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 Chapter One: Fen 
 
      
 
    “I own you now. You belong to me,” Lowellin said. 
 
    On his knees, Fen looked up at Lowellin. The icy coldness was rapidly spreading through him. His muscles were beginning to spasm. A convulsion passed over him, and he almost toppled over. 
 
    “You don’t believe it yet. You still think you can overcome what Ilsith did to you,” Lowellin said, leaning over Fen. The Shaper’s cold gray eyes bored into him. “But you can’t. You’ll never be able to break free. Believe me on this.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that,” Fen said through gritted teeth. 
 
    “No, you’ll see. I already know.” Lowellin was holding the key fragment that Fen had retrieved for him, rubbing it with his thumb. The glow which had lit it before was gone. He patted Fen on top of the head. “Go ahead. Give it your best try.” The menace was gone from his voice. He sounded almost amused. 
 
    Fen’s eyes went to the four Ankharan sorcerers flanking Lowellin. The blue tattoos stood out starkly on the bone-white skin of their faces, and their eyes were filled with malevolent joy at his suffering. Maphothet, their leader, had Ravin’s arm clamped in an iron grip. 
 
    Fen’s eyes met Ravin’s. The fear he saw there was like a dagger in his heart. He’d failed her. He’d failed everyone. Instead of stopping Lowellin, he’d gotten the fragment for him. 
 
    Rage boiled to the surface suddenly. With it came new strength, and he lunged for Stone power… 
 
    And was beset suddenly by excruciating pain that tore through his chest, so intense that he cried out and nearly lost consciousness. 
 
    “Fen!” Ravin cried. She twisted in Maphothet’s grasp, clawing at his face. Her nails tore bloody furrows down his cheek, and he lost his hold on her. She ran toward Fen. 
 
    But before she’d taken two steps, Maphothet recovered. A crackling blast of indigo power shot from his hand. Ravin was slammed up against one of the stone stalagmites that dotted the floor of the large cavern and crumpled to the ground. 
 
    “No!” Fen howled. He staggered to his feet and tried to go to her, but Lowellin grabbed his arm. He tried to fight back, but he was weak, terribly weak, and the strength of a mountain was in Lowellin’s grip. 
 
    Lowellin gripped the front of Fen’s mail shirt and lifted him into the air as if he weighed nothing. Up close the new scars on Lowellin’s face were raw and livid. It looked like some powerful beast had mauled him badly. 
 
    “I told you it was hopeless. Do you believe me now?” Fen struggled to respond, but his thoughts felt disconnected, as if the burst of pain that was still echoing down through his nerves had scattered them like leaves before a thunderstorm. 
 
    “I can see that you haven’t. You’re a stubborn one, Fen. You’re going to throw yourself at the bars of your cage over and over, no matter how futile it is, aren’t you?” 
 
    Fen swallowed the bile in his throat and glared at Lowellin. “If you hurt her, I will make you pay.” 
 
    Lowellin smiled. It was not a human smile. Yellow teeth showed behind his lips. “What a predictable thing to say. Come now. You can do better than that.” 
 
    “Let her go,” Fen said hoarsely. “Do whatever you want to me. Only let her go.” 
 
    “I’m happy to. She’s served her purpose. I’m happy to let you go too.” He dropped Fen. When Fen hit the ground, his legs gave out on him, and he collapsed. 
 
    Fen pushed himself up from the dirt and looked at Ravin. She twitched slightly and moaned. Relief flooded him. At least she was still alive. 
 
    “Once I’m sure I don’t need you anymore,” Lowellin added. 
 
    Fen managed to get to his feet. The shadow creature Ilsith stood motionless behind Lowellin. Ice-blue points of light shone within its depths. The shadows shifted, and for a moment Fen saw a face within them, the eyes watching him. What was that thing? What had it done to him? Whatever Ilsith had done to Fen was still spreading. It felt as if fingers of ice were working their way through his veins. Stone power was receding further into the distance with every heartbeat. 
 
    “You have the piece,” Fen said. “What do you still need me for?” 
 
    “I told you. There are still other pieces I must acquire. I may need your help again.” 
 
    “I’ll never help you again. Even if you kill both of us.” 
 
    “That remains to be seen, really,” Lowellin replied. “You’d be surprised what I can make you do. I have thousands of years of practice manipulating humans. You’re very predictable.” 
 
    Lowellin turned to Maphothet. “I will come for you when I’m ready to retrieve the next piece. Take him to the Fist. Make sure he is locked away, not executed.” 
 
    “What about the girl?” 
 
    “Leave her here. Unharmed. I may need her again also.” With that he turned away. Ilsith swirled around him and wrapped him in shadows. When the shadows dissipated a moment later, Lowellin was gone. 
 
    Maphothet nodded to one of the other sorcerers, and he took hold of Fen’s arm. Instinctively, Fen grabbed his wrist and twisted, trying to pivot and throw the sorcerer as he’d done so many times on the practice yard while training. But he was too weak, his fingers too nerveless to get a proper grip, and the sorcerer defeated him easily. Next Fen went for his sword, but he barely managed to draw it before the sorcerer hit him with a blast of chaos power and knocked him sprawling. The sword clattered away across the floor of the cavern. 
 
    “It won’t work,” Maphothet said. His voice was a low hiss, like a venomous snake. “Your power is gone, and you are nothing without it.” 
 
    “You can’t keep me from my power forever,” Fen said. “I promise you that.” 
 
    “It is a promise you will not keep. Chaos overwhelms all.” 
 
    With Maphothet leading, the sorcerers headed for the exit. Fen was dragged along behind them. At the bottom of the rough-carved stone stairs, he turned to look back at Ravin. He reached out a hand to her, but then he was pulled into the stairway and lost sight of her. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Fen stumbled and lost his footing a number of times as they made their way back to the surface. He couldn’t see a thing, and he could barely feel his legs and feet at all. The darkness did not seem to bother the Ankharans. They moved swiftly and surely up the crumbled stone stairs. 
 
    They passed through the old mausoleum and then the cemetery. The night was warm, partly because it was summer and partly because of the many fires that were burning in Marad, but to Fen it felt like the depths of winter. Some kind of cataclysmic conflict was being waged inside him as Ilsith’s venom worked its way ever deeper into sinew and muscle, severing his connection to Stone power, which was so faint now as to be almost nonexistent. He was shivering badly, and the edges of his vision kept going dark. 
 
    They made their way through the ruined city, heading for the dark mass of the fortress at its heart. Bodies lay scattered everywhere, men, women and children. Here and there roamed small bands of soldiers spattered with blood, carrying plunder, objects of gold and silver, fine clothing, bejeweled weapons. Many carried stolen jugs and bottles of alcohol, with which they toasted their victory. One soldier carried a struggling woman over his shoulder, her hands and feet bound with cords. Those who saw the four sorcerers coming moved quickly out of the way. Though the victory had been won through the Ankharans’ sorcery, it was clear they feared and distrusted the foreigners. 
 
    Flames leapt into the air from burning buildings, clouds of smoke obscuring the stars. Violence and death still wracked the city, as evidenced by screams and cries for mercy that echoed in the air. But the night was old, and the frenzy of mindless violence was slowly dying down, burning out like a fire running out of fuel. 
 
    They walked for what seemed like forever to Fen, who stumbled along in a haze, his legs weak and numb, shivering from the effects of the venom. The fortress gates were shattered, doubtless the work of the massive hammer the Fist had used on the city gates. Dead Maradi soldiers littered the ground, most looking like they’d been hit by a rockslide, armor crushed, heads caved in. There was only one dead Samkaran soldier. 
 
    More dead soldiers were scattered between there and the palace itself, as the defenders spent their lives in a futile attempt to protect their sovereign. Lying in tangled heaps in front of the palace doors were the Maradi king’s elite defenders, clad in polished plate mail rimmed in silver and gold, their cloaks made of rich fabric with the eagle of Marad embroidered on them. Breast plates and helmets were crumpled, their armor no match for the brute force of the Fist’s hammer. 
 
    Several Samkaran soldiers were bent over them, relieving them of rings, necklaces and weapons. They looked up as Fen and the sorcerers approached and scuttled out of the way, returning once they were past, like vultures swooping back down to feast on the dead. 
 
    In the entrance hall of the palace were another score of dead soldiers, but after that most of the bodies they encountered wore servants’ livery. Among them were women and elderly and even children. Even numb as he was, Fen could not help but feel horror at the sight. They had also been killed by blows from the massive hammer. What had the man he followed, the man he looked up to as king and father figure, become? Was he lost forever? 
 
    The heavy bronze doors of the throne room were bent and sagging from their hinges. A handful of dead and dying soldiers lay sprawled in the doorway. From inside the room came a final, despairing cry that was abruptly cut off in a loud crashing sound. 
 
    The throne room was huge, far more opulent than the one in Samkara. Marble pillars supported an arched ceiling high overhead. The walls were covered in gold brocade, the floors tiled in crimson-veined travertine. Crystal chandeliers the size of wagons hung from the ceiling. Strewn across the floor were still more soldiers. A few still twitched feebly. One soldier was moaning, trying to drag himself with one arm. The back of his armor had a massive dent in it, the blow doubtless shattering his spine. There were a handful of Samkaran soldiers in the room. One of them walked up to the injured men, reversed his sword, and drove it through his back. The man died with a rattling sound. The soldier turned toward them, and Fen saw that it was Sergeant Ely. 
 
    In front of the throne stood the Fist, his back to them. The massive hammer was in his hand, its head crusted with blood. On the throne was the body of the late king of Marad, crushed almost beyond recognition. The blow which had killed him had been so fierce that the throne had cracked into pieces. 
 
    The Fist was covered in blood and gore. Several arrows were sticking out of his back, and there was a deep cut on his side. Yet when he turned, he did not move like a wounded man. There was no weakness or pain in his movements, though now Fen could see several more arrows protruding from his chest and another gash across his collarbone. 
 
    The Fist dropped the hammer to the floor. He took a deep breath, and his body began to heal itself. Arrows pushed out of wounds and clattered to the floor. Sword cuts closed, the blood flow stopping. The Ankharans and Fen came to a halt at the foot of the dais and stood and watched. Soon the healing was complete. Every wound was healed, though purplish scars remained to mark where they’d been. 
 
    But the healing had taken its toll, depleting the last of the life-energy that the Fist had drained from the Maradi prisoners before the battle began. The unnatural muscles had shrunk, and he was once again normal-sized. Deep lines etched his face, and his long mustache had turned gray. 
 
    “Never again will Marad threaten Samkara,” the Fist said. His eyes glittered. Fen did not see the man he knew there. 
 
    “You have won a great victory this night,” Maphothet said. 
 
    “I vowed retribution, and now it is mine,” the Fist said. 
 
