power and fed it down his right arm. As he did so, he spun and swung at the log, releasing the power into his sword at the moment of impact. 
 
    There was a silent concussion as the sword met the wood. The log exploded in a spray of wood chips that flew everywhere. Fen’s arm was left numb, but otherwise he was unharmed. 
 
    Fen stared at the remains of the log in disbelief. It was close to two feet thick. The hardest blow did no more than knock off a few chips. But it was obliterated, not just cut in half, but exploded, as if the Stone power had burst it from the inside. He could only imagine what would happen if he did that to a person. It was both awesome and horrifying. 
 
    “How in the world did you do that?” a voice behind him asked. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twenty-six 
 
      
 
    Fen jumped and turned, his heart in his mouth. It was Cowley. 
 
    “I didn’t see you there,” Fen stammered, totally flustered. He’d thought no one would come out here this late. 
 
    “I got that,” Cowley said. “You about jumped clear out of your skin.” He moved past Fen and looked down at the scattered pieces of the log. Then he looked at Fen and asked again. “How did you do that?” 
 
    “I…uh…” Fen thought fast, but none of the ideas he came up with were any good, so he said the first thing he thought of. “I think it was kind of rotten, you know, it’s been up for a while, all through the last winter. Between that and so many people hitting it, it was probably just ready to break.” 
 
    “Sure,” Cowley said. “That sort of thing happens all the time.” He pushed the wood chips around with his foot, then he looked up. He set one hand on Fen’s shoulder and leaned in close. “Bullshit.” 
 
    “What? But you…?” 
 
    “Fen, that log exploded. I saw it.” 
 
    “It’s kind of dark,” Fen said weakly. “You didn’t see clearly.” 
 
    Cowley ignored him. “Stuff like that doesn’t just happen. Except around you.” 
 
    “Why don’t we talk about it later? It’s been a long day and—” 
 
    “No. Now.” 
 
    “It’s really nothing. One of those strange things that just happens is all.” 
 
    Cowley ticked off the points on his fingers. “First, the earthquake that day of the executions. Then, fighting off two thugs without getting a scratch. Saving that woman and her daughter, again without a scratch. And, don’t forget, knocking down a stone tower on your enemies. Did I miss any of those strange things that just happened?” 
 
    “I told you, the tower fell because the crab-thing broke through the floor.” 
 
    “Nope. Not this time. This time you’re going to tell me what’s going.” 
 
    “I can’t,” Fen said, pulling away from his friend and starting to walk away. “You have to trust me on this. It’s better that you don’t know.” 
 
    Cowley hurried after him and grabbed his arm. “You let me decide what’s better for me. I want to know what’s going on and I’m going to know.” 
 
    Fen jerked his arm away. “Good luck with that, because I’m not going to tell you. Not that there’s anything to find out anyway. It’s like I said, things happen. Don’t make something out of nothing.” Again Fen started to leave. 
 
    “It’s something to do with what killed your father, isn’t it?” Cowley said. “The old lady said there was an earthquake before he died.” 
 
    Fen spun on his friend. “The old lady didn’t know what she was talking about. Listen to yourself, Cowley. People can’t cause earthquakes. You know better than that.” 
 
    “I’m not sure what people can do. I know the Fist can do things no one should be able to do. I know there’s a lot of weird shit going on with those Ankharans. And I’ve seen some weird things around you. Now tell me what’s going on.” 
 
    “It doesn’t concern you. It’s best if you leave it alone.” 
 
    “And yet, I’m not going to. You know that. I’m never going to stop. I’m going to keep picking at this until I discover your secret. You know that.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Why what?” 
 
    “Why do you have to be like this? Can’t you let it be like a normal person?” 
 
    Cowley shook his head. “Can’t. Maybe it’s an illness. Tell me what’s happening.” 
 
    “I don’t know what it is, okay?” Fen snapped suddenly. “But it’s dangerous and I don’t want you to get hurt. That’s why I don’t want to tell you.” 
 
    “Well, we’ve gone from, ‘there’s nothing to tell’, to ‘I won’t tell you’, to ‘I don’t want to tell you.’ That means we’re making progress. Only one more step to go.” 
 
    Fen stomped away and Cowley followed. “There’s nothing to tell you. There’s no big secret. You’re imagining things. Now leave me alone. I’m going to meet Ravin.” 
 
    Suddenly, Cowley snapped his fingers. “That’s it!” 
 
    “What is?” Fen asked wearily. 
 
    “That’s why you two split up, isn’t it? I knew your breakup didn’t make sense. You two are disgustingly sweet and cute together. Then suddenly she leaves you. I could never understand it. But now I know. It’s because you wouldn’t tell her your secret.” 
 
    “You have quite the imagination,” Fen said. 
 
    “But when you rescued her and knocked down the tower, then she found out. Once she knew your secret, there was nothing keeping the two of you apart any longer. That’s why you spend so much time with her now.” 
 
    “Do you realize how crazy you sound?” Fen said. 
 
    “Now you might as well tell me,” Cowley said. “I’ve all but figured it out.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to tell.” 
 
    “If you don’t tell me yourself, I’ll bug Ravin until she does. I’ll get Amma to help me even.” 
 
    “Don’t say anything to Amma. I’m warning you.” 
 
    Cowley gave him an innocent look. “I thought you said there was nothing to tell.” 
 
    “I hate you sometimes, you know that?” 
 
    Cowley shrugged. “I can live with that.” He patted Fen on the back. “So, you going to tell me now?” 
 
    Fen pushed him away. “Why is this so important to you?” 
 
    “Because we’re friends. You have to tell me.” 
 
    “Why? You don’t tell me everything about your life.” 
 
    “I will if you want. What do you want to know? Open book. No secrets.” 
 
    “Forget it. I’m happier not knowing.” 
 
    “Well, I offered. And now comes the part where you tell me your secret.” 
 
    Fen sighed. There really was no way he could keep this from Cowley any longer. If Cowley kept digging long enough, he’d find it. And he might inadvertently let others know while he was at it. 
 
    “Come here.” He led Cowley off to a quiet spot behind the blacksmith’s. Then he told him everything, what happened the night the city was sacked, how when the man who’d attacked Ravin stabbed him it didn’t do anything, what really happened when he saved the young woman and her daughter. He told Cowley how he brought the tower down. He told him everything except the hands he’d seen reaching out of the shadow that night after the battle and touching the Fist, or the way the Fist had drained the assassin’s life. 
 
    When he was done, Cowley was actually shocked into silence for a minute. Finally, he said, “Oh, boy. And that’s what you can do when you’re holding back! Imagine what you could do if you didn’t hold back. You’d be unstoppable.” He shook his head. “Unbelievable. If it was anyone other than you telling me these things, I’d say you were lying, but…” He whistled. “What else can you do?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “What is this power? How did you get it?” 
 
    “I don’t know that for sure either.” 
 
    “What do you know?” 
 
    “When I went to see that old healer down by the docks he told me something interesting. He said that there are these beings called Shapers and they live in the three Spheres of Stone, Sea, and Sky. They’re immortal and powerful, which is why people think they’re gods. He thought that one of the Shapers of Stone might have passed this power onto me.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I have no idea.” 
 
    “You should ask one, one of the Shapers I mean.” 
 
    “That’s a great idea. Why didn’t I think of that?” 
 
    “Don’t be sarcastic, Fen. It doesn’t wear right on you.” 
 
    “How am I supposed to do that then?” 
 
    “I don’t know. They live in the stone, right? So go where there’s a lot of stone. Like that old quarry outside the city.” 
 
    “And do what? Knock?” 
 
    “Don’t be stupid.” 
 
    “I’m open to ideas.” 
 
    “That’s better. Now that I think about it, knocking doesn’t sound like such a bad idea.” 
 
    “It doesn’t?” 
 
    “Not like knocking on a door, you know? But what if you did that thing I just saw you do and released some of your power into the stone? It’d be kind of like knocking. You might get someone’s attention.” 
 
    Fen started to tell him that would never work, then paused. “That might not be a terrible idea.” 
 
    “Of course it isn’t. It’s my idea, isn’t it?” 
 
    “First I need to learn to control it a little more, I think.” 
 
    Cowley nodded. “Probably not a bad idea. I’m not sure anything good would happen if you did to stone what you did to that log.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Fen kept practicing his control, working at it every chance he got, not just when he had time to do his forms either, but whenever he had a few minutes to himself. Now that he knew where to look for the power it was easy to find, and he didn’t need to be lost in the deep concentration of his forms. Gradually he got to the point where he was aware of it always. He could feel it as he went about his day, waiting in the center of his body. He got better at calling it forth in controlled bursts. 
 
    After Cowley caught him, he was more careful when he used his power. Always assuming he was being watched, he made sure to never let out enough power to draw attention. Mostly he used his power to bolster his attacks, but he also began experimenting with using it in defense also. He learned to focus the power into a specific part of his body. When he did so that part felt like stone. It felt hard when he touched it. But he wasn’t sure how well it was working until one day when he asked Cowley to help him test it. 
 
    “Go ahead. Hit me with your sword.” Fen looked around to make sure no one was watching. He turned back to Cowley and held up his right forearm. 
 
    “You want me to chop your arm off, is that it?” Cowley asked, drawing his sword. 
 
    “I’m hoping it doesn’t come to that.” 
 
    “You sure about this?” 
 
    “Mostly. Hurry up. I don’t want anyone to see.” 
 
    “Okay.” Cowley swung his sword and struck Fen on the arm. His blade bounced off with a ringing sound. Cowley’s eyes widened. “Wow.” 
 
    Fen was looking at his arm. “There’s no mark.” 
 
    “That’s going to be handy in battle.” 
 
    “As long as I can control it. It’s one thing to control it here where there’s nothing else going on. In the heat of battle…?” 
 
    “How quickly can you focus it in another area?” Cowley asked. 
 
    “I don’t—” Fen began, then fell back as Cowley suddenly attacked him again, this time swinging at his left side. Quickly Fen refocused his power. He was almost too late. The blade cut into his arm and he fell back with an exclamation of pain. 
 
    “Ouch! Why’d you do that?” He looked at his arm. There was a cut and it was bleeding, but it was shallow. He’d managed to get his defenses up in time to avoid a serious cut. 
 
    “How do you know what you’re capable of if you don’t push your limits?” Cowley said, unconcerned. 
 
    “You could have cut my arm off!” 
 
    “I have more confidence in you than that, old friend. I knew you could do it.” 
 
    “No, you didn’t. I didn’t know!” 
 
    “Well, now you do.” 
 
    Fen spent most of his time working on fine control, summoning only the precise amount of power he needed. While sparring with Strout one morning they ended up with their blades locked against each other, straining to push each other off balance. 
 
    Realizing this would be a good opportunity to test his control, Fen released a tiny bit of power into his off hand and struck Strout with the heel of his palm, right in the chest. Strout staggered backwards, almost falling down. 
 
    “How’d you do that?” he said angrily, righting himself. “You’re not that strong.” 
 
    “I think I just caught you off balance,” Fen said. 
 
    “That’s crap and you know it. There’s nothing wrong with my balance.” 
 
    Fen shrugged and they resumed sparring. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    That afternoon, when he was cleaning up at the trough, he found a small, discolored spot on his chest. It was reddish and about the size of his fingertip. He went cold inside. He knew before he touched it that it would feel as hard as stone. There was no feeling there at all. 
 
    The thing he had long feared was happening. His power was consuming him, turning him to stone. 
 
    How long did he have? he wondered. Was it going to progress faster now that he was using his power more? It seemed likely that it would. 
 
    But what choice did he have? Who else could stop the Ankharans if not him? 
 
    Lukas came walking up then, surprising him. “What are you looking at, Fen?” he asked curiously. “Is that a bruise?” 
 
    Fen quickly pulled his shirt on. “Yeah, that’s all it is.” 
 
    “I guess it’s no surprise. The way you’ve been fighting lately.” He shook his head. “It’s like you’re possessed or something.” 
 
    “We’re running out of chances to practice before it gets real,” Fen said. 
 
    “Don’t remind me,” Lukas groaned. He looked around to make sure they were alone. “I know I’m not supposed to say this, being a corporal and everything, but I’m…” He broke off and looked away. 
 
    “What? You can tell me.” 
 
    Lukas swallowed. When he spoke, his voice was low and hesitant. “I feel bad admitting it, but I’m scared, Fen. I don’t know if I can do this. I don’t know if I can fight in battle. I wake up at night and it’s all I can do not to scream.” 
 
    Fen put his hand on Lukas’ shoulder. “You’re not the only one who’s feeling it. Trust me.” 
 
    Lukas gave him a sidelong look. “I know you’re only trying to make me feel better.” 
 
    “That’s not true. Every time I think of going into battle I feel sick. The others are feeling it too. Haven’t you noticed how Strout’s been extra grumpy lately?” 
 
    “I did, but I didn’t think anything of it.” 
 
    “And Noah? I’ve never seen him pick so many fights before.” 
 
    “You think it’s because he’s worried too?” 
 
    Fen nodded. “I’d bet on it. If you haven’t noticed, Cowley has been drinking more than usual. Gage hardly talks at all. It’s affecting all of us, Lukas.” 
 
    “Even the brothers?” 
 
    “Wallice and Eben? I don’t know for sure. I still can’t figure out what’s going on inside those two.” 
 
    “Thanks, Fen,” Lukas said. “I feel better now. I mean, I still feel like running off screaming, but I feel better. I’ve been meaning to talk to you. I knew you’d be able to help. I guess that’s part of why you’re lieutenant, right?” 
 
    He walked away and Fen stood there wondering who was going to make him feel better. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Later that night Fen sat with Ravin on their favorite bench under the willow tree and told her what he’d done against Strout that day. “Aren’t you worried others will figure it out?” she asked. She was leaning up against him, holding his hand in both of hers. 
 
    “I think it will be okay as long as I’m careful,” he replied. 
 
    “It seems risky.” 
 
    “I’m going to have to take a lot more risks before this is over.” 
 
    “Just be careful.” 
 
    “I have to push it. I have to know what I’m capable of. I don’t have much time.” 
 
    “It bothers me when you talk like that. I don’t believe that what happened to your father is going to happen to you.” 
 
    Fen thought of the hard spot on his chest, but said nothing. Partly he didn’t want her to worry. But also he was worried she would tell him to hold back and he knew he couldn’t do that. The Fist seemed to being getting crazier every day. The Ankharans walked around like they owned the place. And while he thought he’d stopped whatever it was they were doing in that cavern, he couldn’t be sure. He remembered the others passages leading into it. They might not all have collapsed. The cavern might not have collapsed at all. They might still be kidnapping people and taking them down there. 
 
    “Are you listening, Fen?” 
 
    Fen realized that Ravin was looking at him, waiting for an answer. 
 
    “I’m sorry. What did you say?” 
 
    “I said I think I might be part of the servant staff that marches with you.” 
 
    “What?” Fen’s other worries disappeared in an instant. He didn’t want Ravin anywhere near battle. If their army was overrun the servants would be vulnerable. “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “Tasha has been assigning me to serve the Fist more and more. She says he’s calmer around me than the other girls who usually serve him.” 
 
    “Is he?” 
 
    “I don’t know. He scares me, but he hasn’t done anything since that day he yelled at me.” 
 
    “But why would you be going with us?” 
 
    “Did you think the Fist would march off to war without servants?” 
 
    “I guess I never really thought about it.” 
 
    “Quite a few servants are going. I didn’t think I was going to be one of them, but now I’m not so sure. I know Tasha has been making her list.” 
 
    “Then I’m going to talk to her,” Fen said, standing up. “I’ll convince her to leave you behind.” 
 
    But Ravin jumped up too and grabbed his arm before he could hurry off. “No, you won’t!” 
 
    “Why? You don’t want to go, do you?” 
 
    “No. I don’t. I know what can happen in the baggage train if a battle goes against us.” There was fear in her voice, but resolution too. 
 
    “Yet you still want to go.” 
 
    “You’re not listening to me, Fen. I don’t want to go. But I want to do my part. You’re not the only one who wants to serve his people, you know.” 
 
    “But you can serve here.” 
 