    Maphothet inclined his head. “All hail the Fist.” To Fen, the man’s tone sounded faintly sardonic, but the Fist didn’t seem to notice. 
 
    The Fist’s eyes shifted to Fen, taking in his lack of a weapon and the grip the Ankharan sorcerer had on him. “What is this?” he asked. 
 
    “A traitor,” Maphothet said. He gestured and the sorcerer holding Fen shoved him forward. Fen stumbled and fell against the dais. “He attacked me from behind. He thought to slay me while I was occupied in helping subdue the enemy.” 
 
    The Fist’s eyes narrowed. “Is this true?” he asked Fen. 
 
    Before Fen could reply, Sergeant Ely stepped forward. “I can vouch for the truth of that. I saw it happen.” 
 
    Fen was surprised at the boldness of the man’s lie. Surely the Fist would never believe him. How could Ely have witnessed such a thing, after all? He’d been here, in the throne room with the Fist. But when he looked up at the Fist, he saw rage in his eyes and knew the lie had been swallowed whole. 
 
    “It’s not true,” Fen said. 
 
    “You deny attacking our allies?” the Fist said through clenched teeth. 
 
    Fen hesitated, but lying was not his nature, and after a moment he said, “It is true that I attacked the Ankharans, but they were—” 
 
    “Silence!” the Fist barked. “I will not listen to your excuses.” 
 
    “But they are only using you so that they can get the—” 
 
    The Fist struck him, a hard, open-handed slap that rocked Fen’s head back and cut his lips on his teeth. He tasted blood in his mouth. “I warned you,” he growled. “I told you not to presume on my good graces. I told you that if you betrayed me, you would face dire punishment.” 
 
    He had a dagger hanging from his belt, and as he said this he swept it from its sheath and raised it to stab Fen. Fen braced himself for the blow, knowing his life was close to ending. 
 
    Before the Fist could strike, Maphothet stepped forward and stayed his blow. 
 
    “Do not interfere,” the Fist snapped at him. 
 
    “I only wish you to think before you act,” Maphothet said smoothly. Fen saw something move under his black robe and remembered the leathery-winged creatures he’d seen emerge before the battle. 
 
    “There is nothing to think about,” the Fist replied. “The punishment for treason is death. It is my right.” 
 
    “This is true,” the sorcerer replied, “but would it not be better if he stood trial first and then was executed publicly? Would that not send a message to others who think to follow his lead?” 
 
    The Fist considered this for a moment, then lowered the weapon. “What you say makes sense.” He looked at Fen again. “You will meet justice in Samkara, traitor. The executioner’s blade will take your head.” 
 
    Knowing it wouldn’t make any difference, still Fen had to try once more. “Please listen to me, Fist,” Fen begged. “You can’t trust them. They’ve poisoned your mind. You’re not yourself.” 
 
    The Fist bristled. “You presume too much,” he said harshly. “Do not speak to me this way.” 
 
    “Look into your heart, Fist,” Fen said. “Do you really believe I would betray you? I have dedicated myself to your service. I have been, and will always be, loyal to you and to Samkara.” 
 
    The Fist hesitated, and Fen saw, or thought he saw, something flicker in his eyes. But Maphothet cut in again. 
 
    “He has hated us since we arrived,” Maphothet said. “He can’t accept that we intend only the glory of you and of Samkara. He believes we threaten his place at your side, and he has done whatever he can to undermine us. You have only to remember the false claims he has made against us in the past.” 
 
    The Fist nodded slowly. He looked tired suddenly. 
 
    “Remember, I warned you that he would act against us sooner or later,” Maphothet said. “I told you that he would try to eliminate us when he got the chance. Once he has taken care of us, he will come for you.” 
 
    “Don’t listen to him, Fist,” Fen said. “He’s lying to you.” 
 
    The Fist looked at Fen, then back at Maphothet. He seemed confused. 
 
    “Look around you,” Maphothet said, spreading his arms. “We have delivered to you your hated enemy. We have showed you how to unlock the power inside you. We have made you a god. Are those the actions of men who mean you harm?” 
 
    “He’s using you,” Fen said desperately, sensing that his chance was slipping away. “He doesn’t care about you or Samkara. He’s just trying to get the pieces of the key for his masters. They’re going to open the Abyss and let the Devourers into our world.” 
 
    The Fist turned back to Fen. “The key? Devourers?” 
 
    “Enough,” Maphothet said, and there was the ring of command in his voice. “You will listen to his ravings no more. There is much to be done still.” 
 
    The Fist nodded, and his jaw tightened. “Bind him securely,” he said to Ely. “Be sure he does not escape, or it will go poorly for you. Take him back to the camp and turn him over to Captain Rouk.” 
 
    The stout sergeant saluted. The Fist gave Fen one more withering look, and then turned his back on him. 
 
    “You will send orders to your men to stop the killing,” Maphothet told the Fist, his voice still ringing with command. “Marad is beaten, and we need the survivors as slaves.” 
 
    The Fist nodded. “Yes,” he said faintly. 
 
    Maphothet turned to the other Samkaran soldiers in the room. “You heard your Fist. See to it at once.” 
 
    Ely grabbed Fen with one meaty fist, a triumphant smile on his face. He leaned in close to Fen’s ear, and in a low voice he said, “Not so high and mighty anymore, are you, boy?” His breath stank of rum, and his belly bulged from his shirt where two of the buttons had popped off. 
 
    Fen hated him at that moment. He longed to smash him in the face with his fist. But he knew he did not have the strength yet, and he also knew that if he was to have any chance of getting through to the Fist, he had to go along with whatever he decreed. So he bit his tongue and said nothing. 
 
    Ely’s smile disappeared when Fen did not rise to the bait. “You’ll be crying soon enough,” he said. “I’ll see to that. And I’ll be there when they cut your head from your shoulders, standing in the front row eating a meat pie and enjoying every moment of it.” 
 
    He ripped the badge of rank from Fen’s surcoat. He twisted Fen’s arm behind his back, hard enough that Fen’s shoulder popped painfully. He grabbed Fen’s other arm and pulled it back also, then bound Fen’s wrists securely together. 
 
    “Now walk,” he said, giving Fen a hard shove. Fen staggered, then righted himself. He felt the tip of a sword press into his back, and he began walking. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    When they left the palace, dawn was just breaking. Ely drew in a deep breath and smacked Fen on the shoulder with his sword. “It’s the start of a new day,” he chortled. “It’s going to be a fine one, one of the best days ever I think.” 
 
    They passed out into the city. In the light Fen could more clearly see the terrible destruction that the Samkaran army had wrought, and it stunned him. So much senseless killing and madness. How had his people fallen to this? he wondered. 
 
    He knew the answer to that question. It was the Ankharan sorcerers who were behind it. And behind them Lowellin. And behind him the Devourers, the creatures from the Abyss who wanted the key. He and his people were nothing more than pawns in a much larger game. 
 
    But that did not make them blameless. He had a sick feeling that the sorcery unleashed last night didn’t cause the Samkaran soldiers to become mindless, bloodthirsty animals, so much as it unlocked brutality that was already there, hidden underneath the veneer of civilization. After all, the Maradi had done much the same when they sacked Samkara. Was this what he had become a soldier for, what he had sweated and bled for, so that as soon as the opportunity came, the Samkaran army could do to another city what had been done to theirs? What was the point of any of it then? Where was the justice? Where was the righteous path? 
 
    Fen and Ely passed a small group of soldiers standing at an intersection. Blood spattered them, and their weapons hung slack in their grips. In their faces he saw shock and horror, as they faced the reality of what they had done in the light of the new day. Strangely, the sight made him feel slightly better, knowing he wasn’t the only one who was troubled by what had happened here. 
 
    As they made their way through the ruined city, Ely continued to taunt Fen, but Fen barely heard him. Too many fears and worries crowded his thoughts. He’d seen a flicker of the Barik he knew for just a moment, before Maphothet intervened. If he could get the Fist alone, would he be able to get through to him? He had to believe that there was still a chance. 
 
    He was worried about Ravin too. She might still be lying unconscious in that cavern. Or she could be lost down there, stumbling around in the darkness, unable to find the way out. Even if she did find her way out, the streets of the city were a dangerous place. There were still bands of marauding soldiers roaming about. Fen shuddered to think what they might do to her if they caught her. 
 
    With no response from Fen to feed his taunts, Ely had grown quiet by the time the two of them finally emerged from the city. The servants and camp followers had set up the army’s camp during the night. The tents of the Fist and other high-ranking officers had been erected on the side of a low tree-covered hill. Wagons were drawn up and arrayed in lines. Hospital tents were set up. Cooks were at work preparing large cauldrons of food, while whole pigs and sheep turned on spits over fires. 
 
    A few hundred soldiers had returned to the camp already. Only a few were wounded. Many of them had a haunted look about them. They glanced briefly at Fen and then averted their gazes, as if seeing something there that was too painful. 
 
    Captain Rouk was outside the Fist’s tent. There was a bowl of water sitting on a stump, and the wiry man was using it to clean blood from his face and hands. He didn’t look haunted. If anything, he wore a look of satisfaction, like a cat that has eaten well and is cleaning itself afterwards. He looked at Fen, and a smile appeared on his face. 
 
    “This day just gets better and better,” he said. 
 
    “Got a traitor for you, captain,” Ely said. “The Fist said to turn him over to you.” 
 
    “What did you do this time, Fen?” Rouk asked. 
 
    Fen didn’t bother to answer. He knew nothing he said would make any difference. 
 
    “He tried to kill the Ankharans,” Ely said. “Thought he’d use the noise of battle to take out an enemy.” 
 
    “I’m guessing he didn’t succeed,” Rouk said. 
 
    “The Fist wants to take him back to Samkara and put him on trial.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure he gets there,” Rouk said. “It’ll sure be something to see. Go get a blacksmith. Tell him to bring his hammer and a chain.” 
 
    Ely saluted and sauntered off. “You finally went too far,” Rouk said, wiping away the rest of the blood and coming to stand before Fen. “You thought being the Fist’s chosen one made you untouchable. You thought it meant you could do anything and get away with it. I guess you know better now, traitor.” 
 
    “I’m not a traitor,” Fen said. “I was trying to protect my king and my people. Which is what you should be doing.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Rouk searched Fen’s eyes and nodded. “You know, I really think you believe that.” 
 
    “Because it’s the truth.” 
 
    “Huh. How about another truth? You were jealous of the Ankharans from the moment they arrived. You thought they were taking your place in the Fist’s favor. You watched for your chance to kill them and get them out of the way.” 
 
    “You’re an ass, Rouk, but you’re not blind. You saw what happened last night, what the sorcerers did to those people.” Rouk flinched slightly, and Fen knew the way those prisoners had died troubled him too. “Use your head and think. Why are they here? Why did they cross the sea to help us? Out of the goodness of their hearts? You can’t possibly believe that. Wake up. Ask yourself why they’re really here, what they really want.” 
 
    A flicker of uncertainty crossed Rouk’s face. But it passed quickly, and he frowned. “Don’t even try it, traitor. It won’t work on me. I’m loyal to my king. So long as he says the Ankharans are our allies, that’s what they are. I follow orders because I’m a soldier, and that’s what soldiers do. Something you never quite figured out.” 
 
    “So you follow orders mindlessly, even if it’s clear you’re marching over a cliff and taking all of Samkara with you?” 
 
    Rouk shook his head. “You’re dumber than I thought. We’re not marching over a cliff, boy. Look around you. We just defeated our oldest enemy, and we lost hardly a man. Every other nation on this island is going to be rushing to bend a knee to our Fist. We own this island now. That doesn’t look like marching over a cliff to me.” 
 
    “That still doesn’t answer why the Ankharans are helping us. Can’t you get it through your thick head that they are using us, that sooner or later we’re going to pay a price for this?” 
 
    “That’s for the Fist to sort out, not me.” Ely came back with the blacksmith then. The blacksmith was carrying his hammer, manacles, and a length of stout chain. Rouk looked around, then pointed at a tall elm tree behind the Fist’s command tent. “That one should do. Bring him,” he told Ely, and headed that way. 
 
    Fen knew the man, although not well. He’d been to see him several times, when he needed something mended. The blacksmith kept his eyes down while he worked. When he was done, and Fen was securely chained to the tree, the blacksmith mumbled “Sorry” and hurried away. 
 
    Rouk tugged on the chain a few times, satisfying himself that it was secure. He turned to Ely. “Sergeant, find me a half dozen men to serve as guards.” Ely saluted and hurried off. A few minutes later he was back with six soldiers following him. They looked at Fen with unspoken questions in their eyes, but quickly looked away when Rouk snapped at them. 
 
    “Spread out around this tree. No one is to talk to the prisoner without my permission.” He pointed to one of the men who had a corporal’s badge sewn to his surcoat. “You, corporal. I’m putting you in charge. If anything happens, it will be your head. Understand?” 
 
    The corporal said, “Yes, sir,” and saluted. He scratched his neck and hesitantly asked, “Captain, sir?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Ah…what’s he chained up for, if you don’t mind my asking?” 
 
    “I do mind your asking,” Rouk snapped. “It’s not your job to ask questions.” 
 
    “Sorry, sir,” the man said, coming to attention. 
 
    “But in this case, I’ll make an exception, because I want the entire camp to know this man’s crime.” Several soldiers had drifted close while Fen was being chained up, and he raised his voice so that they could hear his next words. “This man is a traitor to the king! He is being taken back to Samkara to stand trial. If anyone sees him trying to escape, you are authorized to use any means to stop him. Even if that means killing him.” 
 
    He surveyed the men, seeing how his words sank in, then walked off without another word. 
 
    The soldiers took up their posts. Fen knew the corporal, having trained with him a number of times. His name was Ryen. He was a little older than Fen and friendly enough. He glanced at Fen a couple of times, and once Fen thought he was going to say something, but then he looked away. Fen thought about trying to talk to him but gave it up as a bad idea. What good would it do to convince the man of the truth? There was nothing he could do about it anyway, and Fen didn’t want to get him into trouble. 
 
    Fen sat down and leaned against the tree. He couldn’t remember ever feeling so exhausted. He felt utterly defeated. He remembered how much hope he’d had for the future. It wasn’t that long ago that things had seemed so simple. He had his oath to his king and his country, and he had his duty. The way forward was so clear. 
 
    He cursed the day the Ankharan ship showed up. That was the day everything changed. But then he remembered that first night, when Samkara fell to the Maradi army. He remembered the shadow that appeared behind Barik when he rose from the pile of bodies, the hands that emerged, and the black smoke that flowed into him. That was truly when it all started. They’d all been pawns from that moment onward. 
 
    But why? Why go to so much trouble to manipulate the Fist? Clearly Lowellin caused the invasion of Marad so that he could get his hands on the key fragment. And for that he needed Fen to remove the crystal that was sealing the vault where the fragment was held. But why not simply kidnap Fen and force him to do it? Why go to all the trouble of building an army and invading? 
 
    Unless it was because Lowellin needed the army for another purpose. But what could that purpose be? What Rouk said was true. With Marad conquered, the other nations on the island would quickly kneel to Samkara. None of them were a real threat. 
 
    Maybe there was another, more powerful nation across the sea. In the cavern Lowellin said there were other pieces of the key he still needed to acquire. It was why he wanted Fen kept alive, in case he needed him again. Maybe he needed the Samkaran army to invade the nation where the next piece was kept. 
 
    Which still didn’t explain why he simply didn’t take Fen with him and go steal the other pieces. With Ilsith’s ability to travel through the shadows, there wasn’t anywhere he couldn’t go. Maybe whoever had the next piece of the key was protecting it from Lowellin somehow, and that was why he needed Samkara’s army. 
 
    Too many questions and not enough answers. 
 
    Fen shivered and wrapped his arms around himself, cold even though the warm sun was shining on him. The chaos power had spread throughout his body, rendering him helpless. There was no way he could reach Stone power. Even the slightest attempt to reach for it caused spasms of pain. Not since that dark night when Samkara fell to the Maradi had he felt so utterly helpless. The forces arrayed against him were so vast, so completely beyond him. Despair threatened to swallow him in its dark folds. 
 
    Fen pressed the heels of his hands into his eyes and fought the urge to simply lie down and give up. 
 
    He heard a voice and looked up. What he saw brought light into his darkness. 
 
    It was Ravin. Her dress was dirty and torn, and there was a bloody scratch on her cheek, but she’d never looked more beautiful than she did right then. Corporal Ryen had his hand on her arm, stopping her from going to Fen. “No one is allowed to speak to the prisoner.” 
 
    She pulled away from him, her dark eyes flashing. “Why? What are you afraid of?” She held up her hands. “I’m a girl. I’m not armed. Do you think I’ll take your sword away and free him? Is that it?” 
 
    There were still a number of soldiers loitering nearby, and a couple of them chuckled when she said that. Ryen’s face turned red, and he coughed into his hand. “Miss, my orders are—” 
 
    “To make sure he doesn’t escape, right?” 
 
    Ryen shifted his feet. He looked to the other soldiers posted as guards for help but saw none. “Well…” 
 
    “Let me speak to him. What harm can it do?” 
 
    Ryen wiped sweat from his forehead. “Okay. But make it quick, before the captain comes back.” 
 
    Ravin touched his arm. “Thank you.” She hurried over to Fen. Fen tried to stand, but he was still weak, and she put her hand on his shoulder and stopped him. “It’s okay, Fen.” She dropped into a crouch beside him. 
 
    “You’re okay,” Fen said, touching her face. “I was afraid you wouldn’t make it out of there.” 
 
    “It wasn’t easy. I fell down a few times. I barked my shin pretty hard.” 
 
    “No one bothered you in the city?” 
 
    “I ran into Wolfpack squad after I left the cemetery,” she said. “They escorted me out.” 
 
    Fen felt a lump of gratitude toward his squad mates. 
 
    She took hold of his hands. “You’re freezing.” 
 
    “It’s nothing,” he said. 
 
    “Don’t say that. It’s not nothing. It’s the chaos power that Ilsith infected you with, isn’t it?” 
 
    He nodded. “I feel like there’s a war going on inside me.” He shivered again. 
 
    “What is it doing to you?” 
 
    “I can’t reach the Stone,” he whispered, looking around to make sure none of the guards were close enough to hear. Ryen was hovering close, looking around worriedly, but he gave no sign of hearing. “It’s like the chaos power is a wall of ice between it and me.” 
 
    “Lowellin did it because he’s afraid of you,” she said. “He knows you have the power to stop him.” 
 
    Fen managed a rueful smile. “I don’t feel very powerful right now.” 
 
    “You’ll find a way to break through.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure about that. It’s so distant. I can barely feel it at all.” 
 
    “No,” she said fiercely. “Don’t talk like that. Don’t ever talk like that. You’ll find a way through this. I believe in you. I’ll be right here with you the whole way.” 
 
    “About that,” he said, taking her hand. “I don’t know…I don’t know how this will go. I’m not sure I can get through to Barik. He almost killed me this morning. He would have, if Maphothet hadn’t stopped him. I don’t want you to—” 
 
    “Don’t you say it, Fen,” she snapped. “Don’t even think of saying it. I said I would stand by you no matter what comes, and I meant that. I will not abandon you, I don’t care what happens to me.” 
 
    Fen had never loved her more than he did right then. Her dedication to him, her belief in him, made all the difference. He sat up straighter, the burdens on him no longer quite so heavy. He tried a weak smile. “Okay. I’m sorry. I just don’t want you to get hurt.” 
 
    “It’s called life. There’s no way to avoid getting hurt.” 
 
    His smile was a little bigger this time. “Heard and noted.” 
 
    Her expression darkened. “What happened last night outside the walls? All of a sudden the whole army went berserk and then…” She didn’t need to say any more. They’d both seen the carnage up close. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he admitted. “It was like the Fist infected us. When he started yelling about retribution, I kind of lost my mind. All I wanted was to hurt as many of them as I could.” 
 
    She bit her lower lip. “But you…you didn’t, did you?” 
 
    He shook his head. “I almost did, though. I think maybe the Stone power protected me somewhat. Right before we charged into the city I realized what was happening.” 
 
    “And your squad? Did they…?” 
 
    “I was able to snap them out of it. Again, I think the Stone power helped me. I think it’s sort of a natural defense against the chaos power the Ankharan sorcerers are using. Which makes sense if the Shapers were put here to defend against the Devourers.” 
 
    “Thank the gods for that,” she said. 
 
    “Not gods. The masters,” Fen said. 
 
    “What? Who are the masters?” 
 
    “I don’t know exactly. They’re the ones who hid the pieces of the key here. They created the Shapers to guard the key so the Devourers couldn’t get out of the Abyss.” 
 
    “How do you know all that?” But before he could answer, she waved him off. “Later. I don’t need to know that right now. What comes next?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Fen said. He told her briefly what happened in the throne room. “I’m going back to Samkara to stand trial. I expect I’ll be found guilty and sentenced to execution.” 
 
    “No. I don’t believe that. Once the Fist calms down and you talk to him…” 
 
    “I hope you’re right, but I don’t think it’s going to be that easy. You didn’t see his expression when Maphothet told him I’d betrayed him.” 
 
    “It was that…whatever he did last night, when he drained those poor prisoners. It’s affected his thinking. You said it wore off. Maybe he’ll get better now.” 
 