    “And then someone else is forced to go in my place? No,” she said, shaking her head. “If she chooses me, I’ll go. You’re not going to stop that.” She took his hand. “Besides, if I go maybe I’ll get to see you sometimes?” 
 
    A soldier came hurrying by then. He saw Fen and saluted. “Did you hear the news?” he asked excitedly. 
 
    “What news?” Fen asked, though in his heart he already knew what it was. 
 
    “We’re marching tomorrow.” He smacked a fist into his open hand. “Finally we’re going to show those Maradi what retribution feels like.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twenty-seven 
 
      
 
    “Is it true? Are we marching out tomorrow?” Noah asked when Fen got to the barracks a few minutes later. 
 
    “It looks like it,” Fen said distractedly. He was still thinking about Ravin coming with them. Though he’d told Ravin he would stay out of it, the truth was that if he had it in his power to get her removed from the list, he would. He hated the thought of her being so close to danger. 
 
    “So it’s really happening,” Gage said. “We’re going to war.” 
 
    They were all silent for a moment then, absorbing this fact. 
 
    “It doesn’t quite seem real,” Gage continued. “I’ve been training for this for what, four years now? I knew this day would come but still, now that it’s here…” He shook his head. “I can’t imagine it.” 
 
    “I know how you feel,” Lukas said. He was slumped on his cot, rubbing his eyes. “Gods, I wonder if I’ll sleep at all tonight.” 
 
    “I’m going to a tavern tonight, that’s what I’m doing,” Noah said. “I’m going to drink ale until they run out. Then I’ll go to another tavern and empty their kegs. Who’s coming with me?” 
 
    “I’ll go,” Lukas said, standing up. He looked a little pale. “I could use a drink.” 
 
    “Count me in,” Gage said. Which was a little surprising, since Gage hardly ever drank. 
 
    “I’ll be there,” Strout said. 
 
    “Wolfpack squad,” Wallice said, and his brother nodded. Silently they banged forearms together. 
 
    “What about you?” Noah asked Fen. 
 
    Fen shook his head. “I’m going to spend time with Ravin.” He expected them to razz him, especially Noah, but the short man simply nodded. 
 
    “If I had a girl, I’d be with her tonight,” he said. 
 
    Then Cowley surprised them all. “Do you mind if Amma and I tag along with you?” he asked Fen. 
 
    “What?” Noah cried. “Him, I expected. But you?” 
 
    “I thought you were never going to talk to Amma again,” Lukas said. “It’s what you said.” 
 
    “I say lots of things,” Cowley replied. “You shouldn’t listen to all of them. Or any of them.” 
 
    “Boy, that’s the truth,” Gage said. 
 
    “Is that really you in there?” Strout asked, looking Cowley up and down. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s me. Tell me where you’re going, though. Maybe I’ll come by later.” 
 
    A while later Fen and Cowley were walking across the castle grounds to meet Amma and Ravin. They were cleaned up and dressed in their best clothes. “What’s this all about?” Fen asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Cowley said. “But I’ve been doing a lot of thinking lately, what with the war coming up and all. It’s made me realize that maybe I’ve been an ass sometimes. I’ve been acting like a little kid. Maybe it’s time to change, you know? I mean, I could die in the first battle. An arrow could drop out of the sky and that would be it. And what would I leave behind? Nothing. Who would miss me? No one.” 
 
    “Hey, that’s not true. I’d miss you.” 
 
    “No, because you’d be dead too.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “You’d be so overcome with grief at your best friend’s death that you’d charge recklessly into battle. You’re the hero type so you’d probably single-handedly save the day. But you’d be mortally wounded at the same time. With your last breath you’d say something noble like, everything you’d ever done was inspired by me. It’d be tragic, really.” 
 
    Fen stared at him in disbelief. “You really believe any of the crap that comes out of your mouth?” 
 
    “Not really. I’m always surprised when anyone else does. Anyway, I’ve been thinking and that got me to talking to Amma, trying to make it up to her. I had to apologize quite a lot of times—apparently I’ve been kind of a bad boyfriend—but she finally came around. And so when you said you were spending tonight with Ravin, well, I thought I should do the same. It would be fun to go raise hell with the guys, but maybe this will be fun too.” 
 
    “Try to control your excitement.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean it like that.” The smile Cowley gave him was a little wan. “This kind of thing isn’t easy for me the way it is for you. I have a reputation to live up to, after all.” 
 
    “You mean to live down to.” 
 
    “Something like that.” Cowley got a somber look on his face. In a low voice he said, “The thing is, Fen, I don’t think I’m coming back. I don’t think I’ll survive.” 
 
    Fen looked at his friend in horror. “Don’t say that. Don’t even think it.” 
 
    “I can’t help myself. It’s what I believe in my heart.” 
 
    “You don’t know that. You’re just worried like the rest of us.” 
 
    “The rest of us? You mean you, the perfect soldier, are worried? The one with magic powers? I don’t believe it.” 
 
    “It’s true.” 
 
    “It’s a feeling I have. I don’t know how it will happen, but it will happen. I want to make sure Amma remembers me in a good way is all.” 
 
    Fen had never heard his old friend sound like this. Cowley was always so brash, so confident. “You’re wrong,” he said fiercely. He threw his arm over Cowley’s shoulders and shook him a little. “I’m going to make sure of it. I won’t let anything happen to you, I swear.” 
 
    “You’re a good friend, Fen. I’ve always said that. And that’s why I want you to have my things after I’m gone.” 
 
    “What things? Some dirty clothes? Thanks, but I already have my own. Besides, you’re going to need that stuff.” Fen looked up and saw the two young women standing outside the palace, waiting for them. “Enough of that kind of talk, okay? That’s an order.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Cowley said, giving him a sloppy salute. 
 
    When they walked up to the women Cowley was his usual humorous, sarcastic self. Fen could only look at him and marvel. It was hard to imagine that only a minute earlier he’d been talking about his own death. 
 
    “Good evening, ladies,” Cowley said, bowing deeply. “You’re both looking fantastic tonight. So beautiful that the stars themselves demanded clouds so they don’t have to come out and be ashamed by the comparison.” Amma was wearing a long, sleeveless dress of midnight blue, with a plunging neckline and lace edging the hem. Ravin’s dress was yellow and cinched tight around her waist with a leather belt. 
 
    “You smooth-tongued devil, you,” Amma said, pulling him in and giving him a kiss. “I know it’s all crap, but I confess to loving it anyway.” 
 
    “He’s right, you know,” Fen whispered into Ravin’s ear when he hugged her. “You do look beautiful.” 
 
    “I had to call in a few favors,” Cowley said, “but I was able to get us a table at Veni’s.” He gave Fen a wink. “Maybe this time you’ll stay and see what the food actually tastes like.” It was the same restaurant Fen had taken Ravin to the night she broke up with him. 
 
    “Best of all, Cowley has generously offered to pay,” Fen said. “And he said we could order anything we want.” 
 
    Both of the women exclaimed over this. Fen didn’t miss the somewhat sickly look Cowley got on his face when he said this, and Fen grinned at him, glad to finally get one over on his friend. As they started for the gates, Cowley grabbed Fen’s arm and whispered to him. “Not funny, Fen. You know I don’t have enough coin to pay for all of us.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I’m sure they’ll have some dishes you can wash to make up for it,” Fen shot back. He was realizing how much he enjoyed this feeling of having a leg up on Cowley. 
 
    “All I can say is you better have brought your coin purse,” Cowley said, then hurried to catch up with Amma. 
 
    On the way to the restaurant, Cowley entertained them with a story about how he’d met Veni, the owner of the restaurant they were dining at. 
 
    “…and as I walk up I see Veni shinnying down the trellis. He’s got his pants on backwards and only one arm in his shirt. The woman’s husband is on the balcony screaming bloody murder. Then the husband starts grabbing whatever he can lay his hands on and throwing it at Veni, who has realized by then that the plants growing up the trellis are roses and the thorns are tearing all kinds of new holes in him. Unfortunately for Veni, once the husband runs out of things on the balcony to throw, he runs back into the bedroom and when he comes out he’s carrying a chamber pot.” Cowley paused for effect. 
 
    “Oh, no,” Ravin said, putting her hand over her mouth. “He didn’t…did he?” 
 
    Cowley grinned. “He most certainly did. Dumped it right on poor Veni’s head. Then he throws the pot and bounces it off Veni’s shoulder. Veni almost loses his hold on the trellis and has to hug the rose bushes tight to keep from falling.” 
 
    “He’s lucky the husband didn’t kill him,” Amma said. 
 
    “He wanted to, that’s for sure. But he was fat and old and Veni’s no slouch when it comes to a fight. He grew up down by the docks after all. Finally, Veni gets to the bottom of the trellis, but before he can hotfoot it out of there, the door to the house opens and out comes the husband’s personal bodyguard. The guy is huge, like a bull on two feet. He starts banging Veni’s head against the wall and Veni starts bleeding like a stuck pig. It wasn’t pretty, let me tell you. 
 
    “That’s when I stepped in. Veni had paid his price. There was no need to kill him. I didn’t want to watch the poor man get his head caved in.” 
 
    “What did you do?” Ravin asked. 
 
    “I convinced the bodyguard to let him go. After that, as you can imagine, Veni was very grateful. Not grateful enough to give us a free meal, but at least we can get in the door, and that’s more than most people can do.” 
 
    “I’ve heard the food is the best,” Amma said. “And the view is spectacular.” 
 
    “You’ve heard right,” Cowley said. “Wait and see.” 
 
    At the bottom of the stairs that led up to the restaurant was a thick-necked guard dressed in fine clothes that did little to hide his bulging muscles or the fact that he had a short sword and a cudgel hanging from his waist. He gave them a flat stare as Cowley told him his name and that they had reservations, but he didn’t uncross his arms or move. 
 
    “Well?” Cowley said after several long seconds passed. 
 
    Grudgingly, the guard consulted his list. With his thick finger holding his place he looked back at Cowley. “Cowley?” he said. 
 
    “That’s what I just said.” 
 
    “Huh.” The guard set the list down, but still he didn’t move out of the way. 
 
    “Is there a problem?” Cowley asked. 
 
    The guard looked them up and down. Then he said, “A certain standard of attire is required at this establishment. The ladies are fine. You two…” He shook his head slowly. 
 
    “What’s wrong with how we’re dressed?” Cowley asked. Both he and Fen were wearing clean surcoats with the Fist’s insignia on them. Their breeches were worn, but mostly clean. 
 
    “Standard of attire,” the guard rumbled. 
 
    “I am a personal friend of Veni,” Cowley spluttered. 
 
    “Lots of them say that.” 
 
    Before Cowley could say anything more, Amma stepped forward. “While it’s true their dress is not up to your usual standards,” she said, “I’m hoping you’ll make an exception this time. As you can see, they are soldiers, and they are marching off to war against Marad tomorrow. They’ll be fighting for us. Shouldn’t that be worth something?” She gave him her sweetest smile and laid one hand on his arm. 
 
    The guard considered this. “This time,” he said at last. “But the swords stay here. No weapons in the restaurant.” Fen and Cowley unbuckled their swords and handed them over and the guard let them by. 
 
    “That was irritating,” Cowley said. 
 
    “Maybe if you’d spend a bit less of your pay on drink and a bit more on clothing, we wouldn’t have this sort of problem,” Amma said, linking her arm through his. 
 
    They climbed up several flights to the roof of the building. 
 
    “It’s beautiful,” Amma and Ravin both said as they stepped out onto the roof. 
 
    In the center of the restaurant was a small fountain. Small lanterns with colored glass panes were hung on lines strung overhead. More lanterns hung on the wrought iron fence that encircled the roof. Two musicians sat in one corner, playing soft, romantic music. There were flowers everywhere, spilling out of large clay pots standing in the corners, and in vases on every table. 
 
    “It’s even nicer than I remember,” Ravin said. 
 
    A man came bustling over to them. He was wearing tight-fitting black pants, a white shirt with puffy sleeves, and a black vest. His hair was oiled down and the smile on his face was smooth and professional. 
 
    “Good evening, Cowley,” he said. “So glad you could join us.” 
 
    “It’s good to be here,” Cowley replied. “Reco, these are my friends.” He introduced the three of them. “See that they have whatever they want, will you?” 
 
    “Of course.” Reco escorted them across the restaurant. Fen couldn’t help but notice that everyone was dressed much nicer than they were. He’d never seen so much velvet and silk in his life, and there were enough jewels to blind a man. Though their dresses were simple, Ravin and Amma looked good enough to fit in, but he and Cowley stuck out like farmers at a society ball. They might as well be carrying piglets under their arms. And people noticed. There were more than a few sarcastic smiles and whispered snide comments as they passed. He tried to ignore them, but his face got hot all the same. 
 
    Reco led them to a table in the corner, where they could look out over the lights of the city. 
 
    “Wine, Reco, and make sure it’s one of the good vintages,” Cowley said as they sat down. Reco hurried off to bring them wine. 
 
    In a low voice Amma said, “Are you sure you can afford this, Cowley?” 
 
    “Of course,” Cowley said. “Not a problem.” But Fen thought he saw sweat gathering at his temples. Fen himself was worried. He’d brought every copper penny he could scrounge up and even borrowed a few silvers from Gage, but he wasn’t sure if it would be enough. He was thinking about pretending he didn’t feel all that well so that he could avoid eating and keep the bill down to a manageable level, but a moment later he discarded the idea. This might be the last time all four of them were ever together. Why not let go and enjoy the evening, deal with the consequences later? 
 
    “How do you know Reco?” Ravin asked. “I thought you knew the owner of this place.” 
 
    “If you spent more time around Cowley, you’d realize that he knows everybody,” Amma put in before Cowley could reply. She looked at Cowley. “Let me guess. He’s someone you drink with or gamble with.” 
 
    “Or both,” Cowley said, holding up one finger. “I might have also helped Reco out of tight spot when some trappers in town to sell pelts accused him of playing with shaved dice. Which he was, but that’s no reason to threaten to skin a man and tan his hide.” 
 
    The meal was as good as advertised, some kind of quail that Fen had never had, cooked in a cream sauce with mushrooms and tiny onions. There was bread, so light it seemed it might blow away, and a rice dish seasoned with something yellow and spicy that he’d never had either. Dessert was a pastry topped with cream and chocolate that tasted strongly of honey. 
 
    When they were done they sat there, everyone a little too full, their conversation having died down to a pleasant silence. Fen thought this might be the happiest he’d ever been. He wished he could freeze this moment and stay here forever. Cowley and Amma had gotten along beautifully the whole evening—which was unusual in itself, since they usually quarreled at least once every hour—and being here with Ravin, watching the way she ate, the lines beside her mouth when she laughed, the way her eyes crinkled up. It was all perfect. 
 
    And then it wasn’t. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    There was a commotion over by the stairs. One of the waiters was speaking loudly to a group of men who had appeared, telling them they couldn’t be there. Then a blade flashed and the waiter cried out and staggered backwards. He fell on a table and it tipped over with a crash of breaking glass and china. A woman screamed and everyone started talking at once. 
 
    “What the…?” Cowley said, standing up. 
 
    Fen jumped up too, automatically reaching for his sword, only to realize a moment later that it wasn’t there. 
 
    There were a half dozen of them, rough-looking men with scarves tied around their faces to hide their identity. They wore leather armor and had swords in their hands. Weapons and armor were scarred but clearly serviceable and the way the men carried their swords told Fen they knew how to use them. He and Cowley exchanged looks and he knew his friend had noted the same things he had. This was not an ordinary band of street thugs they were dealing with. These were men who knew what they were doing. 
 
    The men spread out across the restaurant while one of them—a man wearing a red scarf, his long hair tied back in a ponytail—walked out to the middle and held his hands up in the air. 
 
    “Here’s how it’s going to be,” he yelled. “Anyone who doesn’t shut up this instant is going to get a yard of steel in their guts!” 
 
    That got through to them. The diners settled down and went quiet. A number were still standing, though. 
 
    “Better,” the man said. “I hate screaming. It makes me twitchy. Now everyone sit back down.” 
 