    “I don’t know if it will make any difference. They’ve poisoned him. I don’t know if I can get through to him.” 
 
    “You will get through to him. I’m sure of it. He loves you like a son. Everyone knows that. We’ve all seen it, everyone who works in the palace.” 
 
    Ryen came over and put his hand on Ravin’s shoulder. “You have to go. I don’t know when the captain will get back, and I don’t want to answer to him.” 
 
    Ravin started to protest, but Fen spoke up. “He’s right. We don’t want him to get into trouble because of this. Or you. We’ll have other chances to talk later.” 
 
    Ravin grabbed him and hugged him hard. Then she kissed him and hurried away, her hands to her face. Fen looked up at Ryen. 
 
    “Thank you. I won’t forget this.” 
 
    Ryen’s eyes darted around. In what was almost a whisper he said, “It’s not right.” He looked like he would say more, but he bit the words off. He repeated his words. “It’s not right at all.” Then he went back to his post. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    As the Samkaran soldiers returned to the camp, more and more of them gathered around the tree where Fen was chained until there was quite a crowd. Fen saw surprise on a lot of faces. It was well known amongst the soldiers that he was favored by the Fist. But there were other soldiers who looked on with dark approval, men who had always envied and resented Fen’s position, assuming that it had been given to him rather than earned. One of them, a man Fen knew only by sight, exclaimed loudly, “It’s about time that young pup got what was coming to him!” 
 
    At his words, angry mutters arose from some of the soldiers who were friendly to Fen. “Shut your fat gob, Lew!” one of them yelled. 
 
    “You want to try and shut it?” Lew called back. He shoved one of the soldiers who was giving him an angry look, and the soldier straightened and was about to go after him when Wolfpack squad arrived. 
 
    Fen was relieved to see that all seven of them were there. Wallice had a cut on his arm that had been bandaged, and Lukas had a black eye that was turning purple rapidly, but overall they looked healthy enough. 
 
    “It is Fen,” Cowley said. “Fen!” he cried. He and the rest of the squad started for Fen, but the soldiers guarding him quickly moved to intercept them. 
 
    “Stop right there. No one is allowed near the prisoner,” Ryen said, putting his hand on Cowley’s chest. 
 
    “We’re going to talk to our lieutenant,” Noah said, shoving his way up beside Cowley, his chin thrust out aggressively. “If you want to stop us, you’re going to need a lot more men.” 
 
    Before Fen could speak up and tell his friends to back down, Captain Rouk emerged from the crowd and got in front of the squad. “He’s not your lieutenant,” he said, jabbing Noah in the chest with his finger. “He’s been stripped of his rank. He’s not even in the army anymore. He’s a traitor and a prisoner.” 
 
    “That’s not true and you know it,” Cowley said. “There isn’t a man among us more loyal than Fen.” 
 
    “You take those words back,” Noah said, putting his hand on his sword. 
 
    Rouk spit on the ground and sneered at the short man. “I won’t. He’s a traitor. We have an eye witness. Sergeant Ely saw him attack the Ankharans during the battle.” 
 
    “Ely’s a damned liar then,” Noah said, ripping his sword from its sheath. “And everyone knows you have it in for Fen. Get out of our way, or I’ll cut you down right here.” He dropped into a battle crouch as the rest of his squad also drew their weapons and readied themselves. 
 
    Rouk and the men assigned to guard Fen drew their swords as well, and Rouk called out for the watching soldiers to aid them. A few of the soldiers left the crowd and did so, but most stayed where they were, watching with mixed expressions. 
 
    Fen came to his feet, though the movement sent waves of dizziness passing over him. He had to lean against the tree to stay on his feet. “Stand down!” he yelled, putting as much authority into his voice as he could. 
 
    “Not until we get to talk to you,” Noah called back. Surprisingly, even Strout nodded when he said this. 
 
    “I said to stand down!” Fen said sharply. 
 
    The squad hesitated for a few more seconds, torn between obeying Fen and protecting him. Then Cowley sheathed his sword. 
 
    “There doesn’t have to be trouble,” Cowley said. “We only want to talk to him.” 
 
    “You’ll do no such thing unless you want to join him,” Rouk snarled, still holding his sword. “He’s a filthy traitor, and he’s going to pay for it.” 
 
    His words cut off as Wallice and Eben, the two dark-eyed brothers, suddenly burst forward in unison. Wallice’s sword flashed, and Rouk’s blade was knocked from his hand. Eben’s sword was pressed to his throat a heartbeat later. It all happened so quickly no one had a chance to react. 
 
    “Never call him a traitor again,” Wallice, the older brother, said. 
 
    “Ever,” Eben added. The younger brother’s voice was soft, but the menace in it was unmistakable, and there was something in his flat eyes that made Rouk’s bluster disappear. The captain paled. 
 
    “Easy there,” Cowley said. Carefully he put his hand on Eben’s sword to push it away from Rouk’s throat. At first Eben resisted, and Fen braced himself for the violence to come, but then he lowered his sword. 
 
    “Don’t forget,” Eben said to Rouk. 
 
    Rouk’s hand went to his throat. “I’m only doing my duty, following orders like a soldier is supposed to,” he said. “If you don’t like that your friend is chained up, take it up with the Fist.” 
 
    “Let us talk to him,” Cowley said. “I give you my word we’ll cause no trouble. Just for a little while. That’s all I ask.” 
 
    Rouk’s face twisted. “The hell I will.” He started to say something else, but Eben took a half step toward him, and he choked off the rest of his words. “The Fist will hear about this.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Cowley said. “You tell him whatever you like.” 
 
    Rouk stepped aside. “I’ll be watching.” 
 
    The squad started forward. Noah was the last one to move. He was still glaring at Rouk, his naked sword in his hand. “People like you come to bad ends,” he said. 
 
    “Are you threatening an officer?” Rouk sputtered. 
 
    Noah slid his sword back into its scabbard. “I’m only saying it happens.” 
 
    The squad gathered around Fen. His strength failing him, Fen started to slide down the tree. Lukas and Gage grabbed him and eased him to the ground. Cowley crouched down in front of him. 
 
    “I take it things didn’t go so well with the sorcerers,” he said, with a ghost of his old smile on his face. 
 
    “What makes you think that?” Fen replied, trying to smile back. 
 
    “The chains,” Cowley said with mock solemnity. “They’re a dead giveaway.” 
 
    “What’s this about the sorcerers?” Noah said, pushing his way through the others to get close to Fen. “Is that where you took off to last night? Were you chasing the foreigners?” 
 
    “I thought you agreed not to tackle them on your own,” Lukas said, and Gage echoed his words. 
 
    “I had to act, and we couldn’t leave the orphanage unguarded,” Fen said. “You know that.” 
 
    Strout sniffed. “Didn’t need more than a couple of us against that lot. They were hardly any trouble at all.” Strout was bigger than anyone else in the squad and confident in his abilities with a weapon to the point of arrogance. He was also the one who could be counted on to argue against whatever position everyone else took. “I hate to say it, but I agree with these idiots. You shouldn’t have gone running off by yourself. What could you do against them anyway?” 
 
    Cowley gave Fen a look laden with meaning. “I think it might be time to tell them,” he said in a low voice. 
 
    “Not right now,” Fen said. “Rouk’s gone. I think he went to get help. Pretty soon we’re going to have a lot more company here.” 
 
    “Tell us what?” Noah demanded. 
 
    “But I can tell them?” Cowley asked Fen. 
 
    Fen hesitated, not sure if it was a good idea for others to know his secret. 
 
    “What’s he talking about?” Lukas asked Fen. Lukas was their corporal now. The chubby boy who cried easily was long gone, replaced by a muscular young man with a serious bent. 
 
    “I knew you two had a secret,” Gage said. He was tall and slender, with a gap between his front teeth and a ready smile. He wasn’t smiling now. “I’ve seen you talking.” 
 
    Strout turned his glare on Cowley, then on Fen. “You’re always going on about how we’re a team, how we have to trust each other and all that flap. How does that fit with keeping things from us?” 
 
    “Okay,” Fen said. “You can tell them.” 
 
    “That’s a relief,” Cowley said. “You know how hard it is for me to keep my mouth shut.” Sounds of agreement from the squad met his words. “What happened? What were the sorcerers doing?” 
 
    “It’s a long story, and we don’t have time for it right now. For now, I’ll just say that what the Ankharans are up to is even worse than we thought, and I don’t know if we can stop them.” 
 
    “How’d you end up in chains?” 
 
    “They told the Fist I attacked them.” 
 
    “Which you did, right?” 
 
    Fen nodded. 
 
    “The Fist had you put in chains?” Lukas asked, his forehead creasing in a frown. 
 
    “He thinks I’m a traitor.” 
 
    “But…he trusts you. You’re like his son or something. Everyone knows that.” 
 
    “Things are different now,” Fen said. “They have some kind of control over him. He only listens to them.” 
 
    “Those cursed sorcerers,” Noah said darkly. “We shoulda cut them down when we had the chance.” 
 
    “And what chance was that?” Strout shot back. “Maybe last night when they were summoning lightning and killing every Maradi in sight? Would that have been a good time?” 
 
    Noah glared at him. “Better than sitting by and doing nothing.” 
 
    “No one’s sitting by and doing nothing,” Strout said. “For sure I’m not. But I’m picking my spot, and unless you’re as dumb as you look, you will too.” 
 
    “Can you two squabble some other time?” Cowley said. “We’re busy here.” Grumbling, Noah and Strout subsided. To Fen he said, “Do you think you’ll be able to get through to the Fist?” 
 
    “I’m going to try.” 
 
    “You really think you can get through to him?” Strout asked. He looked skeptical. “Cause you saw what he did last night, right? From where I’m standing, he looks pretty far gone.” 
 
    “He’s still in there,” Fen said firmly, thinking of the look he’d seen in the Fist’s eyes just for a moment in the throne room. He had to hold onto that. “I’ll find a way to get through to him.” He tried to make his words sound confident, but the truth was he was far from feeling confident. How completely did the Ankharans control the Fist? If he was going to have any chance at all he had to get the Fist away from them. But how was he going to do that? 
 
    “If anyone can get through to him, it’s you.” Cowley tugged on the chain. “Is that why you let them chain you up? Because you think you can reason with him still?” 
 
    Fen winced. He wished that was the reason. Funny how he’d hated and feared his power for years, and now all he wanted was to have it back. “It’s complicated,” he said at last. 
 
     “What do you want us to do?” Gage asked Fen. “Only tell us and we’ll do it.” 
 
    “Lay low for right now. It won’t help me if you get yourselves arrested too. Don’t let Rouk or Ely get under your skin. Sooner or later I’ll get a chance to talk to the Fist.” 
 
    “How about I get under Ely’s skin with the pointy part of my sword?” Noah asked. “He’s the one making up lies about you. Can’t lie if he’s dead.” Once again, the two brothers nodded fiercely. 
 
    “Is there nothing at all going on inside that skull of yours?” Strout said. “You kill Ely, and it’ll look like Fen is guilty for sure.” 
 
    “He’s right, Noah,” Fen said. “Don’t do anything rash. It will only make things worse.” 
 
    Noah muttered something under his breath. Wallice patted him on the shoulder. 
 
    There was a commotion, and they all turned to see Rouk coming toward them, a couple dozen soldiers trailing him with their weapons in their hands. 
 
    “Time to go, boys,” Cowley said, standing up. 
 
    “One last thing,” Fen said. Cowley turned back to him. “Keep an eye on Ravin for me, okay?” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    “What’s the secret?” Noah demanded, once they were out of the crowd of soldiers gathered around Fen. Rouk’s voice rose behind them, yelling at the crowd to disperse. 
 
    “Can’t it wait until after we get some chow?” Cowley asked. “I’m starving.” 
 
    “No, it can’t,” Noah said, and others in the squad echoed him. They gathered around Cowley, staring at him. 
 
    “Okay, okay, have it your way. Only, let’s move off a bit where no one can hear us. It’s supposed to be a secret, after all.” 
 
    They walked through the camp to where the horses were penned in a temporary rope corral. There was a soldier watching over the horses, but he was clear on the other side and wouldn’t be able to hear them. Cowley spoke in a low voice anyway. 
 
    “Fen has a…I guess you’d call it a power.” 
 
    “A power?” Gage asked. “What kind of power?” 
 
    “He’ll tell us if you only quit interrupting him,” Noah said crossly. “Get on with it, Cowley.” 
 
    “It’s hard to explain, and I don’t understand it very well. He doesn’t either.” 
 
    “It feels like you’re stalling,” Strout said. “Quit stalling or I’ll thump you.” 
 
    “He has a power over stone,” Cowley said. “Like, he can do things with it.” 
 
    “What kind of things?” Lukas asked, frowning. 
 
    “He can cause earthquakes, for one thing.” 
 
    “No way!” Noah exclaimed. Gage shook his head in disbelief. Lukas looked skeptical. The brothers were as impassive as ever. Oddly, only Strout looked like he believed. 
 
    “It’s true,” Cowley said. “Remember when the earth shook that day the Fist executed all those nobles? That was Fen.” 
 
    “That’s crazy,” Noah said. “You don’t really believe that, do you? It was one of those things that just happens. A…what was the word you told me, Cowley? A coin…a coin-something.” 
 
    “It’s called a coincidence and no, that’s not what it was. He’s done it other times too. He used his power to collapse the old tower. Or are you going to say that was a coincidence too?” 
 
    Strout was nodding. “I knew there was no way the tower just happened to fall right as he was getting out. I knew something else had to be going on.” 
 
    “He can do other things too,” Cowley said. “He can use the power to make part of himself like stone, so weapons don’t hurt him. And he can use it to make himself stronger.” 
 
    “That’s how he did it,” Strout said. “I’ve seen him take hits that should’ve hurt him more, and there’s a couple of times when I was fighting him, and he was way too strong.” 
 
    Lukas was rubbing his temples as if this was all hurting his head. “This is a little hard to believe, you know.” 
 
    “Oh, I know,” Cowley replied. “I wouldn’t believe it if I hadn’t seen it myself.” 
 
    “So that’s why he went after the sorcerers by himself?” Lukas asked. “Because he thought he could use his…power to stop them?” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “But where does something like that come from?” Gage asked. “Did the gods give it to him or something?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Cowley said. “But his father had it too. Fen says it killed him.” 
 
    “Fen’s father was some kind of stone monster too?” Noah asked. 
 
    “Fen’s not a monster,” Lukas said stoutly. He looked like he wanted to slug Noah. 
 
    “You know what I mean,” Noah said. 
 
    “Not when you call him a monster.” 
 
    “Wrestle over it some other time,” Strout growled. “What else can Fen do?” 
 
    Cowley shrugged. “That’s all I know.” 
 
    “But if he’s so powerful, why doesn’t he break those chains and escape?” Gage asked, his brows drawing together. 
 
    “I don’t know that either,” Cowley admitted. 
 
    “Knowing Fen, I’d say that even if he could escape, he wouldn’t. It’s that damned code of honor of his,” Strout said. His tone made it clear what he thought of Fen’s code. 
 
    “He went to fight the sorcerers,” Lukas said. “Maybe they defeated him, did something to him so he can’t use his power.” 
 
    “You really think he has some kind of magic power?” Gage asked Lukas. 
 
    “If Fen says he does, then I believe it,” Lukas said. “You know Fen. He doesn’t lie about stuff like that. Or about anything.” 
 
    “It’s one of his worst traits,” Cowley agreed. 
 
    “I bet they did do something to him,” Noah said. “Put a spell on him like they did to the Fist.” He put his hand on his sword hilt. “I say we poke them a few times and see if they bleed like regular men.” 
 
    “They defeated Fen, with all his power, but you’re going to run a sword through them?” Strout said. “Do you even think before you talk?” 
 
    Noah cursed at Strout and shoved him. Strout shoved him back. Cowley quickly got between them. “Save it for the real enemy,” he said. 
 
    “When do we rescue Fen?” Wallice asked. 
 
    “Yeah, what’s the plan?” Noah asked. 
 
    “We’re going to keep our heads down and stay out of trouble,” Cowley said, looking meaningfully at Noah. “As Fen’s closest friends, we’re already under suspicion. Let’s not give the Fist any reason to lock us up too. We can’t help Fen if we’re prisoners.” 
 
    “That’s not a plan,” Noah said darkly. “That’s standing around and doing nothing. I say we rescue him tonight.” 
 
    “And then what?” Cowley said. 
 
    “I don’t know. We ride away before they catch us.” 
 
    “That’s quite a plan,” Strout said sarcastically. “You think that up all by yourself?” 
 
    “Well, I don’t hear you coming up with one,” Noah snapped. 
 
    “Listen to me,” Cowley said before Strout and Noah could get into it again. “We’re not doing anything right now. We’re going to wait.” 
 
    “They execute traitors,” Noah said, his face dark. “You know that, don’t you? I don’t care what you say. I’m not standing by and letting them execute Fen.” 
 
    “We’re not letting them execute him,” Cowley said. “I promise you that.” He was starting to get irritated. He wished Fen was here to take charge. He preferred to be the one disrupting the conversation, not the one keeping it on track. 
 
    After a few more questions, the squad scattered, with Noah still grumbling. Strout stayed back with Cowley until the others were out of earshot. 
 
    “Rescuing him is going to be a problem,” Strout said. 
 
    “No kidding,” Cowley replied sarcastically. “You don’t think the Fist will let him go if we ask nicely?” 
 
    “That’s not what I’m talking about.” 
 
    “Then what are you talking about?” 
 
    “I’m talking about Fen’s stupid notions of honor. He won’t run, you know that. He’ll go on and on about the oath he took as a soldier, and how he’s willing to give his life for his king and his duty.” 
 
    Cowley sighed. “You’re right.” 
 
    “Hell yes, I’m right. If we want to save him, we’re going to have to knock him on the head first.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    The morning passed. The soldiers who had gathered around had long since dispersed, leaving Fen alone with his ring of guards. Around midday, Corporal Ryen waved down a passing servant and asked him to fetch Fen some food. The boy came back a few minutes later with a steaming bowl of thin soup. Fen ate the soup hungrily but, as hot as it was, it didn’t warm him. Not that he’d expected it to. The chill he felt came from inside him. At least it had faded somewhat. At least he didn’t feel as dizzy, and the pain was mostly gone. If there’d been a war going on inside him earlier, it was over now. There was no question which side had won. Stone power was only a faint whisper in the distance. 
 
    From his spot on the side of the low hill, Fen had a good view of the city. He saw the first captives being herded out of the city by soldiers. No, he amended. Not captives. Slaves. The thought of it sickened him. Slavery had been outlawed in Samkara for a hundred years at least. None of the nations on the island allowed slavery. It was yet another depth to which his people had sunk, and it was all because of the Ankharan sorcerers. 
 
    What did the Ankharans want with so many slaves? he wondered. A moment later he realized what the Ankharans would probably use them for, and he grew cold inside. 
 
    Their lives would be drained from them, the same as when he’d found that pool of purple light underneath the old tower. 
 
    Was the pool still there? he wondered. Lowellin told Fen he’d set them back when he brought down the tower, which could mean he’d been able to destroy it. 
 
    What was the pool for? Was it some kind of opening into the Abyss? But then why would they need a key? Unless the two worked together somehow. 
 
    Fen ground his teeth in frustration. There was still so much that he didn’t know. 
 
    One thing he did know. If Lowellin and the sorcerers were going to be stopped, it was up to him to do so. But first he had to get his power back. Nothing else really mattered if he couldn’t do that. 
 
    He closed his eyes and stilled his thoughts, turning his attention inward. Stone power was a low, steady thudding in the distance. But between him and the Stone was chaos power. The image that came to his mind was a massive wall of ice, an impassable barrier between him and Stone power. He tried pushing against it, to see if it had a weakness, but when he did a sudden, sharp, freezing pain pulsed through him, and he jerked back, biting off a cry of pain. 
 
    His eyes flew open, and he stared down at his hands. Dozens of small blisters had formed on them, the skin on them white as if from frostbite. His hands were very stiff when he tried flexing them. It was obvious he was not going to break through that barrier without paying a price. 
 
    Once again the hopelessness of his situation washed over him. He couldn’t imagine how he was going to break through the barrier. And even if he did, even if he got his power back, it wouldn’t be enough. What chance would he ever have against Lowellin, an ancient creature who had been using Stone power for eons? Fen was like a small child next to him. 
 
    He’d made a terrible mistake. He should have killed the Ankharans when he had the chance. He should have brought the whole cavern down rather than give in and do Lowellin’s bidding. He hadn’t been able to because he didn’t want to hurt Ravin, but now he saw that she was going to be hurt anyway. Along with everyone else. 
 
    In his years of training to be a soldier, he’d accepted the very real possibility that he’d have to sacrifice himself for the good of his people. He’d not just accepted it, he’d embraced it. But he’d never dreamed that he might someday be forced to sacrifice someone else for the good of many, and that that someone else would be someone he loved. Thus, when it had happened, he’d been completely unprepared, and he’d made the wrong choice. 
 
    And the worst part of all? If he faced the exact same choice right now, knowing what he did, he still wasn’t sure that he could sacrifice Ravin. 
 
    Maybe Lowellin was right when he said that love made people weak. 
 