    One of the men at a nearby table, clearly a man of some wealth and importance judging by the amount of gold brocade he wore and the air of authority he carried, said, “See here, you ruffians. I am the chief magistrate for the crown. If you harm one person here I promise you that you will stand before me in court and you will answer.” He pounded his fist on the table for emphasis. “By the gods, you will answer!” 
 
    The leader of the thieves didn’t say a word. He simply took two quick steps over to the judge’s table. A quick sideways slash with his sword and the judge fell back with an oath, blood flowing from the cut that had appeared across his forehead. 
 
    “Now you see here,” the leader said. “That could as easy have been your throat. You like being magistrate, do you? You want to keep being magistrate or do you want to try out being dead? It’s your choice.” 
 
    The judge was not a man to back down easily. He glared at the thief, his eyes blazing, but he said nothing further. Fen thought if the judge wasn’t careful, the thief might kill him outright. As a soldier, he’d learned you don’t leave a dangerous enemy behind you who could later attack you from the rear. 
 
    “Now for the easy part,” the thief said. “My helpers will be coming around to your table with a sack. Jewelry and coin purses go in the sack. Anybody holds out, they get cut. Bad enough that you’ll wish you hadn’t. Any questions?” 
 
    “I wish we had our swords,” Cowley said out of the corner of his mouth. 
 
    Fen agreed with him wholeheartedly, but he wasn’t sure what they could’ve done even if they had them. It would be far too easy for the thieves to take a hostage. Sure, he and Cowley could probably take them down, but innocent people would get hurt. The best thing was probably to go along with the thieves. Let them steal what they wanted and go on their way. The city watch would deal with them. It wasn’t worth getting killed over money. 
 
    He reached under the table and squeezed Ravin’s hand. She squeezed back and looked at him. She looked alert, and he could feel that her pulse was faster than normal, but she didn’t look terrified. She wasn’t going to lose her head. 
 
    The thieves worked their way across the restaurant. At a nearby table an elderly woman refused to give up her diamond necklace, and when her husband raised his hand to speak, the thief simply clubbed him on the temple with the hilt of his sword. The man dropped like a stone. Next the thief backhanded the woman hard, snapping her head back. Blood poured from her mouth as he yanked the necklace off her. 
 
    “I see you are no real man,” the elderly woman said, practically spitting blood at him. “Striking a helpless old woman. I shall enjoy watching you hang.” 
 
    The thief kicked her chair over, then stood over her and raised his sword. Fen started to rise. Whatever the consequences, he couldn’t sit here and do nothing while a woman was murdered before his eyes. Ravin pulled at him, trying to keep him in his seat. 
 
    But then the thief lowered his sword. He stepped over the woman and came to their table next. Seeing Fen partially out of his chair he pointed his sword at him. “Was there something you wanted to do, boy?” he sneered. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, Fen let Ravin pull him back down into his chair. It wasn’t easy to back down, though. With the rise in his emotions, the strange power inside him had risen as well. He could feel it racing through his body, clamoring for release. Somewhere down below, distant still, he could feel an answering throb of power from within the ground itself. 
 
    “Smart move,” the thief said. “I’d hate to splash your blood all over your pretty young girlfriend.” 
 
    “Actually, it would all be your blood that was splashed everywhere,” Cowley said suddenly. 
 
    The thief turned and pointed the sword at him. His eyes were sharp and hard above the scarf. “Who asked you?” 
 
    “No one,” Cowley said. He was sitting casually in his chair, leaning back, his hands in his lap, as if the person he was talking to wasn’t pointing a sword at him. “But I thought I might warn you anyway. You don’t want to make that man angry. Trust me.” 
 
    Fen was staring at Cowley in disbelief, trying to will him to shut up. Now was not the time for his mouth to run away from him. 
 
    “Maybe I’ll splash some of your blood around instead,” the thief said. 
 
    “That would be an even bigger mistake,” Cowley said. “You see, Fen is a nice guy. He’d try not to kill you. I’m not nearly that nice.” He still looked perfectly calm, as if he didn’t notice that the thief was getting more and more agitated. The thief was a big man, with broad shoulders and quite a lot of muscle. Fen could see a scar beside one eye and he noticed the way the man’s knuckles were mashed down. This was a man who knew violence intimately. 
 
    “I don’t like the way you talk,” the thief said. 
 
    “What’s going on over there?” the leader yelled. “Hurry up and let’s get out of here!” 
 
    “In a minute. I got someone here who needs to learn a lesson.” 
 
    So saying, the thief jabbed at Cowley. But Cowley was ready for him. One hand flashed up, slapping the sword thrust aside. In the same motion he came to his feet, and Fen saw that he had his table knife in his other hand. He leaned forward and slashed the thief’s wrist with the knife. The thief gave a grunt of pain and fell back— 
 
    But he didn’t drop his sword. 
 
    And Fen knew he no longer had a choice. 
 
    He lunged from his chair. The thief turned to meet him, but Fen closed on him before he could bring his sword to bear. Fen felt utterly calm. He knew exactly what he needed to do and exactly how he would do it. 
 
    He struck the thief in the chest with the heel of his hand, releasing a whisper of his power when he did so. 
 
    Fen heard the crack of a rib breaking and the man flew backwards and landed on the next table on his back. The table collapsed. Food and drinks flew everywhere. The people sitting at the table scrambled to try and get away, some falling down in their haste. 
 
    Then the restaurant dissolved into chaos. 
 
    One of the other thieves came running at Fen, slashing with his sword as he came. He was undisciplined and sloppy and Fen easily ducked his attack. As the man ran by, carried by his own momentum, Fen shoved him in the side, again releasing a bit of the Stone power. The man lost his balance and flew in a tangle of arms and legs across the room, finally slamming his head into one of the big clay pots filled with flowers. The pot cracked and fell over on top of him. 
 
    Meanwhile, Cowley was tied up with another one of the thieves. Though Cowley only had the table knife, he had years of training that the thief did not. He sidestepped a couple of attacks, then stepped in and grabbed the man’s wrist with his free hand. He gave it a twist and the man dropped his sword, then he hammered him in the temple with the butt of the knife and dropped him to the ground. He straightened in time to face the next oncoming attacker. 
 
    One of the remaining thieves came at Fen. Having seen what happened to his companion, he was a lot more careful, staying back and jabbing at Fen, trying to keep him at a distance while he waited for his chance. He circled Fen as they fought, moving in and out. Clearly he’d had some training with his weapon. Fen knew he could channel some of his power into one arm, take the sword blow on it while he rushed in and took the man down, but he didn’t want to use his power that openly so he waited, knowing his opportunity would come. 
 
    When it did come, it came from an unexpected quarter. 
 
    As the thief circled, trying to find an opening, he ended up with his back to the table where Ravin and Amma were still sitting. He paid no attention to the women, obviously seeing them as no threat, which was a mistake. 
 
    Ravin snatched up the lantern from their table, swung it and hit the man in the back of the head. The glass in the lantern broke and lamp oil spilled down his back. In seconds he was on fire. He screamed and tried to slap at it and while he was doing that Fen knocked him out with an uppercut. The man fell on his back and the flames flickered out. 
 
    A glance showed Fen that he didn’t need to worry about Cowley, who had already disarmed his attacker and was trading punches with him. That meant there was only one more thief to dispose of, the leader. Fen ran through the press of frightened diners to find him. 
 
    The leader was over by the stairs, backing away. He had his arm around a woman’s neck and was holding his sword to her throat. “Any closer and she dies,” he said. 
 
    Fen stopped. “Don’t hurt her. You can still leave and I won’t try to stop you. You have my word on that. But if you hurt her, I promise you you’ll pay for it.” 
 
    “Bold words for a man in your position,” the leader said. “Maybe you should have picked up one of those swords.” 
 
    “I don’t need it.” 
 
    The man glanced past Fen and his mouth twisted. “You couldn’t leave well enough alone, could you? All you had to do was stay in your seat and we’d be gone by now. No one had to get hurt.” 
 
    “You can talk to your friend about that later, when you’re waiting in your cell to be hanged,” Fen said calmly. “Or you can run now. Who knows, you might still get away.” 
 
    In the distance could be heard the sound of galloping horses and blowing horns. The city watch was on its way. 
 
    “No. No way am I leaving here emptyhanded. Pick up that sack and toss it to me. Then I’ll go.” Near Fen’s feet was one of the sacks the thieves had been filling with loot. 
 
    Fen crouched down. But instead of picking up the sack, he placed his palm on the floor and released another surge of power. 
 
    The floorboards bucked under his hand. The thief and his hostage staggered sideways and fell down. Fen leapt forward and grabbed the man’s wrist before he could react. Fen looked into his eyes. 
 
    “Drop it.” 
 
    The man’s eyes were wide. “How’d…how’d you do that?” 
 
    “Drop it. I don’t want to hurt you.” 
 
    The leader snarled and tried to twist free. Fen squeezed his wrist, releasing a trickle of power as he did so. One of the bones in his wrist snapped then and the man screamed in pain and dropped the sword. 
 
    Cowley was the first one there when Fen stood up. He had a scratch on his cheek and a wild grin on his face. He grabbed Fen in a sudden, fierce hug. “You’re unstoppable,” he said. “There’s nothing you can’t do.” He pounded on Fen’s back a couple of times before letting him go. 
 
    “You weren’t so bad yourself,” Fen replied. 
 
    “It was nothing,” Cowley said with false modesty. “I didn’t want you to have all the fun is all.” 
 
    Ravin and Amma got there a moment later. Ravin threw her arms around Fen. “Are you all right?” she asked worriedly. “Did you get hurt?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” he said. His next words were stopped by the kiss she planted on his lips. When she broke off he was flustered. “Well…” was all he could manage. 
 
    Veni came hurrying up then. “You saved me,” he exclaimed loudly. Then, surveying the wreckage and the diners milling around, jostling each other as they sought to retrieve their valuables from the sacks, he said, “I’m ruined. No one will want to eat here again.” 
 
    “Which is it, Veni?” Cowley asked him, still with the same oddly manic smile on his face. “Are you saved or ruined?” 
 
    “Both,” the man said sadly. “But it was good of you to stop them. Bah!” he said, kicking the leader in the side as he tried to get to his knees. “Get back down! It’s too late for you. You’ll have worse than a broken wrist when the watch gets done with you.” 
 
    “Say, Veni,” Cowley said. “Since we’re heroes and all, how about you toss out our dinner bill and let us go?” 
 
    “Go?” the man said. “Without paying your bill?” Clearly it was an idea that hadn’t occurred to him. It didn’t look like he liked it. 
 
    The magistrate came walking up then. “If it wasn’t for the bravery of these two young soldiers, we’d all be out a considerable sum of money right now.” He turned to look at the other diners. “What do you say? Shall we cover the bill for a couple of heroes?” Enthusiastic voices greeted his suggestion and there was scattered applause. 
 
    “Go then,”  Veni said, waving them off. “If you leave quickly you can miss the city watch and their questions. Don’t come back for a long time, okay? I’m starting to think maybe you are bad luck.” 
 
    A minute later they were down on the street. Cowley pulled them around the corner right as the watch arrived and they watched from the shadows as the men pounded up the stairs. 
 
    “That was something, wasn’t it?” he said to them. “What a night!” He grabbed Amma by the waist and swung her around. When he set her down she laughed and kissed him. 
 
    “I saw the way you took that man down with the lantern,” Cowley said to Ravin. “Who knew you were so fierce, eh?” Ravin gave him a small smile and shrugged. 
 
    “Why’d you do that, Cowley?” Fen asked. “You egged that man on. You didn’t have to do that.” 
 
    “Wait, what? But I’m a hero!” 
 
    “You could’ve gotten people killed.” 
 
    “You were really just going to sit there and let those criminals steal from all of those people, from all of us, and not do anything?” 
 
    “It’s only money.” 
 
    “But I knew we could take them!” 
 
    “It worked out, but it could have gone bad. He could have killed his hostage.” 
 
    “Don’t waste your time worrying about what could have happened, that’s my advice,” Cowley said. “What should we do next?” he asked. “We still have all that money we didn’t spend on dinner. What say we spend it at the nearest fine drinking establishment? Or the nearest low drinking establishment. I don’t care which, so long as they have ale!” 
 
    Fen looked at Ravin. She gave him a brief shake of her head. “We’re going home,” Fen said. In truth he was relieved that Ravin didn’t want to go out. It was getting late and he still wanted to go to the quarry and see if Cowley’s crazy idea about contacting a Shaper would work. 
 
    Cowley harassed them for a minute, but when he saw that they wouldn’t change their minds, he and Amma said their goodbyes and headed off down the street, while Fen and Ravin returned to the castle. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twenty-eight 
 
      
 
    At the servants’ door to the palace Fen and Ravin kissed again and held each other for several minutes. Then they stood there, holding hands, looking into each other’s eyes. 
 
    “Do you want to come in?” Ravin asked shyly. 
 
    A shiver ran over Fen at the offer, and he wanted more than anything to say yes, but he knew he’d never make it to the quarry if he did, and his duty was more important to him than even this. “I do,” he told her earnestly, “but I have things I still need to do before we march in the morning.” 
 
    “What sort of things?” she asked him, looking at him askance. 
 
    “Officer stuff,” he said vaguely. “I’m sorry, but I couldn’t finish them earlier before we went to dinner.” 
 
    “Do what you have to do,” she told him reluctantly, in a voice that made his heart throb almost painfully. 
 
    “I still wish you were staying here where it’s safe,” he told her. During the walk back to the castle she’d told him that she was definitely one of the servants who had been chosen. “But I have to admit that part of me is also glad you’re coming along. I’ll find time to come see you, I promise.” 
 
    “I know you will.” She stood up on tiptoe and gave him a quick kiss. “Go take care of your duties, lieutenant. I’ll see you soon.” 
 
    The door closed behind her and Fen stood there cursing himself. The thought of going out alone to the quarry was an unappealing one. Probably it wouldn’t work anyway. He should have taken her up on her offer. Maybe he was just an idiot. 
 
    He went to the stables and saddled his horse. The guards at the castle gate waved him through. He trotted through the darkened city to the main gates. They were closed for the night, but the soldiers posted there recognized him and they opened the gates for him. 
 
    Then it was off through the darkness, following the overgrown wagon track that led up into some low hills south of Samkara. He ducked under overhanging tree limbs and splashed across a small stream, following the white scar of the track until he came to the quarry. Marble had been quarried here for years, high quality stone that was used in the homes and businesses of the wealthy all across the city. But the quality marble had petered out some years before and now it was abandoned, weeds growing up through the chunks of stone that littered the ground. One side had filled with water and frogs croaked from the cattails growing there. 
 
    Where the hillside had been cut away there was a cliff about forty feet high. He dismounted, tied his horse to a small sapling that had sprung up between two cracked blocks of stone, and walked over to the cliff. 
 
    He stood in front of the marble cliff, a sense of unreality washing over him. What was he doing here? This couldn’t possibly work, could it? 
 
    But he’d come this far. He might as well try. He put his hands on the stone. The stone was cool. For a long moment he hesitated, not sure he wanted to do this. He had a feeling he was about to head down a path from which there was no turning back, that he was about to see things he could never unsee. 
 
    Inside he could feel the glowing ember of his power, waiting. He fed energy into it and the power awakened. It raced through his veins, penetrating every muscle and bone. He let it build up for a few moments, then released it into the cliff. 
 
    When he did so, the stone under his hands began to glow with a soft, reddish light. The marble became soft, like clay, and his hands sank into it partway. It alarmed him and he almost pulled away, but he forced himself to stay there and remain calm. 
 
    The minutes passed as he fed more power into the stone. Nothing happened, but he began to feel dizzy and feverish. His legs grew weak and his vision blurred so that he closed his eyes and rested his forehead against the cliff face. 
 
    Then, far below, in the heart of the stone, there came an answer. 
 
    Fen jerked back in surprise, breaking his contact with the cliff face. He could sense something huge and ancient and powerful rising toward the surface, rising toward him. He took a step back, every instinct yelling at him to flee. But there was nowhere to run to. Stone lay underfoot wherever he went. And he needed answers. 
 