    Still tormented by these, and other thoughts, Fen fell asleep finally, as his body gave in to exhaustion. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Fen awoke later with the realization that someone was coming. It was dark, and footsteps were approaching. He sat up. It seemed late. The camp was quiet, the fires burned down to embers. 
 
    A shape loomed out of the darkness. Fen blinked up at it. He knew a moment later who it was. “Fist,” he said, bowing his head. 
 
    The Fist stared down at him. His bald head gleamed slightly in the weak starlight. His face was lost in shadow. “Why?” he asked. “Why did you betray me? I gave you everything.” There was pain in his voice, and that pain gave Fen hope. 
 
    “I would never betray you…Barik.” Fen knew he was taking a risk, using Barik’s name instead of calling him Fist, but he had to take risks if he was to have any hope of getting through to him. “You know that. You know I’ve always been loyal.” 
 
    “I thought so, but I’m not sure what I know anymore. I don’t know who to trust.” 
 
    “You can’t trust the Ankharans. They’re lying to you,” Fen said. “They’re using you. They’re using all of us.” 
 
    Barik stood there motionless. “Maphothet said you would say that. He said you would try to convince me that they are not true allies.” 
 
    “They aren’t.” 
 
    “And yet here I stand, Samkara’s oldest enemy at my feet, my army intact. They did this. The ones you say are only using us.” 
 
    Fen tried another tack. “Have you asked yourself why? Why are they doing this? Why are they helping us?” 
 
    “Because they need our help, and we could not help them so long as Marad remained a threat.” 
 
    That surprised Fen. He hadn’t expected that. “They want our help? With what?” 
 
    “An enemy threatens them. The Ankharans are powerful, but their numbers are few. Now that we have defeated Marad, we can cross the sea and help them. Together we will crush this enemy.” 
 
    Across the sea. So he was right. Lowellin did need the army to get hold of the next key fragment, and this threat to the Ankharans was the excuse he’d come up with to feed the Fist. “Cross the sea? How?” 
 
    “In ships like the one they arrived in. They are being built as we speak.” 
 
    “That’s not really why they helped us,” Fen said. “They did it because they’re trying to get hold of the key.” 
 
    “The key?” The Fist sounded skeptical. “The key to what?” 
 
    “The key to the Abyss. So they can let the Devourers in.” 
 
    “Abyss? Devourers? It sounds like you’re making things up.” 
 
    “I’m not. I wish I was, but I’m not. That’s why they helped us conquer Marad, because there was a piece of the key hidden underneath it. There must be another one hidden in this city they want your help conquering.” 
 
    “They warned me you would say things to confuse me.” 
 
    “I’m not trying to confuse you. I’m trying to help you see the truth.” 
 
    “You’re lying.” But Fen heard doubt in the Fist’s voice. There was still a chance. 
 
    “Why would I lie?” 
 
    “For power.” 
 
    “You know that’s not how I am. You told me yourself that you valued my thoughts because you could trust that I do not seek advantage for myself. Remember?” 
 
    “I…I do remember. It is part of what sets you apart. That…and your loyalty.” 
 
    Fen went to his knees and bowed his head. “That has never changed. I swear on my life.” 
 
    “Have I been wr—” 
 
    A voice out of the darkness cut him off suddenly. “Don’t listen to him.” It was Maphothet. Fen would recognize that hissing voice anywhere. “He’s trying to trick you. He knows that you care about him, and he is using that against you.” 
 
    The Fist turned toward the dark shape of the sorcerer. “Fen has always been loyal.” 
 
    “Has he?” Maphothet asked, moving up close to the Fist and putting his hand on the man’s shoulder. Fen saw a brief glow as his hand made contact with the Fist, a glow that was gone as quickly as it appeared. “Or has he been lying to you all along, plotting against you, waiting for his chance, so he could usurp your throne and rule Samkara himself?” 
 
    The Fist turned back to Fen. When he spoke, the uncertainty was gone, and his tone was harsh. “How do you answer these charges, Fen?” 
 
    Fen stood up. “They are lies, Barik. I swear to you that—” 
 
    “I am your Fist, soldier, and you will address me as such,” the Fist barked. 
 
    “Yes, Fist,” Fen said. 
 
    “You cannot trust anything he says,” Maphothet said smoothly. “Let him answer before the court for his crimes. Until then it is best that you stay away from him, so he doesn’t have the chance to poison you with his lies.” 
 
    The Fist stepped up close to Fen. “I gave you everything,” the Fist spat, his voice barely containing his rage. Fen could feel the violence coiled within the man and how close it was to erupting. “And you repay me with betrayal. It is fortunate for you that Maphothet stays my hand, or you would not live through this night.” He was breathing hard. 
 
    Fen knew better than to press further. The Fist might snap and kill him on the spot. Besides that, he wasn’t going to get anywhere with Maphothet here. He would have to wait until he could talk to him alone again. 
 
    “You should rest, Fist,” Maphothet said. “Tomorrow there is much to be done.” 
 
    “Yes,” the Fist agreed. “Much to be done.” He whirled and strode off into the darkness. 
 
    When he was gone, Maphothet came close and whispered to Fen. “It won’t work. He belongs to us now. You’ll never get him back.” 
 
    It was all Fen could do to keep from attacking him. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    The next morning Ravin showed up shortly after sunrise. She was carrying a basket with a cloth laid over it. Behind her was another servant, a middle-aged woman, carrying a bowl of water with steam rising from it. Ryen, who had only recently taken over for the guard who’d been in charge during the night shift, held up a hand to stop her. 
 
    “He has to eat,” Ravin told him. “I’m sure the Fist doesn’t mean for him to starve.” 
 
    “You’re going to get me into trouble, you know that?” Ryen said, clearly pained. He had a blonde beard that was so pale in color it was almost invisible, and he got spots of color in his cheeks whenever he was uncomfortable, like he was now. Fen guessed the beard was meant to hide that, but it wasn’t succeeding very well. 
 
    “No, I’m not,” Ravin said. “I’ve spoken to the Fist, and he assigned me to take care of Fen.” 
 
    “Really?” Ryen asked, doubt and hope mingling in his words. 
 
    “You can ask Captain Rouk if you don’t believe me,” she said. 
 
    Ryen shook his head. “I’d rather not talk to the captain if I can help it. Go ahead.” 
 
    The women brought the things over to Fen. The servant accompanying Ravin set the bowl of water down, produced a cloth and a small bar of soap from her apron, then hurried away. 
 
    “Did the Fist really assign you to do this?” Fen asked in a low voice. 
 
    “Not really,” Ravin said, taking the cloth off the basket. Inside was a small loaf of bread, a wedge of cheese and a sausage. “But I’m sure he would if I asked him. There’s no point in bothering him though.” 
 
    “I don’t want you getting into trouble over me,” Fen said, picking up the cheese and taking a bite. “This is good cheese.” 
 
    “It ought to be. It came from the Fist’s private stock. And don’t worry about me. I can take care of myself.” 
 
    “He came to see me last night.” 
 
    “Who? The Fist?” Ravin turned a surprised look on him. “What did he say? Did you get anywhere with him?” 
 
    “He wanted to know why.” 
 
    “Why what?” 
 
    “Why I betrayed him. I tried to tell him what the Ankharans are up to.” 
 
    “Did he hear you?” 
 
    “He started to, but then Maphothet showed up.” 
 
    “That sounds like good news, that he heard you a little. It is good news, isn’t it?” 
 
    “I guess so. I feel like I could get through to him, if I had more time, and that sorcerer wasn’t around.” 
 
    “There will come a chance,” she said, taking his hand and squeezing it. “I know there will. He’s going to come see you again.” 
 
    “I hope so.” 
 
    “I know so. He loves you like a son, Fen. Whatever those sorcerers have done to him, they can’t have destroyed that. I won’t believe it.” 
 
    She dipped the rag into the water and reached for Fen’s face. He pulled back, but she made a sound like a woman does with a child that is being uncooperative and took his chin firmly in one hand. “It won’t hurt. Trust me.” 
 
    He submitted, holding still while she bathed his face, wiping away the grime and the blood. When she was done, she cleaned his neck. It felt good, but also uncomfortably arousing, and Fen was suddenly aware of his guards staring intently at the two of them. He took hold of her wrist and pulled her hand away. 
 
    “I think that’s good. If you leave the bowl here, I’ll clean up as much else as I can.” 
 
    “What? Oh, yes,” she said. She glanced around, saw the guards watching, and spots of color rose in her cheeks. She put her hand to her mouth and lowered her eyes. 
 
    “It’s wonderful to see you,” Fen said. “Knowing you’re here, and that you’re okay, makes it all bearable.” 
 
    “It’s agony for me,” she said in a choked voice, a tear appearing in the corner of her eye. “I feel so helpless…” She broke off and brushed at her eyes. “I’m sorry. I know I’m supposed to be strong for you.” 
 
    “No one can be strong all the time,” he said, touching her cheek. That caused new tears to start. 
 
    “Oh, Fen,” she said miserably. 
 
    Fen took another bite of the cheese, wishing he could find something to say to change the subject. Then something occurred to him. 
 
    “The prisoners that the Ankharans drained in order to attack the Maradi soldiers, among them was a young couple with a baby.” Fen had gotten lashes for refusing to allow Captain Rouk to leave the baby behind in the empty village. “But when they were led out with the rest, they didn’t have the baby with them. What happened to the child?” 
 
    Ravin was nodding before he finished. In a low voice she said, “I took the baby. I had a terrible feeling something bad was coming, and I couldn’t bear to let it happen to the child. I asked the mother if I could hold him, in case…” 
 
    “Where is the baby now?” 
 
    “One of the other servants lost her baby recently. The child was sickly and died shortly before we left Samkara. I took the baby to her.” Ravin swallowed hard. The tears on her face this time were tears of joy. “She cried and cried. I don’t think she’s set the baby down a single time since then.” 
 
    When she said that, the day got a little brighter for Fen. “That’s good to hear. It’s amazing, really.” And it was good. Maybe it was only one small life, only one against the thousands who had died here recently, but it was something. It meant darkness didn’t always win. He needed things like that to hold onto. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Another day passed, and on the third day after the fall of Marad, Rouk came walking up to Fen, the blacksmith following in his wake. Without a word, the blacksmith went to work releasing the chain from around the tree. Rouk crossed his arms and looked down at Fen. 
 
    “Time to go back to Samkara, where you’ll finally face the justice you deserve.” 
 
    “You know, if you weren’t such an ass all the time, maybe everyone wouldn’t hate you,” Fen replied. The words surprised him. Either being chained to this tree was getting to him, or this was Cowley’s influence finally rubbing off on him. The words certainly sounded like something Cowley would say. 
 
    Rouk turned red. The blacksmith grinned, and then hid his grin by turning his face down. “What did you say, soldier?” 
 