    The presence came closer. Behind him his horse began prancing nervously, pulling on the reins. Pebbles broke free and clattered down the cliff face as small cracks appeared in it. Fen took another step back. 
 
    Slowly a face began to form in the stone. It was big, wider than he could span with his arms. Empty eye sockets, the suggestion of a nose, a crude jaw and forehead. With a cracking of stone a mouth appeared. 
 
    “Who are you, that awakens me from my sleep?” The voice was rusty with centuries of disuse. It was deep and rough, the sound of stones sliding down a hillside. 
 
    “Uh…I’m Fen.” 
 
    “How is it that a human wields Stone power?” the face asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. I hoped you could tell me.” 
 
    “Impossible. Human flesh is too weak. Only the Shapers of Stone can touch such power.” 
 
    “Are you a Shaper?” 
 
    “I am Bereth of the First Ring, of the Sphere of Stone. Or I was. Now I am nothing. Only dust and forgotten memories.” 
 
    “What is a Shaper?” 
 
    “To us was given the power to shape the Spheres of Stone, Sea and Sky, to shape our bodies as we shaped the elements of this world. But we are mostly gone now, slumbering in oblivion.” 
 
    “You said you were given the power to shape the Stone. Why?” 
 
    “That is the question, the only one with real importance. Long ago we used to argue that question. Some of us believed that we were brought to this world to serve some purpose, that somehow we had forgotten that purpose. When we found no answer, most of us gave it up.” 
 
    “But you didn’t. You kept searching.” 
 
    “For eons after the rest had quit, I continued to seek. My search led me too far, though. Larkind and I went too deep. We scratched the surface of another world. We found the Abyss and chaos power leaked through. Larkind was destroyed and I was badly injured, injuries I never recovered from. Our world’s problems began that day. 
 
    “But it was then that I remembered the first scraps, lost memories awakened by my contact with the chaos power. I remembered the masters, the ones who brought us here. We were to protect the key from the Devourers, keep it safe forever. It was for this that they made us.” 
 
    “What key?” Fen asked, bewildered. “Who are the Devourers?” 
 
    “I do not know what the key is. I could never find it, though I searched long for it. The other Shapers would not help. They had given up all interest in the big question by then. Of the Devourers I know only that they are the enemy and they must not get hold of the key. 
 
    “I smell them,” Bereth rumbled. “I smell chaos power. They are close to breaking through. Their agents are at work in this world. You must stop them. Whatever it takes, they cannot be allowed to obtain the key. Once they get the key all will be lost.” 
 
    “Why don’t you stop them? Why don’t you awaken the other Shapers and fight them as the masters intended?” 
 
    “Because it has been too long. We have forgotten ourselves. It took most of my strength to form this face you see before you. I am frozen in the past along with my brethren. There is nothing I can do.” 
 
    “There must be some way you can help us,” Fen said desperately. “At least tell me why I have this power? How do I master it?” 
 
    “I do not understand why you have this power. No Shaper would try to give a human our power. Even Melekath was not so foolhardy. You will never master it. It will inevitably destroy you.” 
 
    “So a Shaper did this to me?” Fen asked, but he got no response. The face in the stone was silent. Bereth was gone. 
 
    Fen mounted his horse and headed back to Samkara in a daze. He felt as if his world had been turned upside down. He’d never actually believed that such beings as the Shapers existed. Not really. Secretly he’d even hoped that none of it was real, that it was all his imagination, including the power he felt inside him. 
 
    But he could no longer cling to delusion. The power he’d felt in Bereth’s presence, even muted as it was, was unmistakable. He understood now why people had seen the Shapers as gods. There was something awesome and elemental about Bereth. He could only imagine what the Shaper had been like in the early days. 
 
    What he’d just experienced was worse, somehow, than the giant crab-thing, the pool of purple light, or the glowing amber orb in the hold of the black ship. Despite the fact that they were all things he’d personally seen, somehow they’d never been quite real to him. They were things outside him. But this? This was inside him, hidden in his bones, slowly crushing him. He would never master it. It would eventually kill him. 
 
    He wished now that he hadn’t come here. Better to live in the fog of ignorance than to know the truth. He’d felt Bereth’s power and he’d felt his own power answer it. It was an answer that said, I am this too. There was no escaping it now, no way to ever flee that knowledge. 
 
    Lost as he was inside himself, he wasn’t sure how he made it back to his barracks. He had no memory of passing through the city, of unsaddling his horse. He noticed distantly that his squad mates had not returned, but nothing else. He collapsed on his cot and fell immediately into a lightless abyss. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Fen awakened in the morning with a sense of dread, the feeling of looming catastrophe. He jumped to his feet, the power inside him sparking into life. There was a distant rumble underfoot as the Stone answered. The barracks was dim in the predawn light. He looked around wildly, at first unable to place his surroundings. A moment ago he’d been deep underground, peeling back the stone and looking on in awe and horror as a cancerous purple light began to shine through from some other place. There were creatures in that light, peering through at him, creatures that would devour this world, that would devour all worlds if they had the chance. 
 
    “What is it?” Cowley asked, getting up and grabbing Fen’s arm. Fen, unprepared for the contact and still feeling like someone, or something, else, jerked away. “Hey, it’s me. Remember me?” Cowley said. 
 
    Fen blinked. His life, his real life, began coming back. Slowly he recognized Cowley. “The key,” he said. “We can’t let the Devourers get the key. Worlds will suffer.” 
 
    “Hold on,” Cowley said. Around them the others in the squad were stirring, sleepy eyes peering out from under blankets at them. He grabbed Fen’s arm and pulled him outside. The morning was gray. Clouds pressed down close overhead. In the distance could be heard the sound of a hammer falling rhythmically on metal. 
 
    “What key?” Cowley asked. “Devourers?” 
 
    “The Shapers,” Fen said, grabbing Cowley’s shoulders, suddenly desperate to make him understand. “They’re gone. They can’t defend the key anymore. We have to.” 
 
    Noah came stumbling out of the barracks then, rubbing bloodshot eyes. He looked at Fen. “You still drunk or what?” he mumbled, then headed off for the latrine. 
 
    “You went and talked to a Shaper last night, didn’t you?” Cowley said. 
 
    Fen clawed at his chest. “It’s inside me. The power of the Stone. It was never meant to be held within flesh and bone.” 
 
    “Stop that,” Cowley said, pulling Fen’s hands away. “What’s this key you’re going on about? The key to what?” 
 
    Fen shook his head, trying to separate himself from the memories that weren’t his. “I don’t know. We were never told. We knew only that we had to protect it from the Devourers. But we forgot and now they’re coming.” 
 
    “Why do you keep saying ‘we’?” 
 
    “They’re inside me. They’re too heavy. They’re crushing me.” 
 
    The door to the barracks opened again. Gage came out, wincing and holding his head. He looked at the two of them and asked, “Something wrong?” 
 
    “Bad dream,” Cowley replied. 
 
    “I had them all night,” Gage said. “I don’t think I’m made for war.” He headed off for the latrine also. 
 
    “You’re Fen,” Cowley said. “You have to hold onto that. Push everything else back and focus on that. You’re Fen. You’re my friend and you’re in the army.” 
 
    Fen blinked at him. The dream was beginning to fade. His own life was returning. “The purple pool of light in the cavern. It was chaos power. It comes from the Abyss.” 
 
    “Okay. That’s good to know, I guess. Not sure how it helps here. I’d still like to know who the Devourers are. Do they come from the Abyss?” 
 
    Fen nodded. “It’s where they live. But the barrier between our worlds is weak. Once they break through, they’ll find the key. Everything will be destroyed.” 
 
    “I can’t say I like the sound of that. Any idea where this key is?” 
 
    “No. I searched for so long.” Fen frowned and rubbed his temple. “I mean he searched. Bereth. He couldn’t find it. The masters hid it.” 
 
    “So maybe we could ask these masters where it is. If we could figure out who they are.” 
 
    “The masters are dead. They were ambushed.” Fen winced at the pain in his head. “Someone was already here when they arrived. He caught them unprepared and he killed them. He wiped the memories from the Shapers.” 
 
    “Oh, great, someone new,” Cowley said. “We still don’t know who the Devourers are, or the masters, or where the key is, and now we don’t know who killed the masters. This isn’t getting any clearer, you know.” 
 
    The barracks door opened again. Strout came out. 
 
    Cowley glanced at him. “You look bad,” he said. 
 
    “I feel like killing someone,” Strout said. “Leave me alone.” He walked off, grumbling to himself. 
 
    “The Ankharans are working for the Devourers. They’re trying to help them come into this world. They’re trying to find the key so they can give it to them,” Fen said. 
 
    “Why doesn’t that surprise me?” Cowley said. “Did the Shaper tell you that?” 
 
    “No,” Fen said, shaking his head. “But it makes sense now. The pool of purple light was power from the Abyss and they were feeding the lives of those people into it, probably to help the Devourers break through into our world.” 
 
    “Good thing you brought the house down on it, then,” Cowley said. “That should slow them down a little.” 
 
    “I hope so.” 
 
    “You back to yourself now?” 
 
    “Mostly.” 
 
    “So I take it my idea worked?” 
 
    “I was sure it wouldn’t.” 
 
    “But you tried anyway.” 
 
    “I didn’t have any other ideas.” 
 
    “What are we going to do now?” 
 
    “Keep watching the Ankharans. Maybe when they find the key we can get it first.” 
 
    “And do what with it?” Cowley asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. Hide it? Destroy it?” 
 
    “You said the Shapers were supposed to protect the key. Why don’t we get their help?” 
 
    “It’s been too long,” Fen said. “They’re asleep, lost inside themselves. Their power is gone.” 
 
    “Figures. That would make things too easy. Still, someone must still be active.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “Someone gave you this power, didn’t they? The same power the Shapers have. They gave it to you so you could do what the Shapers can’t anymore.” 
 
    “I never thought of that,” Fen admitted. “I wonder who. And why give it to my father?” 
 
    “Who knows? Maybe there’s something special about you. Maybe they just picked you at random.” 
 
    “But why my father first?” 
 
    “They thought he could handle it. But he couldn’t and so they turned to you.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I can handle it,” Fen said, thinking about what Bereth had said about how the power would inevitably kill him. 
 
    “Probably you can’t,” Cowley said, clapping him on the shoulder. “Probably you’ll fail.” 
 
    “Why would you say that?” 
 
    “So you don’t feel so much pressure. You expect too much from yourself, Fen, and it makes you a little crazy. A lot crazy sometimes. But once you figure you’re going to fail anyway, well, that takes the pressure off. What do you have to lose now?” 
 
    “Sometimes the way your mind works is beyond me.” 
 
    “Don’t try to keep up,” Cowley told him good-naturedly. “Just hop on for the ride.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Shortly after sunrise the horns sounded, signaling to the soldiers in the castle that it was time to muster. Across the city at the other barracks other horns sounded and soldiers began to line up. 
 
    Fen and the rest of Wolfpack squad were already saddled up by then, their gear tied onto their horses. They mounted up and got into formation outside the main doors of the palace. A stable hand was waiting there with the Fist’s horse. Also waiting there was a large, enclosed carriage, painted black, the windows covered with red curtains. 
 
    “Just like the ship, right?” Lukas said, pointing to the carriage. 
 
    “I wonder what weird stuff is inside there,” Noah said. 
 
    “Whatever it is, I’m not going in to find out,” Lukas said. “I’m staying as far away from it as I can.” 
 
    The Fist emerged from the palace. Behind him came the four Ankharans, their hoods pulled up to hide their faces, hands hidden inside the long sleeves of their robes. They seemed to glide across the ground rather than walk. 
 
    As they came closer, Fen’s horse tossed her head and stamped a foot uneasily. Around him the others’ horses were doing the same. Even the Fist’s stallion pranced a little before the stable hand got him under control. 
 
    “The horses don’t like them,” Gage said under his breath. He was patting his horse’s neck, calming the animal. A moment later he added, “Look at that.” 
 
    The horses hitched to the black carriage didn’t so much as twitch as the Ankharans walked by them. 
 
    “They’ve done something to those horses,” Gage said. “Drugged them or something.” 
 
    The Ankharans climbed into the carriage. The Fist mounted and rode to where he could see the mustered troops. He stood up in his stirrups, held his sword over his head and shouted, “Time for the Maradi to know retribution!” 
 
    The soldiers answered his words with a shout. Then, the Fist leading, they began to move. Behind the Fist rode his generals and other high-ranking officers, then the carriage bearing the Ankharans. Behind the Ankharans rode Wolfpack squad. 
 
    “I wonder what’s in there,” Cowley said, pointing at a wagon that they were riding by. It was a big wagon, the kind used to carry freight. There was only one thing in it, covered by a tarp. 
 
    “Looks like a hammer to me,” Noah said, standing up in his stirrups to get a better look at it. 
 
    “No way,” Lukas said. “The thing’s huge. Why make a hammer that big?” 
 
    “It has to be at least ten feet long,” Gage said, “and the head on that thing…” He gave a low whistle. “I wonder what it’s for.” 
 
    “I guess we’ll find out when we find out,” Cowley said. 
 
    Fen looked around at his squad mates as they rode through the castle gates. All of them but Cowley looked pretty haggard. Even the brothers looked a little green. But Cowley looked bright and rested. He had a smile on his face and was whistling softly. 
 
    “I hate you,” Noah told him angrily. “You should know that.” 
 
    “How do you do it?” Lukas asked. His eyes were still bloodshot and he was holding his stomach. 
 
    “Practice, my friend. Serious drinking is like fighting. It’s not for the faint of heart. A man must be committed to doing whatever it takes to excel at it.” 
 
    “Can’t you shut up for once?” Strout grumbled. 
 
    “I’ve tried it,” Cowley said, “but it didn’t really take.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Thirty 
 
      
 
    “Get your squad together. You’re with me,” Captain Rouk said. It was predawn and Fen and his squad were just getting up. Most of the army hadn’t yet begun to stir. They’d been marching for a week now and yesterday they had passed into Maradi territory. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Fen started to turn away, but Rouk caught his arm. “Are we going to have a problem, lieutenant?” he asked. 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    Rouk stared at him for a minute, gauging his sincerity. His eyes were so light blue they were almost gray. There was no softness in them. “There better not be,” he said at last. “Mark my words.” 
 
    A few minutes later they headed out, accompanied by three squads of foot soldiers. Captain Rouk rode at the head and set a pace fast enough that the foot soldiers had to jog to keep up. 
 
    “What’s this about?” Cowley asked Fen in a low voice. 
 
    “I have no idea. I didn’t ask.” 
 
    “Isn’t that the captain you had trouble with?” 
 
    Fen nodded. 
 
    They rode for half a bell in silence, then Rouk held up his hand and the soldiers following him came to a halt. The sun was just rising. Up ahead, nestled in a hollow beside a small stream, was a village. There were about a dozen homes in the village, simple huts with thatched roofs and stone chimneys. Smoke rose from several of the chimneys. A woman was visible outside one of the huts, pulling weeds in a small garden. There was a small pen with a dozen goats in it and an old mare grazing down by the stream. The mare raised her head and whickered at them. 
 
    “The Fist wants them alive,” Rouk said. “But if they give you trouble, don’t be afraid to stick ‘em. There’s plenty more where they come from.” He looked at Fen. “You and your boys are here to chase down any that run.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Fen said. “Are we taking men only?” 
 
    “Men, women, children. Take them all,” Rouk said. 
 
    Rouk started forward again and the soldiers followed. The whole way out here Fen had been wondering what they were doing. At first he’d thought Wolfpack squad was going on another patrol. They’d patrolled every day since leaving Samkara. At any given time there were four or five squads out on patrol, riding ahead to check for ambushes, keeping an eye on the flanks of the army. The Fist wanted no surprises. But once Fen saw the foot soldiers he knew this was not going to be a patrol. 
 
    What was the point of taking prisoners? Fen wondered. Surely the Fist didn’t mean to use them as hostages. There was no way that would work. No king would surrender his city to save a handful of villagers. Did he mean to put them to work? But that made no sense either. If there was one thing an army had plenty of, it was men to put to work. Maybe the Fist wanted extra laborers to help build the siege engines. But then why bring the women and children? They would be no help and they’d only be extra mouths to feed. 
 
    Well, it was his job to follow orders, not question them. Fen turned to Lukas. “Take Strout and the brothers and circle around to the right. We’ll take the left.” Lukas saluted and the four of them trotted off around the right side of the village. Fen led Cowley, Gage and Noah to the left. “Spread out,” he told them. 
 
    Rouk and the foot soldiers entered the village. The woman who was outside weeding yelped and ran inside. The soldiers began going up to doors and banging on them, yelling at the people to come out. Rouk rode to the center of the village and sat there on his horse, watching. 
 
    Some of the villagers came willingly enough. They were met by soldiers with unsheathed weapons who marched them to the middle of the village and forced them to kneel on the ground. Others refused to open their doors and the soldiers had to kick them down. There were yells and a couple of screams as soldiers went into those homes and dragged the inhabitants outside. 
 
    As two soldiers approached one house, the door flew open. A man carrying a hammer charged out at them. He caught them by surprise and one of the soldiers went down, struck hard on the shoulder. But the other soldier jumped in and stabbed the man in the side. He fell to the ground with a groan and the soldier stabbed him again. 
 
    Then the soldier went into the house. There was the sound of crockery breaking, a curse, and a moment later he emerged, dragging a young woman by the hair. He had a scratch on his face and she was still yelling at him and struggling. He let go of her suddenly and turned on her, raising his sword. He was a young man, a new recruit that Fen remembered helping train. 
 
    “Leave off or you’ll get stabbed too!” he yelled. 
 
    The young woman glared at him, but then she subsided. She looked at the dead man, probably her father, who was lying on the ground and started to go to him, but the soldier grabbed her arm and dragged her off to where the others were waiting. 
 
    Fen saw movement from the corner of his eye and turned. There was a home at the edge of the village that the soldiers hadn’t gotten to yet. The movement he’d seen was the door opening. A young man and his wife emerged and ran for a stand of trees that grew outside the village. The woman was carrying a bundle in her arms. 
 
    Fen spurred his horse and chased after them, cutting them off before they got to the trees. The man was holding a long knife and he held it up in front of him. He was about Fen’s age. His wife was a small woman with big eyes and fine features. The bundle in her arms moved and Fen realized it was a baby. 
 
    Fen sheathed his sword and held his hand up. “No one’s going to hurt you,” he said calmly. “As long as you come peacefully, everything will be fine. You have my word.” 
 
    “Where are you taking us?” the man asked, still holding the knife. He was pale and his hand was shaking. His wife was on the verge of tears. 
 
    “Back to our camp. Come peacefully and you won’t get hurt. Please.” 
 
    For a few seconds longer the man defied Fen, then he lowered the knife and tossed it aside. 
 
    “It’ll be okay. You’ll see,” Fen said soothingly, hoping desperately that he was right. Surely the Fist didn’t mean to kill the villagers, he thought. What would be the point in that? They were no threat. The Fist might not be himself these days, but he was a long ways from being a senseless murderer. 
 
    Fen escorted the couple and their baby to the center of the village. Soldiers were busy binding the hands of the kneeling villagers. When one of them moved over to the young woman to bind her hands, Fen said, “Don’t. Can’t you see she has a baby?” 
 
    The soldier looked to Rouk for guidance. The captain rode over. “What is it?” he growled. 
 
    “Surely there’s no need to tie her hands,” Fen said. 
 
    Rouk glared at Fen. “Again? We have to do this again? They’re to be bound. The Fist’s orders.” 
 
    “How will she carry the baby then?” 
 
    “How should I know? Leave the baby here.” Rouk gestured at the soldier, who reached for the baby. 
 
    “Stop!” Fen said. Rouk spun on him and started to say something, but Fen was angry now. “We’re not leaving the baby here. What’s wrong with you? It will die.” 
 
    “So a peasant brat dies. What of it?” Rouk snapped. 
 
    “It’s a baby.” 
 
    “You sure you want to do this, lieutenant?” Rouk said. “My orders are clear. Everyone comes back bound.” 
 
    “I’ll take responsibility,” Fen said. A number of the bound villagers had already been tied together by a long rope knotted around their waists. “Tie her in with the rest of them, but leave her hands free so she can carry the child.” 
 
    “You insolent pup,” Rouk snarled. He reached for his sword. “I’ve a mind to—” 
 
    He broke off and froze at the sight of every member of Wolfpack squad drawing his weapon. With narrowed eyes he surveyed them, then he turned back to Fen. “Have it your way for now,” he hissed. “We’ll see what happens when we get back to camp.” 
 
    When they got to camp the prisoners were put with several score more that other soldiers had rounded up. The camp had roused while they were gone. Breakfast had been eaten. Wagons were being loaded and soldiers were lining up on the road to begin the day’s march. 
 
    “Now we’ll see what happens to you,” Rouk told Fen, a hard smile on his lips. “Now you’ll pay. Come with me.” He led Fen over to where the Fist was talking with several of the high ranking officers. 
 
    The Fist finished giving the men their orders, then turned to Rouk and Fen. “What is this?” he asked sharply. 
 
    “Fist, I—” Fen started, but the Fist stopped him with a gesture. 
 
    “I didn’t ask you, lieutenant. I asked the captain.” 
 
    Rouk shot Fen a victorious look. He saluted the Fist, then said, “This man disobeyed my direct order, an order I received from you.” 
 
    The Fist turned on Fen with a dark look. “Is this true?” 
 
    “Sir, if I—” 
 
    “Is it true?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Failure to follow orders means lashes and a loss of rank,” the Fist said. “Do you know that?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Fen stood rigidly at attention. He’d known these could be the consequences of what he’d done. He’d hoped the Fist would hear him out, but either way he stood by his choice. He hadn’t joined the army to kill innocent people. He’d joined to defend innocent people. 
 
    “We’re about to move out,” the Fist said. “The lashes will be administered when we make camp tonight. Your rank is suspended and your squad will fall under the command of your corporal. Is that clear?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “If there are no more problems, the demotion will be temporary. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Get ready to move out,” the Fist said, turning away to where his aide was waiting with his armor and weapons. 
 
    Fen started back to his squad. Rouk fell in beside him. “You’re done for in this army,” he said gleefully. “There’s no place for whiny children in an army anyway. An army needs hard men to make hard decisions. You’re none of those things.” 
 
    Fen felt a nearly-overwhelming desire to strike the man, but he kept it in check. The trouble he was in now was nothing compared to what would happen to him if he hit an officer. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    “I’m in charge of the squad now?” Lukas said when Fen relayed to him the Fist’s orders. 
 
    “He busted you back down to private?” Noah said disbelievingly. 
 
    “He disobeyed an order,” Strout said. “What did you expect the Fist to do? Give him a medal?” 
 
    “Shut up, Strout,” Cowley said. “For once just shut up.” 
 
    “Strout’s right though,” Fen said. “I deserve whatever happens to me. An army has to have discipline or it’s not an army.” 
 
    “He doesn’t have to sound so happy about it,” Cowley growled. 
 
    “You think I’m happy about this?” Strout said. “Fen at least knows something about leading. What does Lukas know? How am I supposed to follow him into battle?” 
 
    “That’s not all,” Fen said quickly before the others could start in on Strout again. 
 
    “You’re getting lashes, aren’t you?” Gage said. They all knew it. They’d learned the regulations early on and all the punishments that went with breaking those regulations. 
 
    “He’s going to whip you?” Noah said. “But…but you’re his, you know, like a son to him or something.” 
 
    “He has to,” Fen said. “Don’t you see? If he favors me he’ll lose the respect of his men.” 
 
    “It’s that ass Rouk who should be getting whipped, if you ask me,” Noah said. “He better not turn his back on me during battle.” 
 
    Fen struck Noah in the chest with the flat of his hand, knocking him back a couple of steps. “I hope that was only anger talking and not something you actually mean to do,” he snapped, looming over the shorter man, “because I will turn you in myself if you even think about doing that. Understand?” 
 
    Noah looked at him darkly, but then nodded. 
 
    “Enough about this,” Fen said. “Time to move—” He broke off and turned to Lukas. “Sorry, corporal.” 
 
    Lukas took a deep breath and gave the command to mount up. Wolfpack squad trotted over and took their spot in the marching order, Fen riding in the rear. As they lined up behind the Ankharans’ carriage, he saw Rouk looking at him with a cold smile on his face. He looked away quickly, not wanting to give the man the satisfaction of seeing his response. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    “Are we really going to let them whip our lieutenant?” Noah asked angrily. It was the end of the day and the army had set up camp. Wolfpack squad’s camp was near the Fist’s tent. 
 
    “I don’t like it either,” Gage said, “but I don’t see what choice we have.” 
 
    “Leave it alone, Noah,” Fen said tiredly. Noah had already sounded off several times that day, and Fen was worried that Captain Rouk or one of the other officers would hear. He didn’t want anyone in Wolfpack squad to get in trouble on his account. 
 
    “It ain’t right is all,” Noah grumbled. “There wasn’t a one of us wanted to see the baby left there to starve. It’s inhuman is what it is. The captain’s the one should be getting the lashes.” 
 
    “I disobeyed a direct order,” Fen said. 
 
    “But it was wrong!” Lukas joined in. 
 
    “Soldiers don’t get to choose which orders to follow,” Strout said. 
 
    “Nobody asked you,” Noah told him sullenly, his hands balled into fists. 
 
    “Strout’s right,” Fen said. “We don’t get to choose.” 
 
    “But you did,” Lukas pointed out. 
 
    “Would you make the same choice again?” Cowley asked. He’d been uncharacteristically quiet all day, not joining in when the others in the squad complained about what was happening. 
 
    Fen didn’t need time to think about it. “I would.” 
 
    “You’re confusing me,” Noah said. “First you tell us soldiers got to follow orders. Then you say you’d do it again anyway. Which is it?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Fen replied. He’d spent a lot of the day wrestling with the same question. “I believe it’s important to follow orders. But I couldn’t live with myself if I left a baby to die.” 
 
    “Someone shoulda abandoned Rouk when he was a baby,” Noah said darkly. 
 
    Cowley put his hand on Fen’s shoulder. In a low voice he said, “I’d take the lashes for you, if I could.” 
 
    Though he spoke only for Fen’s ears, Gage overheard and spoke up, “I would too, lieutenant. In a second.” 
 
    The others chimed in then, echoing his sentiment. All except for Strout who said, “I still think you’re a fool for bucking the system, but I’d find it hard to sleep tonight if we’d left that kid to die. I’m glad you did what you did. I bet some of those other soldiers feel the same way.” 
 
    Sergeant Ely came swaggering up then. He looked them over, a smug smile on his face. “I’m here for Private Fen,” he said, putting emphasis on the word private. “It’s time for his medicine.” 
 
    “I’ve a mind to wipe that smile off your face,” Noah said, jumping up from where he’d been sitting and getting up in the sergeant’s face. 
 
    “Anytime you want to try, puppy, you let me know,” Ely responded, raising his fists. He saw the rest of Wolfpack squad closing in on him then and his smile disappeared. He took a step back. “I’m sent by the Fist himself. It won’t go well for you if you jump me.” 
 
    “No one’s going to do anything,” Fen said, pushing the others away from Ely. “I’m ready,” he told the man. “Let’s get this over with.” 
 
    “I’m going to enjoy this,” Ely said, cracking his knuckles. 
 
    “I’m sure you will.” 
 
    “All of you are so full of yourselves, ain’t you? The Fist’s pet soldiers, getting all sorts of special attention. We’ll see how you like my special attention,” he said. 
 
    Cowley shoved in between Fen and Ely. “Don’t overdo it, Ely, I’m warning you.” There was no sign of the normal, cheerful Cowley at all. In its place was barely controlled rage. “You go too far and something will happen to you, I promise you.” 
 
    Ely blinked. He started to retort, then changed his mind and turned away. “Come along then,” he said over his shoulder. 
 
    Fen followed him over to the Fist’s tent. It wasn’t a very big tent, certainly not the size or opulence that most any king would use. The only indication that it belonged to the Fist was the banner with his crest on it flapping overhead. 
 
    The Fist was standing outside his tent, his arms crossed over his chest, his expression impassive. A handful of officers attended him. Several score soldiers had gathered as well. Two long stakes had been driven into the ground about an arm’s width apart. Ely led Fen to them. Fen took off his shirt and soldiers tied his wrists to the stakes with leather straps. Gripping the stakes, waiting for the lashes to start, he looked out at the gathered soldiers and saw Flint standing there. He didn’t see his old sergeant that much anymore and hadn’t even spoken to him since they’d left Samkara. Flint’s eyes settled on his, and the man gave him the merest nod. It was a nod that spoke volumes. Flint knew why Fen did it and he understood. 
 
    Then someone pushed their way through the throng of soldiers to the front. It was Ravin. Her face was pale. She started to take another step forward, her eyes fixed on Fen, but he shook his head, warning her back, and she stopped. She stood there, biting her lip, tears in her eyes. She mouthed something to him, but he couldn’t tell what it was. 
 
    Rouk came forward and handed a long, leather whip to Ely. Then he turned to face the gathered soldiers. “For the crime of disobeying a direct order from an officer, this soldier will receive thirty lashes.” He looked to the Fist, who nodded. To Ely he said, “Begin.” 
 
    Fen gritted his teeth. His power waited inside him, eager to rise to his summons. It would be easy to channel it into his back, make his flesh stone so that the whip did nothing to him. Or he could allow the whip to cut him so that he didn’t arouse any suspicions, but still use enough power to minimize the damage. But he had already determined to do neither. He would accept his punishment as the rightful consequence of his decision. 
 
    He heard Ely grunt as he swung and the first lash fell. The whip bit deep into his back, and Fen had to grit his teeth to keep from crying out, the pain worse than he’d expected. 
 
    Another grunt from the sergeant, and the next lash fell. Fen bit his lip, determined not to cry out or show pain, though the pain was excruciating. It was hard to imagine that he could stand up to twenty-eight more of them. 
 
    Ely settled into a rhythm then and the lashes began to come at a steady pace. Fen lost count. He lost track of everything except the pain and his determination to stand up against it. His mouth was full of blood from where he’d bitten his lip deeply. Every fiber of his body was screaming in pain. On top of that he had to fight back his power, which tried over and over to rise up inside him. 
 
    Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, it stopped. No more lashes fell. Fen sagged against the straps, breathing hard. He spat a mouthful of blood on the ground and looked up at Ravin. She was crying freely. He tried to give her a smile to reassure her, but wasn’t sure if he managed it or not. 
 
    Then his squad mates were crowding around. Someone cut the leather straps binding him to the stakes. Fen staggered and would have fallen but Cowley and Strout caught his arms and held him up. A moment later Ravin was there as well, bathing his face with her tears. 
 
    “It’s okay,” he whispered to her. “It’s okay.” 
 
    They all but carried him back to their camp and laid him down on his bedroll. Someone brought warm water and a rag and Ravin knelt beside him, gently cleaning the blood from his back. 
 
    “I got some bandages from the healers,” Strout said, handing them to Ravin. “They said to wrap him tight.” 
 
    “When did you get bandages?” Noah asked suspiciously. 
 
    “Earlier, while you were busy whining and threatening everybody. What, it never occurred to you that he’d be bleeding afterwards?” Strout stalked off. 
 
    “You going to be okay, lieutenant?” Gage asked, kneeling beside him. 
 
    “I’ve never felt better,” Fen replied. This time he did manage to smile a little, though that seemed to make the pain worse and he gave it up quickly. 
 
    The others fussed over him for a few minutes, then finally Cowley told them to leave Fen alone and quit smothering him. Cowley knelt down and grinned at Fen. “At least you’ll get some nice scars to impress the ladies with,” he said. A moment later he said, “Ow!” as Ravin slugged him. 
 
    “I was only trying to cheer him up,” he said. 
 
    “Get lost,” Fen told him. 
 
    “Okay, okay. I can see I’m not needed here anymore,” Cowley grumbled with mock hurt. He walked away and Fen and Ravin were left alone. 
 
    She leaned down close to his ear. “I’m proud of you,” she said softly. 
 