    “Sorry,” Fen said. “I meant to say, if you weren’t such an ass all the time, maybe everyone wouldn’t hate you, sir.” The words felt surprisingly good. He really loathed this man. 
 
    Rouk bent over him. “I’m going to enjoy watching you die,” he hissed. 
 
    “At least then I won’t have to listen to you anymore,” Fen said. Why was he egging Rouk on? he wondered. It could only make things worse. 
 
    On the other hand, he was chained up and probably headed for his own execution. 
 
    How much worse could things really get? 
 
    A flush was rising in Rouk’s cheeks. “You just got your rations cut in half. How do you like that?” 
 
    “Really? You’ve eaten the food they serve us, right? How can getting less be a bad thing?” Fen replied, still wondering at himself. This really wasn’t like him at all. But it felt surprisingly good. He’d had to swallow his tongue plenty of times around this little tyrant. It was nice to be able to speak freely. 
 
    Also, Ravin had been sneaking food to him whenever she got a chance. And a couple of other soldiers had done the same, including Ryen, who was still in charge of his guards. Ryen especially seemed troubled with how Fen was being treated. 
 
    One time he’d said, loud enough that others could hear, “It’s those blasted foreign sorcerers who should be chained here, not you.” None of the soldiers who heard him spoke out against him, and he wasn’t disciplined. Fen wondered how many soldiers shared the same sentiment. He’d noticed that a lot of the soldiers who passed by looked sympathetic. 
 
    The blacksmith finished breaking the pin that held the chain secure and straightened up. Rouk gestured to one of the soldiers on guard. “Bring him,” he said, and stalked off. 
 
    Rouk led them to an open wagon that was waiting, two horses already hitched to it. All around them the camp was buzzing with activity as the army packed its gear and got ready to hit the road once again. Men rolled up tents and loaded wagons. They packed their rucksacks and buckled on armor. They worked quickly at their tasks, as if all of them were anxious to get away from Marad, and the memories associated with the place. 
 
    “Get in,” Rouk said. Fen was still weak, and the chain encumbered him enough that his first attempt failed, and he fell down. Rouk cursed and struck him across the shoulders with the free end of the chain. Fen winced but didn’t give Rouk the satisfaction of letting him know how much it hurt. 
 
    There was a ring bolt set into the floor of the wagon, and the blacksmith ran the chain through it, then stuck a pin through the links and pounded the ends flat so it wouldn’t come free. Fen wondered what he would be able to do to the chain if he could reach Stone power. Could he use his power to bend metal? Metal was made from stone, so it seemed likely. He imagined the look on Rouk’s face if he snapped his fingers, and the chain simply broke. That would put fear into him. 
 
    Not that there was any hope of that happening. His power was as far away as ever, locked away on the other side of the thick wall of ice. He had more frozen blisters on his hands from trying, and it was still just as hopeless as ever. 
 
    Two more soldiers approached, a manacled man between them, a Samkaran soldier by his uniform. The manacled man was tall and lanky, somewhere in his thirties, with a patchy beard that did little to hide his disappearing chin. “Get in the wagon,” one of the soldiers told him. The man did as he was told and was chained to the ring bolt. The soldiers walked away. 
 
    Without preamble, the other prisoner said, “Sure, I hated the guy. Who doesn’t hate their officers? But I didn’t want to kill him.” 
 
    “What?” Fen asked, drawn out of his own thoughts. 
 
    The man leaned toward Fen. “This is all a mistake. I wasn’t planning on killing him. I mean, I sort of thought about it, and how I’d do it, but I wasn’t really going to. I don’t know how it happened.” He looked perplexed. 
 
    “I don’t really know what you’re talking about,” Fen said. 
 
    “See these?” The man held up his manacles. “They say I killed my lieutenant during the fighting in the city.” 
 
    “But you didn’t?” 
 
    The man’s brows drew together. “That’s the thing. I did. At least, it was my hand holding the sword. But I didn’t mean to. It sort of got away from me. I couldn’t think straight, you know? I was just running around chopping down anyone I saw, and then there was the lieutenant and I remembered how much I hated him, and I chopped him down too.” He lowered his head. “Other people saw. That’s why I’m in here. But I didn’t really mean to. Something came over me, I guess.” 
 
    “I think there was a lot of that going on that night,” Fen said, thinking of the battle madness that had overcome the soldiers after the Fist’s brief speech. 
 
    The man looked at him. “Is that what you did? Did you kill someone you weren’t supposed to?” 
 
    “Not really. I tried, but I wasn’t able to.” 
 
    The lanky man rattled his chains, a lost look on his face. “I gotta find a way to explain this to them. I don’t want to die.” 
 
    “What do you think happened?” Fen asked him. 
 
    The man’s face hardened. “It was them Ankharan sorcerers, that’s what it was. They spelled me. They spelled all of us. I wish I’d chopped them down.” His hands were large and bony, and he flexed them as he spoke, as if imagining squeezing their necks. “They shouldn’t be here in our land. They should go back where they came from.” 
 
    Two more soldiers approached, another manacled man between them. They chained him in the back of the wagon as well. Fen eyed the newcomer. He was a small, wiry man, lean and hard looking. His nose looked like it had been broken a few times. There were scars on one cheek, and he was missing part of a finger. He saw Fen looking at him and scowled. 
 
    “What are you looking at?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Fen replied. 
 
    “You kill an officer too?” the lanky man asked. 
 
    The wiry man gave him a scathing look, his lips peeling back from his teeth. “I was running. Almost made it too.” 
 
    “You’re a deserter?” Fen asked, surprised. That explained why he wasn’t wearing a uniform. 
 
    “That’s what they’re calling me. I call myself a man of principle.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” the lanky man asked. 
 
    “It means I don’t kill women and children,” the wiry man snapped at him. “Or enemies what give themselves up.” 
 
    “You deserted because of the slaughter?” Fen asked him. He was surprised. The man looked like a common cutthroat, the kind the meaner streets of the city were full of. 
 
    “Don’t talk to me like that,” the wiry man growled, “like you’re better than me or something. I’ve done things, sure. Killed people too. But I ain’t no killer. Not like that. I joined up with the army to fight enemies, not kill people who can’t fight back.” He jerked on the chain holding him a few times experimentally, then gave up and slumped against the side of the wagon. 
 
    “For what it’s worth, I think refusing to kill innocents is honorable of you,” Fen said. 
 
    “Unless you got a key on you, it ain’t worth much,” the wiry man replied. “The hell kind of way is that to talk anyway? ‘Refusing to kill innocents.’ You sound like one of those nancies from the old ballads. Who are you?” 
 
    “Nobody,” Fen replied. “Not anymore.” 
 
    “I’m Chern,” the lanky man piped up, holding his hand out to shake. 
 
    “I don’t remember asking your name,” the wiry man said. 
 
    “It’s going to be a long ride. We might as well trade names,” Chern said, still holding his manacled hands out. 
 
    “I’m Fen.” Fen shook Chern’s hand. 
 
    “I want my own wagon,” the wiry man said. 
 
    “What do you think happened?” Fen asked him. 
 
    The wiry man’s face darkened further. “Magic. That’s what happened. The Fist sucked them people dry and cast some kind of spell on us. Everyone went crazy.” 
 
    “But not you.” The man shook his head. “Why not?” Fen asked, curious. He figured his power had shielded him from whatever the Fist did. He’d never thought that other people might have their own resistance. 
 
    “Maybe I’m too mean and stupid for it to work on me,” the wiry man said. 
 
    Awhile later horns began blowing. Officers shouted commands. The great mass of foot soldiers formed up, carrying their packs loaded with gear and weapons. The Fist and his officers moved out first, followed by the Ankharans’ carriage, and then the rest of the mounted soldiers. Fen saw Wolfpack squad mixed in with them. They were no longer right behind the Ankharans’ carriage, but at least they were still mounted and not prisoners. That helped him feel a little better. The last thing he wanted was for them to get into trouble because of him. 
 
    After the mounted soldiers, came the wagons laden with food, extra weapons, and supplies. Behind them came several covered wagons loaded with the wounded. When the last of those was on the road, the man driving the wagon carrying Fen and the other two prisoners snapped his whip, and with a lurch their wagon started moving. They bumped over the uneven ground of the abandoned camp, past dying fires and piles of refuse, and then onto the road leading to Samkara. In front of them were a half dozen other wagons also carrying prisoners. A squad of mounted soldiers wearing chain mail over leather armor flanked them, guarding the prisoners. Rouk sat his horse nearby, watching. 
 
    Fen looked out the back of the wagon at the mass of Maradi slaves as they stumbled onto the road, taking their place at the rear of the army. There were thousands of them, chained together, driven on by soldiers with whips and clubs. It made Fen feel sick to look at them. How would the people of Samkara react when they saw their victorious army returning with slaves? He wanted to believe that they would speak out against it, but the likelihood was that they would lower their eyes and look away as most of the soldiers did. 
 
    “And now we’re slavers,” the wiry man said, and spat over the side. “It’s a short road to the bottom from here.” 
 
    Hearing him, Fen felt somewhat better. Not everyone was okay with what was happening. Maybe some would make their voices heard. 
 
    But what good would that do anyway? The Fist wouldn’t hear them. He was too far lost in the Ankharans’ machinations. Fen raised his eyes to look at the ruined city of Marad. Outside the front gates stood a small crowd of children and elderly, watching as the able-bodied men and women of their city were stolen from them. Only the very old, the very young, the sick and the crippled still remained in Marad. Remnants of smoke still rose from the fields and orchards all around the city, which had been put to the torch on the Fist’s orders. Much of the city’s food stocks had probably been burned during the sack. How many of those left behind would starve? Would the city ever rebuild or was this the end for it? 
 
    Fen clenched his fists. He had to find a way to get through to the Fist. The man he knew had to be in there somewhere still. If only Fen could reach him, he would end this madness. 
 
    “What’s the Fist mean to do with all them slaves, you think?” Chern asked. 
 
    “What difference does it make to you? Once we hit Samkara they’ll chop your head off same time they chop ours off,” the wiry man said. “It won’t mean much to you then.” 
 
    “Ah, well, it was only a question.” Chern didn’t seem in the least bit bothered by the wiry man’s hostility. “It’s boring sitting here. Besides, you don’t know they’ll chop our heads off. It could be they’ll put us to work or let us sit in a cell for a few years. It’s important to stay positive.” 
 
    “I’m positive they’re going to chop our heads off. Let me know if your way keeps the axe from cutting through your neck.” 
 
    “What do you think, Fen?” Chern asked. “You think they’re going to all this trouble just to chop our heads off? I mean, if that’s the case, why not do it here and be done with it?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Fen replied. “I know they mean to put me on trial. They want people to see.” 
 
    “A trial? Why do you get a trial?” 
 