    “I was trying not to cry out,” Fen said. “Not sure how well I did. It’s kind of a blur.” 
 
    “Not for that,” she said. “I heard what you did. You saved that woman’s baby.” 
 
    “Oh, that,” Fen said. 
 
    “It took real courage to do that.” 
 
    “I’m scared,” he said quietly. She stroked his face with her fingertips. He turned his head so he could see her better. “How do I do both? How do I honor my oath and yet do what I know is right?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she told him, fresh tears starting in her eyes. “But I know you will figure it out. I believe in you. And I will be there for you, no matter what.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Thirty-one 
 
      
 
    It was late in the day when the Samkaran army arrived at the city of Marad, the sun due to set in an hour or so. The Fist held up his hand and the army ground to a halt. The Fist sat there on his horse, staring up at the high walls of the city. Marad was a significantly bigger city than Samkara, bigger than Fen had expected, and the Samkaran army suddenly looked small in comparison. Just encircling the city to properly besiege it would stretch their lines very thin, thin enough that it wouldn’t take much of a sortie to break through them. 
 
    Marad’s walls were higher than Fen had expected too. There’d be no scaling them. Siege engines would have to be built, big ones. They’d need siege towers, catapults, a battering ram. He looked around. Marad sat in a wide valley, nestled in the bend of a large river, rich fields bursting with crops all around. The hills were gentle and covered with orchards and forest. There was hardly any stone to be seen, which meant they would have to cart catapult stones in from who knew how far away. 
 
    For the first time Fen began to seriously doubt they could defeat Marad. They simply weren’t strong enough, not prepared enough. From the muttering he heard around him, he wasn’t the only soldier to think so. Yet the Fist didn’t look concerned at all. He looked fierce and confident. Impatient too. Which made no sense because if they were ever going to make it through those walls it would take months at least. 
 
    Fen waited for the Fist to give the order to make camp. Every soldier there was waiting for the same thing. Not only did tents need to be pitched, wagons unloaded, cook fires built, but defensive works would need to be dug, to protect the army from a sortie. And the siege engines would have to be started as well, teams of soldiers dispatched into the woods to cut the logs necessary to build them. The reality was that many days of work likely lay ahead before any fighting was done at all. 
 
    But to Fen’s surprise, instead of giving the order to make camp, the Fist turned to face his army. He stood up in his stirrups and called out to them. 
 
    “Remember what they did to us!” he yelled, his voice carrying across the ranks of sweating, tired men. His eyes had a fell light in them that for some reason made Fen uneasy. “The time for retribution is at hand!” 
 
    From the ranks of massed soldiers came an answering roar. Men banged weapons on shields and pounded on their chests. Fen was stunned. He turned to Cowley. His friend looked as surprised as he was. Were they really going to attack Marad right now? It would be pure suicide. They had no way to mount the walls or break through the gates. The Maradi would slaughter them by the thousands. On top of that, the Fist wasn’t even wearing his armor. He wouldn’t be so foolish as to ride into battle unprotected, would he? 
 
    But instead of calling for a charge, the Fist ordered that the prisoners be brought forward. There were close to a hundred of them now, stumbling along roped together, their hands bound in front of them. They were  haggard, looking around fearfully. 
 
    “Keep these six back,” the Fist ordered. “Drive the rest forward.” 
 
    The prisoners he indicated were held back. The rest were driven toward the walls of the city until they were just out of bowshot range, where they stopped. The Fist dismounted and followed them. Confused murmurs arose from the soldiers as they wondered what was happening. Did the Fist mean to execute them in front of the watching Maradi? But for what purpose? 
 
    Fen watched the prisoners stumble forward, a sick feeling in his gut. Something terrible was about to happen. He could feel it. He wanted to run forward, to plead with the Fist to not do this, whatever he was about to do. But he knew it would do no good. He clenched his fists and fought to control himself as the power of the Stone inside him began to awaken. 
 
    “Get on your knees,” the Fist ordered, his voice carrying clearly through the still air. 
 
    Most of the prisoners complied. The few who resisted were quickly knocked down by the soldiers who guarded them. One of the men who resisted was the young father whose baby Fen had saved. “Don’t do this!” he yelled. “I beg you!” Then a soldier drove the butt of a spear into his stomach and he went to the ground. 
 
    Fen saw that next to him was his wife, but their baby was nowhere to be seen. He wondered where the child was. He’d seen the mother carrying the baby several times over the past few days, so he knew the child hadn’t been left behind. But where was it now? 
 
    There was movement in the ranks of watching soldiers. They parted and the four Ankharans emerged, walking forward. They had their hoods back. All of them had the same oddly-white skin as Maphothet, the same eerie sigils tattooed in blue ink all over their faces. Black metal rings pierced their cheeks. They stared straight ahead as they walked, as if the soldiers around them were too far beneath them to warrant notice. 
 
    As they passed, Maphothet turned his head and looked at Fen. 
 
    Now you will see what real power is, boy. 
 
    Fen started and shook his head, not sure what had just happened. It was as if the words were spoken directly into his mind. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Cowley asked him. 
 
    “Did you hear him say anything?” Fen asked. Cowley shook his head. 
 
    The Ankharans split up and took up positions surrounding the huddled prisoners, who eyed them fearfully. The Fist waved the soldiers who were guarding the prisoners back. They retreated quickly, none of them wanting to be near whatever was about to happen. 
 
    For several minutes the Ankharans did nothing. They stood with their heads down, their eyes closed. 
 
    The whole time the Samkaran soldiers were utterly still. No one spoke. No one fidgeted. Every eye was riveted on the Ankharans, wondering what was coming next. The defenders on Marad’s wall were silent also, watching the strange scene unfold. The prisoners could have tried to make a break for it then, but they seemed frozen in place, like birds mesmerized by the snake. Everyone present could feel that something awful was about to happen, something that could only be watched, not interfered with. Inside Fen Stone power grumbled and pressed for release. He was burning up, his head hurting from the pressure inside. 
 
    Then Fen saw something move underneath Maphothet’s robe, on his chest. It slid over to his shoulder, then down his arm. The same thing was happening with the other three Ankharans. 
 
    Something emerged from Maphothet’s sleeve. Hairless, it was the color of ashes and had a blunt face. About the size of a rat, it had four legs and on its back were vestigial leathery wings. Its eyes were black orbs. It squatted on Maphothet’s outstretched palm, leathery wings flapping slowly. 
 
    The Samkaran soldiers all took a step back, every one of them sensing instinctively that there was something deadly about the things, despite their small size. 
 
    Maphothet spoke a single word in an unfamiliar language. The creatures’ mouths opened, stretching impossibly wide. From each mouth issued something that looked like a thick fog. As the fog poured out, Fen felt a strange tugging sensation in the pit of his stomach and a blank, unreasoning fear. He had a sudden feeling of standing at the edge of a vast, bottomless abyss. It was sucking at him, trying to pull him over the edge. The other soldiers were feeling it too. Men bent over, clutching their stomachs. A number went to their knees and began retching. Fen’s horse jerked the reins from his nerveless fingers and bolted, along with all the other horses near the front of the army. No one made any move to pursue them. 
 
    The fog billowed out over the mass of prisoners, who were already rolling on the ground, holding their stomachs, vomiting. The fog settled over them, gradually growing thicker until they were obscured completely. The leather-winged creatures closed their mouths and retreated into the Anhkharans’ robes. 
 
    Screams began to come from within the fog, terrible screams of pain and horror. In answer, Fen felt the Stone power inside him surge anew, trying to break free. He bit his lip, fighting to hold it back. 
 
    A beam of white light shot upwards from the fog. In rapid succession more beams of white light joined the first until there were scores of them, all focused on a single point about a hundred feet overhead. At the focal point a cloud began to form. It swelled into a towering thundercloud. Cancerous purple light flickered in its depths. The Samkaran soldiers shrank away from it, holding their hands over their heads as if they could ward it off. 
 
    The beams of white light tapered off, then faded completely away. The fog faded as well, the last vapors drifting away in the rays of the setting sun. All of the prisoners were dead, their corpses withered and shrunken looking. Eyes were blank sockets, mouths stretched wide in a rictus of horror, limbs bowed as if exposed to extreme heat. 
 
    Maphothet pointed toward the city wall and the purple-tinged thundercloud began to move that way. The defenders on the wall looked up at it in alarm and a few began fleeing. Most stayed at their posts though, weapons useless in their hands. 
 
    The thundercloud hovered in the air above the wall. Maphothet gave a signal and all four Ankharans cried out a word of command. 
 
    A bolt of purple lightning stabbed down out of the cloud, striking a defender. He screamed, a high, lost, forlorn sound, and toppled over dead. 
 
    Three more bolts came down in rapid succession, each one killing a helpless defender. More followed, and still more, until the air was filled with purple bolts. The defenders ran to escape the death stabbing down from above, but there was nowhere to go. Very quickly the top of the wall was empty of living people, only tangled piles of the dead remaining. 
 
    While this was happening, the Fist walked over to the six remaining prisoners. They were staring at the unfolding horror and didn’t see him approach. He grabbed the first two by the necks. From his mouth came a harsh, alien word. 
 
    The prisoners screamed and fought to get free, but they had no chance. White light poured out of them, flowing up the Fist’s arms and into his body. In seconds it was over. The prisoners went still, their bodies withered like mummies, eyes melted away so that only empty holes remained. 
 
    The stolen lives swelled the Fist. He already looked several inches taller, his tunic stretched taut with new muscle. 
 
    The remaining prisoners were fighting wildly to get away, but they were roped to the two the Fist was holding and they couldn’t get free. 
 
    The Fist tossed the first two corpses aside, and before the others could escape, he leapt forward and grabbed two more by the necks. These he lifted into the air, holding them over his head. He barked the same word and the white light of their lives poured out of them and into him. As the light hit him, his back arched and his head tilted backwards. A strange sound came from him, and it took Fen a moment to realize that it was maniacal laughter. 
 
    He tossed their lifeless bodies aside and grabbed the last two. By the time he was done with them, the Fist was grossly swollen with new muscle. His tunic had ripped down the back, and his trousers had split down the legs. He was glowing, the light coming off him tinged with purple and black. 
 
    The Fist strode over to a waiting wagon, which Fen realized was the one carrying the giant hammer. He climbed up onto the wagon, threw the tarp aside, and picked up the hammer. Though the thing had to weigh hundreds, or even thousands, of pounds, he lifted it easily, and held it over his head with one hand. 
 
    “They slaughtered our families!” he shouted. “They killed our children! They raped our women! Today, retribution is ours!” 
 
    At his words, Fen felt rage boil inside him and he roared back, shaking his weapon in the air wildly. What he felt was more than rage though. It was hatred. Hatred for the Maradi and what they had taken from him. Battle lust rose up inside him, and he wanted to charge the city, barehanded if necessary, and make them pay with blood for what they’d done. The Stone power was fighting harder than ever to be free and only dimly did he remember the need to hold it back. All around him soldiers were going crazy, screaming madly, banging weapons against their shields, snarling with bloodlust. 
 
    The Fist jumped down off the wagon and began running toward the city, the huge hammer over his shoulder. Still screaming madly, his army streamed after him. Blinded by his rage, Fen ran with everyone else. Close around him ran his squad mates, all howling for blood. 
 
    Fen barely saw the mass of corpses as he ran by them. His gaze was fixed on the looming city. Nothing mattered but getting inside those walls and exacting revenge. 
 
    The Fist halted before the massive city gates and hefted the enormous hammer. Only minutes before the iron-bound gates had looked to Fen to be nearly impregnable. Now they looked as thin and fragile as parchment, only a temporary impediment to their inevitable progress. 
 
    The Fist howled and swung the hammer. The gates boomed and shook on their hinges. Dust and bits of stone fell from the walls on either side. 
 
    He struck again and again with lightning speed, the hammer a blur in his hands. The booming of the gates became a steady roar. Cracks appeared in the stone walls around the hinges. The iron cladding on the gates became badly dented, holes appearing in a few places. 
 
    The Fist swung the mighty hammer around his head a few times, building up speed, then struck the gates a final time. The hammer smashed into the gates. One tore free from the wall and collapsed in a cloud of dust. The other one sagged to the side, barely still upright. 
 
    Beyond, in the passageway under the wall, stood a small band of soldiers, at their head an officer of high rank in brightly-polished armor, medals across his chest. Behind them the portcullis was open. 
 
    The officer threw down his sword and his men did the same. “We yield!” the officer yelled. “The city is yours!” 
 
    The Fist screamed and swung the mighty hammer. The officer was obliterated and as the hammer passed through his remains it took out several more soldiers. 
 
    The Samkaran army roared and charged forward. Wielding the massive hammer like a weapon of the gods, the Fist led the way. 
 
    But when the Fist slaughtered the defenseless soldiers, something changed for Fen. The red fog cleared and he realized suddenly what he was doing. The horror of it struck him and he glanced down at his hands as if unsure whether they still belonged to him. 
 
    This is wrong, he thought. 
 
    Around him Samkaran soldiers were streaming forward, fighting each other to get through the broken gates and at the beaten enemy. The lone standing gate collapsed suddenly, crushing a soldier as it did so. 
 
    Fen began grabbing wildly at his squad mates. “Stop!” he yelled at them. “Stop!” They ignored him and in his desperation he released some of his power. 
 
    Strout was trying to get by him and he shoved the young man to the side hard enough that he got tangled up with several other soldiers and fell down. He grabbed Lukas and threw him into the brothers, who were running by with their swords in their hands. All three went down in a heap. 
 
    He grabbed Gage by the front of his surcoat and slammed him into Noah, then spun and grabbed Cowley’s arm as he ran by. He spun Cowley around and yelled at him. The ferocity of what he did was enough that a space had cleared around him, filled mostly with his squad mates. The bulk of the Samkaran soldiers veered around them blindly. 
 
    “Let me go!” Cowley yelled. 
 
    “Stop!” Fen yelled and shook him. “That’s an order!” 
 
    A semblance of reason came into Cowley’s eyes and he shook his head as if to clear it. 
 
    Seeing that he had stopped resisting, Fen let him go. “Help me with the others!” he yelled. 
 
    Strout had gotten up and was trying to run through the gates. Fen grabbed the back of his mail and tossed him back down. He looked up at Fen with blank rage in his eyes. He fought to his feet and raised his weapon, but Fen grabbed his arm and yelled, “Stand down!” into his face. 
 
    Strout blinked and something in his eyes changed. Confusion replaced blind rage. 
 
    Fen turned to the others. Cowley had tackled Noah, who was kicking at him, trying to get away. Lukas and the brothers were getting to their feet, strange looks on their faces. Fen grabbed Gage, who had just gotten up, but Gage held up his hands. 
 
    “I got it,” he said simply. 
 
    Still powered by Stone power, Fen picked Noah up bodily. He had to shake him hard twice before Noah quit struggling. Reason returned to Noah’s eyes and he looked around. 
 
    “Hey, put me down, Fen!” he yelped. 
 
    Fen pulled his squad back out of the flow of onrushing soldiers. No one paid any attention to them, all of them in a frenzy to get inside the city. 
 
    “What just happened?” Cowley said, rubbing his temple. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Fen admitted. 
 
    “When did you get so strong?” Strout asked, rubbing his arm where Fen had gripped him. 
 
    “I think I went mad for a bit there,” Gage said. 
 
    “It was something the Fist said,” Lukas said, his brow furrowing as he tried to remember. “All of a sudden all I wanted was to kill and kill.” He looked at his hands. “That wasn’t me.” 
 
    “It wasn’t any of us,” Cowley said. 
 
    “Speak for yourself,” Noah muttered. He still looked like he wanted to rush in with the rest of them, but when Strout grabbed him he shook him off with a curse. “I’m still standing here, ain’t I?” 
 
    “They’re going to kill everyone,” Lukas said. “We have to stop them.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Strout said. “You go right ahead and try. I’ll help dig your grave.” 
 
    “The Fist could stop them,” Fen said. 
 
    “Is it even still him?” Cowley asked. 
 
    “Maybe it will wear off,” Lukas said. 
 
    “What do you want us to do?” Gage asked Fen. 
 
    They all looked at Fen expectantly. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Thirty-one 
 
      
 
    “We’re going to find the Fist,” Fen said. “I’m going to see if I can get through to him.” 
 
    “It’s not going to work,” Strout said. 
 
    “You’re probably right, but I have to try.” 
 
    “Lead on,” Strout said. “What do we have to lose?” 
 
    The eight of them passed through the ruined gates and entered the city. Darkness was falling, but the city was lit now by the flames from dozens of fires. Smoke rose in thick clouds. Inside the gates the bodies of Maradi soldiers were scattered everywhere. Most of them had scorch marks on them, faces blackened, limbs curled and bowed from the strange lightning bolts. But there were others who had clearly tried to surrender, their weapons thrown into piles, who had been cut down on the spot by the Samkaran soldiers. It disgusted Fen to see them. He’d been taught that an enemy who tried to surrender was to be allowed to. Killing a defenseless enemy was dishonorable. It was hard to believe that his fellow Samkaran soldiers had done this. Though perhaps not so hard when he recalled the wave of battle madness that swept over him outside the walls. Where did that come from? he wondered. Did the Ankharans do that? Was it the Fist? And how? 
 
    Then they entered one of the streets that led toward the heart of the city and Fen’s disgust turned to horror. He came to a halt, frozen by what he saw. The others stopped as well and they stared at a scene from a nightmare. There were dozens of bodies littering the street, and almost all of them were civilians. Among the dead he saw women, children, elderly. There was a row of one-story houses lining one side of the street. Every door had been kicked in, the windows smashed. Blood was splashed around doorframes. Flames were spreading across the roof of one of the homes. A man’s body sprawled through one of the windows, blood staining the wall below him. Further down the street, a couple of blocks away, a knot of Samkaran soldiers was dragging people out of buildings and slaughtering them in the street. The screams of the dying echoed off the buildings. 
 
    “They’re killing women and children,” Lukas said in horror, turning to Fen as if he would somehow have an answer to this. “Why?” 
 
    “Because they did it to our women and children,” Strout said hollowly. 
 
    “But they didn’t do anything!” Lukas shouted at Strout, looking like he was about to attack him physically. 
 
    Strout held up his hands. “I don’t like it either. But you asked why.” 
 
    “How did we come to this?” Gage asked. 
 
    “It’s like they’ve all gone mad,” Cowley said. 
 
    “They have,” Fen said. “You felt it too. We all felt it. It happened when the Fist waved that hammer and started shouting. For a while there all I wanted to do was kill as many of them as I could.” 
 
    “If you hadn’t stopped us, we’d be doing that too,” Cowley said. He looked badly shaken. 
 
    “Yeah, when did you get so damned strong anyway?” Strout asked for the second time. 
 
    Fen and Cowley exchanged glances. Fen could see that Cowley knew where the extra strength had come from. Fen said, “I was panicking. I didn’t want you to join in the slaughter and I went a little out of my mind.” 
 
    “Humph,” Strout said, clearly not convinced. 
 
    The squad moved down the street. The further they went, the worse it got. The screams of fear. The mix of blood and feces that was the stench of violent death. They saw a woman whose leg had been nearly severed trying to crawl away and the look of bestial rage on the Samkaran soldier’s face who chased her down and buried his axe in her skull. 
 
    “We have to do something,” Lukas said. Without waiting for anyone to reply, he ran forward. A Samkaran soldier was standing over a bloodied elderly man, who was on his knees, his arms over his head. The soldier raised his blade to stab the man, but Lukas shoved him in the side so that his blow missed its target. 
 
    “Stop!” Lukas yelled. “He’s only an old man!” 
 
    With a snarl, the soldier threw himself at Lukas, and Lukas had to move fast to parry the blows the soldier rained down on him. Lukas fell back under the onslaught, the whole time yelling at the soldier to stop. 
 
    Noah was the first one of them to react. He ran up behind the soldier and clubbed him over the ear with the hilt of his sword. The man dropped unconscious. 
 
    “I don’t think there’s anything we can do,” Cowley said. 
 
    “Follow me,” Fen said. He took off at a run and the rest of the squad followed him. It hurt him physically, passing through the scenes of butchery and horror that were taking place on every street, and he knew he would remember them the rest of his life, but he also knew the only chance they had to stop the slaughter was if he could get through to the Fist. The soldiers would listen to their Fist, he kept telling himself as he led his squad through the blood-soaked city. They would listen to their Fist. 
 
    At least he hoped they would. 
 
    They found the Fist standing in the front yard of an estate. The head of the mighty hammer was resting on the ground and he was holding the handle in one hand and breathing hard. Man and weapon were splattered with gore. Two bodies were sprawled amongst the immaculately-manicured landscaping, their skulls smashed to a pulp. 
 
    “Wait here,” Fen told the squad, and went forward alone, sheathing his sword as he went. A wrought iron fence surrounded the home, the iron gates torn off their hinges. He passed through the gates and walked up the flagstone path. 
 
    The Fist looked up as Fen approached. Fen saw a flicker of recognition in those cold eyes, but the grim mask of his liege’s face never budged. He was still bulging with unnatural muscle, though it seemed to have faded somewhat. “What do you want?” the Fist asked sharply. 
 
    “Fist, I beg you, call them off. The city is ours. Stop the slaughter.” 
 
    The Fist’s face twisted with sudden rage. He lifted the hammer in one hand and jammed its head against Fen’s chest, knocking him back a step and pinning him against the stone column of one of the gateposts. 
 
    “Don’t ever challenge me,” he hissed. “I am your king. I swore to be the Fist of vengeance and I am.” 
 
    Fen could feel how close the Fist was to attacking him. He doubted there was any way he could get through to the man, but he also knew he had to try, or he couldn’t live with himself. “You also swore to be the protector of the weak and the innocent,” he said. 
 
    The Fist blinked and something flickered in his eyes, something that was quickly gone. But Fen was sure he’d seen it, and so he pressed ahead. 
 
    “This isn’t you, Barik,” he said, hoping that using the Fist’s name would help him get through to the man. “I know you and this isn’t you.” 
 
    Barik looked vaguely around as if unsure where he was. 
 
    “Your soldiers are slaughtering innocent people. You’re the only one who can stop them.” 
 
    “I…I’m having trouble remembering…” 
 
    “We’ve taken the city. We’ve beaten Marad. Call off the army, Barik. You’re the only one they will listen to.” 
 
    “We’ve won,” Barik said, and lowered the hammer. In his eyes Fen saw the man he’d come to view as a father figure over the years. At the sight something unclenched in his chest. There was still hope. They could still stop this madness. 
 
    Then the darkness behind Barik rippled and inside a blackness more intense than the night a figure appeared. His face was an inhuman one, like something chiseled from stone rather than flesh and blood. Scars crisscrossed his face and an ancient rage burned in his eyes. Before Fen could react, he raised two white hands and gripped the sides of Barik’s head. Black mist or smoke began to stream from his fingers. 
 
    “No!” Fen yelled. “Behind you!” 
 
    But it was too late. The scarred face retreated into the shadow and disappeared. The person he’d seen in Barik’s eyes only moments earlier was gone, replaced by towering rage and hatred. The Fist lifted the hammer once again and jabbed Fen in the chest hard. Only the instinctive response of the Stone power inside Fen kept him from suffering numerous broken ribs. 
 
    “Do not speak to me of mercy,” the Fist snarled, his eyes filled with unthinking rage. “They killed my family. They slaughtered my people. For this, they will get what they deserve.” 
 
    He swung the massive hammer then. Fen threw himself to the side, rolled and came to his feet. The hammer struck the stone pillar and shattered it, shards of rock flying everywhere. Without another glance at him, the Fist headed back out into the smoke-filled street, looking for new prey. 
 
    The squad came running up. “I thought you were dead for sure,” Noah said. 
 
    “For a moment it seemed like you were getting through to him,” Lukas said. 
 
    “I thought I was,” Fen said, staring off after the Fist as he receded into the gloom. 
 
    “What now?” Cowley said. 
 
    “I don’t know.” Fen walked back out into the street and the others followed. Fen had some vague idea of looking for the Ankharans. If they could find them and bring them down, maybe this madness would end. Who was the figure who came out of the shadows? he wondered. Was he also an Ankharan? Whoever he was, he wasn’t human. That much he was sure of. 
 
    They turned onto a quiet street, so far untouched by the violence. One of the buildings was fairly large, three stories tall, a plain building, yet solidly built and well cared for. Out front in the small yard flowers had been planted and there were a handful of toys scattered around, no doubt left behind by children when the adults hurried them inside. 
 
    As they drew near the building, the front door burst open suddenly and a little girl with pigtails came running out. Behind her was a middle-aged woman in an apron, chasing her, calling her name. “Lidia! Come back! It’s not safe!” 
 
    The little girl ran to the scattered toys and picked up a doll that was lying there. As she did, she looked up and saw Fen and his squad standing there. About then the woman chasing her saw them as well and she skidded to a halt, her expression fearful. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Fen said, holding up his hand reassuringly. “We’re not going to hurt you.” 
 
    The woman snatched up the little girl and began backing away. Behind her, in the doorway of the building, Fen could see a dozen or more small faces and the figure of another woman, who was holding them back. The first woman backed through the doorway. The door slammed shut. 
 
    “Did you see all those kids? I think it’s an orphanage,” Gage said. 
 
    Fen made up his mind on the spot. “I know what we’re going to do,” he said. “Maybe we can’t save everyone, but we can save the people in there at least.” 
 
    Lukas drew his sword and walked over to stand with his back to the door. “No one is getting past me,” he said stoutly. The others began to follow his lead, even Strout, though he looked grim. 
 
    And it was none too soon either, because up at the next corner a small mob of Samkaran soldiers appeared, blades dripping blood. They began making their way towards the orphanage, kicking in doors as they came. Wolfpack squad settled into fighting stances. 
 
    Then movement beyond the mob caught Fen’s eye and he straightened, peering through the gloom, trying to see better. 
 
    He caught only a glimpse before the figure passed out of sight, but it was enough to see the distinctive robe and know it was one of the Ankharan sorcerers. 
 
    Fen turned to the squad. “I just saw one of the Ankharans. I’m going after him.” 
 
    “I’ll come with you,” Cowley said quickly. 
 
    “No. You’re needed here. You have to protect those children.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t face them alone,” Cowley said. 
 
    “But you know I’m the only one who can,” Fen told him in a low voice so the others couldn’t hear. Cowley hesitated. “There’s no time,” Fen said, and took off running. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Thirty-two 
 
      
 
    When Fen reached the corner, the hooded figure was nowhere in sight, and he feared he’d lost the man. He ran hard in the direction he’d seen the Ankharan going and when he reached the next corner, to his relief he saw the man again, passing through the gate into a cemetery. 
 
    The wall around the cemetery was high, with sharp spikes set into the top to deter intruders from climbing over it. The cemetery was clearly for the graves of the wealthy of the city. Some of the graves were marked only by large gravestones, but much of the grounds was taken up by crypts and mausoleums, many of them very elaborate, with stone columns, gabled roofs, and stained glass windows. 
 
    Fen ran through the open gate in time to see the Ankharan walk up to the largest of the crypts in the center of the cemetery. The iron-bound door to the crypt was already open and lamplight spilled from within. At the door of the crypt the hooded figure stopped and looked around. Fen ducked behind a tall gravestone that was topped with a carved eagle. When he peered around the edge of it a moment later he saw that the man had disappeared into the crypt. 
 
    Fen hurried to the door of the crypt and peeked inside cautiously. The crypt was long and narrow and made entirely of marble chased with gold. Along each side were large stone coffins set into niches in the walls. The lids of the coffins were stone likenesses of the people entombed within, bearded kingly men clutching stone swords, tall, regal women. 
 
    One of the coffins at the far end of the crypt had been pushed aside, revealing a hole cut into the floor. The Ankharan was disappearing down into the hole, taking the lantern with him. 
 
    Fen hurried across the crypt to the hole, his boots sounding terribly loud on the marble floor. There he saw steps leading steeply downward. The receding echoes of the Ankharan’s footsteps drifted up to him. Drawing his sword, Fen started down the steps. 
 
    Fen tried to move as quietly as he could, but he was forced to hurry because the Ankharan was moving quickly, and if he didn’t stay close he would soon be left in complete darkness. As it was, the light was so dim he could barely see, and so he didn’t notice the broken step below him. A piece of it shifted when he put his weight on it and he almost fell. The broken piece of stone fell off the next step and the noise it made sounded terribly loud to Fen, who stopped, his heart pounding. But the Ankharan’s footsteps never faltered. 
 
    As Fen continued deeper into the earth, he felt the familiar sensation of pressure inside his head and heat inside his chest as the power inside him came awake. It was a comforting feeling, knowing he was not helpless. The Ankharans doubtless knew he had brought the tower down, but they did not know how much more he was now capable of. 
 
    Fen put his hand against the stone wall to steady himself and from within it he could feel the vast power of Stone waiting, ready to respond to his call. He knew that if he summoned only a tiny fraction of that power he could collapse this tunnel and every tunnel and cavern in a wide area, likely killing everyone down here. But he held back. He didn’t yet know if all of the Ankharans were down here, nor did he know what they were up to. He wanted to find that out before he committed to any course of action. Flint had told them all many times to use their heads, to understand what was going on before they made a rash decision. 
 
    Fen continued on down the stairs for several minutes. The steps grew rougher. They were cracked in numerous places and chunks of stone had fallen out of the walls and ceiling onto the stairs, making footing difficult. It was apparent that no one had been down here for a very long time. 
 
    At one point Fen realized he could no longer hear the footsteps of the man he was following. Nor was the light still receding. Instead it seemed to have grown brighter. He slowed down and carefully made his way forward. Stone power whispered and surged within him, close and ready enough that he could release it in an instant if he needed to. 
 
    He came to the end of the tunnel and peeked around the corner. He was standing at the edge of a large, natural cavern. Huge stalactites hung down from the ceiling, in some cases joining with the equally huge stalagmites rising up from the floor. There was a sound of dripping water. 
 
    The four Ankharans were a few dozen paces away. One of them gripped the arm of a slight figure with bound hands and a hood over its head. Beyond the Ankharans and their prisoner was a remarkable sight. 
 
    It was a large, oval-shaped, black stone, as big as a small room. Lamplight reflected off the stone’s glossy surface. In the side of the stone was a pair of double doors. Set horizontally across them, indented into the doors, was a crystal about three feet long and several inches thick. The crystal was glowing with a sickly yellow light. 
 
    One of the Ankharans reached for the prisoner’s hood, and Fen switched his attention back to them. Before the hood even came off he knew who it was and cursed himself for not realizing it sooner. 
 
    It was Ravin. She blinked against the sudden light and tried to back away from her captors, but the one holding her arm stopped her. 
 
    Sudden rage flooded through Fen. He hated these men. He hated what they’d done to his king and to his fellow Samkarans. He hated what they were doing to Ravin. It didn’t matter if the Fist himself appeared right then and ordered Fen to stop, because he wouldn’t. He meant to see all of them dead and the taint they had spread across his land erased once and for all. 
 
    Fen crouched and pressed his hands to the floor. The power of deep Stone rose up toward him eagerly, but in the instant before he took hold of it, he realized something and paused. Releasing an uncontrolled wave of power here wasn’t going to work. He would probably bring down part or all of the cavern and injure Ravin. Even if he didn’t, what would the likely outcome be? The best he could hope for would be to knock down all the Ankharans, and while they were off balance, rescue Ravin and flee. 
 
    It wasn’t going to work. They’d never make it out of here before the Ankharans recovered and came after them. 
 
    If he was going to use Stone power, he had to come up with something else to do with it. 
 
    He remembered what Bereth said, how the Shapers were given the power to shape the elements. That power was within him as well. That meant instead of simply releasing a destructive surge of Stone power, he should be able to use it to shape raw stone itself, to make it obey his commands. 
 
    He closed his eyes, took a deep breath and calmed himself. In his mind he imagined himself practicing his forms, moving through them slowly. When his anger had subsided and his thoughts had cleared, he reached for Stone power once again. For what he had in mind, he didn’t think he needed much. 
 
    Carefully he pictured in his mind what he wanted the stone to do, and once he had the image fixed very clearly, he released the power. 
 
    Stone rose up from the ground at the feet of the four Ankharan sorcerers. It rose quickly, shaping itself around them, pinning their arms to their sides before they could react, encasing them until only their heads were showing. 
 
    “Time to die,” Fen grated. Only the smallest twitch of his will and the four men would be crushed to a pulp by the stone. They would be dead and Ravin and Samkara would be safe from them. 
 
    “Not so fast,” said a voice behind Fen. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Thirty-three 
 
      
 
    Fen spun to see a tall shadow coalescing a few paces away. From the shadow stepped the figure he’d seen earlier, the skeletal, scarred face, the cold, inhuman features. The scars were raw and livid, clearly recent. 
 
    The figure gestured toward Ravin. “Ilsith,” he said. 
 
    The shadow swirling around him sped away then, darting toward Ravin with the speed of an arrow. Before Fen could react, Ilsith had wrapped itself around Ravin tightly. There was the suggestion of a face in that shadow, ice-blue pinpoints of cold light that served as eyes. An arm or appendage of some kind had formed, taking on a hard, sharp edge which it pressed tight to Ravin’s throat. 
 
    “Let those men go, or I will have Ilsith cut her throat,” the figure said. 
 
    Fen looked from Ravin to the scarred man, then back at Ravin. “I’m sorry,” he told her. 
 
    He pulled the Stone power back. Fine cracks appeared in the stone encasing the Ankharans and moments later it fell to the floor in a shower of pieces. Fen turned to the scarred figure. “I did what you said. Now let go of her.” 
 
    “I will,” he replied, “but there is something you need to do for me first.” 
 
    Fen ground his teeth helplessly. There was so much power at his fingertips, but he didn’t dare use it. If Ravin wasn’t here he would release the power anyway, even if it meant killing himself. He’d do it without a second thought. 
 
    “I know what you’re thinking,” the scarred figure said, as if reading his thoughts. “But that’s why I told Maphothet to bring your sweetheart, so that you wouldn’t do anything rash. See, Fen, I wanted you to come down here. I needed you to come down here.” 
 
    Fen’s voice was harsh with suppressed power. “What do you want?” he grated. 
 
    “I want you to remove that crystal for me,” the scarred figure said. 
 
    Fen looked at it. “Why don’t you do it yourself?” 
 
    “I would if I could. And at one time I could have. But that was before Netra and Shorn did this to me.” He scowled and raised his arms and his sleeves fell back. Black, snake-like things could be seen moving under his skin. 
 
    “These are ingerlings,” he said, “creatures from the Abyss. I thought to use them on Melekath, but they were used on me instead.” He laughed, a harsh, mirthless sound. “But I was not destroyed as Golgath and Tu Sinar were. I survived! I mastered the creatures! Now they serve me. They feed me chaos power from their home and with it I am more powerful than I ever was as a Stone Shaper.” 
 
    Fen gave him a confused look. “Who are you?” 
 
    “I am Lowellin, and with the help of the Devourers I will have my revenge on all of them: Netra, Shorn, Rome, Quyloc, Xochitl and, of course, Melekath.” 
 
    “You’re a Shaper and you’re helping the Devourers?” Fen asked. “But you’re supposed…” 
 
    “I know,” Lowellin said almost gently. “I’m supposed to defend the key against the Devourers. It’s what my kind was put here to do. But I am no longer what I once was. The ingerlings have seen to that. They devoured the old me and what they left in its place is new and strong.” 
 
    Fen crossed his arms. “If you’re so strong, why do you need me to move the crystal? Move it yourself.” 
 
    “You’re beginning to anger me with your questions,” Lowellin said, his eyes flashing. “You have no idea how badly I want to cut the wench’s throat, kill you and be done with it. But I can’t, because I still need you. I need you to move the crystal and get the key for me, the key that will deliver the universe to the Devourers and make me ruler of this world.” He strode forward and gripped Fen’s face with a cold hand. “I can’t touch the crystal because of the chaos power within me. The masters designed it to react to chaos power, react in a rather violent way I’m afraid. A way that even I couldn’t survive. Only a Shaper untainted by chaos power can touch the crystal safely. Certainly no human can.” 
 
    Fen jerked away from him. “I can’t touch that thing. I’m not a Shaper.” 
 
    “Even after talking to Bereth are you really still this ignorant?” Lowellin said. “Do you still have so little idea what is going on?” 
 
    “I know what Shapers are and I’m not one,” Fen said stubbornly. 
 
    “Not completely, you’re not,” Lowellin said. “But you are on your way to becoming one. Haven’t you noticed the changes happening to your body?” 
 
    Fen’s hand went to his chest. During the march to Marad the stone spot had doubled in size. “How do you know about that?” Revelation struck him suddenly, sickening in its implications. 
 
    “It was you, wasn’t it? You did this to me.” 
 
    Lowellin smiled. The cruelty of millennia was in that smile. “Of course I did. After I mastered the ingerlings I was able to communicate through them with the Devourers and that is when the rulers of the Abyss made me an incredible offer. Find the key and they would give me anything I desire. I knew the key was guarded by a crystal, and I knew I couldn’t move the crystal. I also knew none of my brethren would help me. So the idea came to me to modify a person and manipulate him to do the deed for me.” 
 
    “You killed my father,” Fen grated. 
 
    “No, the Stone power killed him. I think because he wouldn’t stop fighting it and just give in to it. Or maybe he was simply too weak. Whatever. It doesn’t matter. What matters is that, in a surprise twist even I couldn’t foresee, he passed what I had given him down to his son and his son was able to do what he could not.” 
 
    “I’ll make you pay for that,” Fen said. 
 
    Lowellin shook his head. “No, you won’t. You’ll do exactly what I say or I’ll kill your sweetheart. You wouldn’t allow that to happen, would you? Especially after all you’ve been through? You know, when the two of you split up I became a little worried. I needed the leverage she gave me over you, you see. I thought I might have to wait until you fell in love with someone else. But no, you continued to moon over her and that’s when I realized I could still use her. When I had her kidnapped, you responded exactly as I knew you would and then she responded the way I knew she would, throwing herself at her savior.” He sneered. “Thousands of years I’ve watched you humans and still you haven’t learned a thing. I have no idea what Xochitl ever saw in your species.” 
 
    He pointed at the crystal. “No more talk. Remove the crystal or she dies.” Ilsith tightened then and Ravin cried out. Fen saw a line of blood running down her neck. 
 
    “Okay,” Fen said. “I’ll do it. Don’t hurt her.” 
 
    He walked toward the crystal, his thoughts racing. There was no way he could let Lowellin have the key. He also didn’t believe that Lowellin would let either of them live once he had the key in his possession. But if he appeared to go along with it, he might find an opportunity. If he could just for a moment get Ravin free, then he could unleash Stone power against Lowellin and the Ankharans. Or maybe he could threaten to destroy the key and use that as leverage against Lowellin. 
 
    “Fen, don’t do this,” Ravin said. 
 
    Fen turned, saw her stiffen as Ilsith pressed the bladed edge harder against her throat. The sight caused a sharp pain in his chest, almost more than he could bear. He should have listened to his instincts and stayed away from her. She was in danger because he loved her. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said. 
 
    There was a brief flash of anger in her eyes, and he knew she understood what he was apologizing for. 
 
    “Don’t,” she said through gritted teeth. “It was my choice. It was always my choice. I knew the risk and I chose you anyway. I’d make the same decision again. I love you, Fen.” 
 
    “Could we move this along already?” Lowellin called. “There’s nothing I hate more than listening to you pathetic humans bleat about love. You’d be so much better off if you discarded the idea completely. You’d be so much stronger.” 
 
    “You think you’re so smart,” Ravin spat at him, “but you don’t know anything. It’s love that makes us strong. All you have is hatred, and hatred makes you weak.” 
 
    “Sure. And that’s why I hold your life in my hand and why I will soon rule this world,” Lowellin said mockingly. 
 
    But Ravin had already turned her attention back to Fen. “It doesn’t matter what happens to me. You can’t let him get the key. You’ll doom everyone.” 
 
    Fen wished there was some way he could tell her that he agreed with her. But if he was to have any chance at all, Lowellin had to believe that he was beaten. Lowellin had to believe that Fen would sacrifice everything to save the woman he loved. He had to make this convincing. 
 
    “I have to do this,” he said, the tremor in his voice not entirely faked. “I can’t live without you. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “No, Fen!” she cried out as he turned once more toward the crystal. “This isn’t you! You know better than this. I’m willing to sacrifice myself for my people, just as you are!” 
 
    Fen flinched under her words, but he didn’t hesitate. Hopefully they would both survive this and he could explain it to her. He had to do this. There had to be a way to stop Lowellin and save Ravin. 
 
    As he drew nearer the crystal it began to change color, the yellow darkening until it was a burnt orange, which then passed to red and began to pulse. A strange kind of heat radiated off it. Nausea rose up inside Fen and an ache began deep in his bones. Every instinct he had warned him that the thing was deadly. He wasn’t going to survive touching it, he realized. Lowellin had miscalculated. Whatever essence of the Shapers there was in his blood, it wasn’t enough to protect him. 
 
    Only a few paces away now and his steps faltered. The pain in his bones was incredible. It felt like they were full of broken glass. His strength was gone. He could barely summon the energy to take each step. 
 
    Yet somehow he did so. He raised a hand that was unbearably heavy and wiped the sweat from his eyes. In the background he could hear Ravin calling his name, but he had no attention he could spare her. 
 
    Fen reached the crystal. The red, pulsing light coming from it was blinding. Would it simply explode when he touched it? he wondered. 
 
    As if in a fever dream he saw his hands rise. He took hold of the crystal and lifted it from its place. It was heavy and he was so weak that he immediately dropped it. It fell to the ground with a ringing sound. 
 
    The red glow faded and it returned to its yellow color. Fen stood there looking down at it dumbly. He felt as weak as a kitten. He wasn’t sure how he was still on his feet. 
 
    “Now open the door,” Lowellin called. “Go inside the vault and get the key.” 
 
    Fen realized his plan was going to fail. He was no longer strong enough to attack anyone. The ember of power inside him seemed to have gone out. He could feel the power in the Stone beneath his feet, but it was distant and he had no strength left to reach for it. 
 
    “Go in and get the key,” Lowellin said. 
 
    Maybe if he got away from the crystal he would feel better. But to do that he would have to enter the vault. He couldn’t go back. It looked like his only option. 
 
    Fen raised his hand and pulled the door open. It swung easily, silently on hidden hinges. From inside the vault spilled a reddish glow. 
 
    Fen walked inside the vault. The inside was the same smooth, black, glass-like stone. In the center of the vault was a pedestal and on that pedestal was the source of the red glow. It was about the size of his hand, curved on one side like part of a circle, and jagged on the other, as if it had been broken from something larger. 
 
    Which, he realized a moment later, was exactly what had happened. This was not the whole key. It was only a piece of the key. 
 
    New hope blossomed inside him. Lowellin had not yet won. The Devourers had not yet won. Even if Lowellin got hold of this piece, there was still a chance to defeat him. Fen just needed to stay alive long enough and watch for his opportunity. 
 
    He picked up the glowing object. It looked like it was made of glass. It seemed fragile to him. 
 
    He walked back to the doorway of the vault. He still felt terribly weak, but he was recovering. As long as he stayed away from the crystal he would be fine again soon. 
 
    Fen left the vault and stepped to the side, away from the crystal. Then he stopped. 
 
    “Whatever you’re planning, Fen, don’t be stupid,” Lowellin said. “You’re close now. Give me the key and I’ll let you both go. You can be together. That’s what you want, remember?” 
 
    “Except it’s not the whole key, is it?” Fen said, holding it up. “It’s only a piece.” 
 
    “That doesn’t matter to you. Hand it over or the girl dies, Fen. You’re running out of time.” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Fen said, holding up the piece. “I think I have all the time I need. In fact, I think now it’s time you listened to my demands.” He was stalling. Every moment away from the crystal he could feel himself strengthening as its effects wore off. If he could only keep Lowellin talking for a few more minutes, he’d be strong enough to try something. He wasn’t sure what, but something would come to him. 
 
    “Don’t be a fool, Fen. You retrieved the key. There’s nothing stopping me from simply killing you and the girl and taking it. But it doesn’t have to happen that way. You can hand it over and you two can go free. It’s your choice. Either way I get the key, but one way you two get to live. But I’m running out of patience. Choose now.” 
 
    Lowellin spoke confidently, but Fen saw the way his attention was fixed on the glowing piece of the key. And he hadn’t already killed them both. That meant he was afraid that Fen would break it. 
 
    “Let her go or I smash it,” Fen said. His strength was returning by the second. He could feel the Stone power awakening inside him and he grasped eagerly for it. Under his feet the vast essence of Stone rumbled. 
 
    Lowellin started to say something, but right as he opened his mouth, Ilsith acted. The shadow creature uncoiled from Ravin and darted at Fen with lightning speed. Fast as the creature was, though, Fen was faster. Years of training had honed his reflexes to a razor’s edge and before Ilsith could get to him he brought his hand down and flung the piece at the ground— 
 
    It struck the ground and bounced. 
 
    But it didn’t break. 
 
    In the next heartbeat Ilsith was on Fen. He could feel its icy grip coiled around his body and the sharp edge pressed tight against his throat. He started to call his power, but Ilsith tightened perceptibly, the knife edge pressing harder against his throat, forcing his head back. 
 
    Freed from Ilsith’s grip, Ravin tried to run for Fen, but Maphothet grabbed her arm and yanked her back. She clawed at his face, but he grabbed her other arm and held her motionless. 
 
    Lowellin walked over to Fen. He picked up the piece of the key, dusted it off, and examined it. “I didn’t think it would be so fragile,” he said, “but I couldn’t be sure.” He looked at Fen. “You surprised me there, boy. I didn’t think you had it in you. I thought you would do anything to save the girl.” 
 
    Maphothet and the other Ankharans came over then, Maphothet dragging Ravin with him. “Should we kill them now?” Maphothet said, and Fen saw purple energy crackling along the back of his hands. 
 
    “I was going to say yes,” Lowellin said. “They have both defied me and such defiance must be swiftly punished or it leads to more. I’ve made that mistake before. But Fen has proven himself a useful tool and there are still more pieces of the key to acquire. I may need him again, so I have decided to keep him alive. However, he has shown a tendency to cause problems.” He looked at Fen. 
 
    “What you did to our work under the tower has set us back, Fen. It is only a temporary setback, but a setback nonetheless. Who knows what other trouble you might get into, if left to roam free?” 
 
    “I’m going to stop you,” Fen said. “I promise you that.” 
 
    “I’m sure you think you will and if it makes you feel better, keep believing it.” To Maphothet, Lowellin said, “Turn him over to the Fist. Tell the Fist that he attacked you and you want him imprisoned. Not killed, only imprisoned. Will that be a problem?” 
 
    “No,” Maphothet said with a cold smile. “The Fist does whatever I tell him to.” 
 
    Lowellin turned back to Fen. “We’ll need to take measures to make sure you stay in prison, of course.” He gestured. “Ilsith?” 
 
    The sharp edge at Fen’s throat pulled back, but Fen’s relief was short-lived. 
 
    Ilsith’s head darted toward him, swift as a striking snake. Fen saw a flash of cold fangs and felt a sharp pain in his neck. 
 
    Ilsith uncoiled and let Fen go. Fen put his hand to his neck. Something was spreading outward from the wound. Ice was flowing into his veins. He tried to summon Stone power and strike back, but it was sluggish and distant, growing further away by the second. 
 
    The strength leached from him, and he went to his knees. He looked up at Lowellin. 
 
    “What did you do to me?” 
 
    “I gave you your first taste of chaos power,” Lowellin said, showing his teeth. “You can think of it as being poisoned. So long as it is within you, you won’t be able to touch your power.” He bent down over Fen. 
 
    “I own you now. You belong to me.” 
 
    The End 
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