    “Are you simple or what, Chern?” the wiry man cut in. “Fen here is a traitor. The Fist wants everyone to see what happens to traitors.” 
 
    “I’m not a traitor,” Fen said defensively. 
 
    The wiry man waved him off. “I don’t give two pig farts if you are or not. Once your head comes off, you won’t care either.” 
 
    “What’s your obsession with heads being chopped off?” Chern asked him. “Is that all you think about?” 
 
    “What else should I think about? Seems kind of a big event in a man’s life, his head leaving his shoulders.” 
 
    “It’s hard to stay positive when you keep talking about it is all.” 
 
    “You’re not going to bleat the whole way, are you?” the wiry man sneered. “If you are, maybe I’ll see if I can get them to speed up my execution and put me out of my misery.” 
 
    “He’s got a point,” Fen said to the wiry man. “Talking about it the whole time isn’t going to help. I’d rather make the best of what time I have left.” 
 
    The wiry man gave him a dark look. “You want us to join hands and sing then?” 
 
    Chern piped up. “I know a few songs.” 
 
    “If you start singing, by the name of every god living and dead, I’ll bust you myself,” the wiry man growled. 
 
    Nobody said anything for a few minutes after that until Chern said a little sadly, “I wish you had your own wagon too.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    The army stopped at midday and the soldiers spilled out of their ranks and sat down to eat. The slaves had fallen behind quite a bit by then, and Fen suspected that letting them catch up was the main reason the army had stopped. It wasn’t to feed the prisoners. No food was brought to any of the wagons carrying prisoners. He wondered where Ravin was right then. 
 
    Wolfpack squad went riding by then, looking like they were heading out on patrol. They veered close to the wagon and called out to Fen. Rouk shouted at them to get away, and Noah responded by flashing him a rude gesture. 
 
    “Hey!” the wiry man called to one of the soldiers guarding them. He held up his chain. “How about letting me off this so I can piss?” 
 
    The soldier looked to Rouk, who rode over and said, “Your chain’s long enough. Go over the side. Or piss on yourself. It doesn’t matter to me.” He rode away. 
 
    “It was worth a try,” the wiry man said. 
 
    “You’ll try to get it out of the wagon, won’t you?” Chern said, a worried look on his face. “I don’t want to be sitting in it…” The wiry man didn’t bother to reply. 
 
    Half a bell later, the army started rolling again. Some clouds blew in, and it began to rain. Fen and the other two were soon soaked. 
 
    At sunset the army came to a halt in a wooded area of low hills. There was a decent-sized river nearby, and many of the soldiers went over to it to wash off the dust of the road. Cook fires were built, and soon the smell of cooking food wafted over them. 
 
    “I never thought much of army chow before,” Chern said, “but I sure think a lot of it now. I hope they bring us some food soon.” 
 
    “We’ll be last,” the wiry man replied. “If they feed us at all.” 
 
    “You think they won’t feed us?” Chern asked, a worried look on his face. 
 
    “Why feed a man you’re going to decapitate?” 
 
    Chern slumped back against the side of the wagon. “I never thought about it like that.” 
 
    “You never thought is what you mean.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I like you all that much,” Chern said. He sounded like a little boy. The wiry man grunted in reply. 
 
    It was dark before anyone approached the wagon, and then it was Cowley. One of the guards assigned to watch the prisoners stopped him. “You can’t be here,” he said. 
 
    Cowley held up the bowl of food he was carrying. “I’ve got food for the prisoners.” 
 
    The guard looked at the bowl. “That’s only food for one person.” 
 
    “I’m only feeding one prisoner. Are you going to let me pass or not?” 
 
    “You feed one without the others, it’s going to cause problems.” 
 
    “Tell you what,” Cowley said reasonably. “You haven’t eaten yet, have you?” 
 
    “I hate being on guard duty. We always get our food last, and it’s burned and cold by then. Nice how they manage that. One or the other wouldn’t be too bad, but both together?” 
 
    Cowley held out the bowl. “How about I give you this food, and you let me talk to one of the prisoners?” 
 
    The guard looked around. “No funny stuff?” 
 
    “You have my word.” 
 
    “I heard that’s not too good.” 
 
    Cowley shrugged. “People talk. You can’t always believe them. But look, I’m not carrying my sword. Not even a dagger. What harm can I do?” 
 
    The guard hesitated a moment longer, then took the bowl and waved Cowley past. 
 
    “Sorry about that, Fen,” he said when he got up to the wagon. “I was hoping to get that food to you.” 
 
    “It’s okay. What are you doing here? It’s best if Rouk doesn’t see you talking to me.” 
 
    Cowley made a dismissive gesture. “Rouk is in an officer meeting. He’ll be awhile. I wanted to update you on things.” 
 
    “What sort of things?” 
 
    Cowley leaned in close and lowered his voice, so the other two prisoners couldn’t hear. “I told the lads about your power.” 
 
    “How’d they take it?” 
 
    “About like you’d expect. But I think they believe me now. Lukas and Gage do for sure. Who knows about the brothers? I think Strout buys it because then he can tell himself he lost in sword fights against you because you cheated with your power. Noah can’t stop talking about staging some foolhardy raid to free you.” 
 
    “You’ll keep him in check, won’t you? Promise me you won’t let him do something stupid and get himself killed.” 
 
    “I’ll try. But you know how he is.” 
 
    “I haven’t seen Ravin since yesterday. Is she okay?” 
 
    “I sent Lukas to check on her. She’s fine. She sent you this.” Cowley reached inside his surcoat and pulled out a small wedge of cheese. Fen took the cheese and started to break it into pieces. 
 
    “Hey, what are you doing?” Cowley asked him. 
 
    “I was going to share with the other two. They haven’t eaten either.” 
 
    “No, you’re not. You’re going to eat it yourself. Your sweetheart sent it for you. Probably stole it from the Fist’s table by the look of it. Are you going to throw your gift back in her face?” 
 
    “Okay, okay.” Fen took a bite of the cheese. It tasted amazing. 
 
    “Hey, are you eating something?” Chern asked in a low voice. 
 
    “No, and mind your own business,” Cowley told him. “We’re talking here.” He leaned in close to Fen again. 
 
    “I’ve been doing a lot of listening. Most of the soldiers are unhappy. They don’t like what happened at Marad, and they don’t like what’s been done to you. Everyone hates the Ankharans.” He lowered his voice even more. “Some are even speaking out against the Fist.” 
 
    “You’re not joining in on that talk, are you?” Fen asked, the cheese suddenly forgotten. 
 
    “No. But I’m not discouraging it either, you know what I mean?” 
 
    “Do I need to remind you that we’ve sworn oaths to him?” 
 
    “No, I remember it well enough. But surely you can see that if he keeps going along with these sorcerers that eventually…” He let his words trail off meaningfully. 
 
    “I don’t want to hear talk like that,” Fen said. “I don’t like where it leads. I’ll get through to him, I swear. You need to trust me on this.” 
 
    “Oh, I trust you plenty, Fen. It’s the Ankharans and the Fist I don’t trust.” 
 
    “You’d give up your loyalty so easily?” Fen asked him, somewhat shocked. 
 
    “Easily?” Cowley replied. “Did you not see the black magic those Ankharans used to kill the Maradi soldiers? Did you miss the part where our king sucked the lives out of those prisoners like he was some kind of dreadbeast or something?” Dreadbeasts were monsters from children’s stories, men who drank the blood of others and from that gained their power. 
 
    “He’s not himself,” Fen said stubbornly. 
 
    “That’s pretty clear. What’s also clear is that there are a lot of people who are second-guessing themselves now.” 
 
    “Promise me you won’t join them,” Fen said. “Promise me you’ll stay loyal.” 
 
    Cowley shook his head. “I won’t do that, Fen. I swore an oath, sure, but if the man I swore that oath to isn’t himself anymore, I don’t know that the oath still holds. And I’m not letting him execute you, I don’t care what you say.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be in Samkara soon,” the wiry man said. He still hadn’t told either of them his name, and it didn’t look like he ever would. Ahead, through the cloud of dust thrown up by the marching feet of the army, the city could be seen sitting on low hills by the sea. 
 
    “It’ll be good to get out of this wagon,” Chern said, trying his best to stretch. “I think I forgot how to stand up.” They’d been chained in the wagon non-stop since leaving Marad. 
 
    “Don’t be in too much of a hurry to get out. It’s a short walk to the executioner’s block,” the wiry man said. 
 
    “You know what your problem is?” Chern said. “You only see the bad side of everything.” 
 
    The wiry man looked at him and shook his head disbelievingly. “There a good side to getting your head removed from your shoulders?” 
 
    “You don’t know it’s the chopping block. It could be we’ll be hanged instead.” 
 
    “I don’t see how that’s necessarily better. Dead is still dead, after all. However it comes about. And hanging’s only for those convicted of soft crimes. Desertion? Killing an officer? Those are hard crimes, make no mistake.” 
 
    Fen wasn’t listening to their argument. He was shading his eyes, trying to see through the dust. He could see the masts of the black ship the Ankharans had arrived in. Next to it were the masts of another ship. “When did that get here?” 
 
    He said the words mostly to himself, but both the other men turned to look. “Looks like another ship showed up,” Chern said. 
 
    “We can all see that,” the wiry man said. “Try saying something useful for once.” 
 
    “It must have come while we were gone.” 
 
    “There you go again,” the wiry man said. “You sure your crime isn’t stupidity?” 
 
    “I don’t want to be in this wagon with you anymore,” Chern replied. “You never have anything nice to say.” He said the same thing at least once a day. 
 
    “Do you think more sorcerers came in it?” Fen said. Again, he was more thinking out loud than asking, but the wiry man replied. 
 
    “Maybe. But it ain’t black like the first one, so maybe not.” 
 
    Fen hoped he was right. Trying to defeat four sorcerers and Lowellin was going to be hard enough. The thought of facing even more sorcerers wasn’t a good one. 
 
    They rode for a while in silence while the city loomed ever larger. When the lead elements of the army reached the city gates, they came to a halt. Horns blew, and orders were relayed. The whole army came to a stop. 
 
    “Why are we stopping?” Chern asked. 
 
    “Maybe so you have another reason to flap your fool gums,” the wiry man grumbled. “Or maybe because of the parade.” Flags waved from the tops of the towers flanking the city gates, and pennants hung on every tall building in the city. 
 
    “What parade?” Chern’s brow furrowed as he thought. “There’s no holiday today.” 
 
    “The victory parade, idiot. The kind they throw when the army returns after a big victory?” 
 
    “Oh, that parade.” Chern brightened. “I like parades.” 
 
    “You’re not going to see anything but the ass end of this one. No one’s going to stick around to cheer for the prisoners.” 
 
    It wasn’t long before the city gates swung open. The Fist rode through the gates first, his fist in the air. The roar of the crowd was like the crashing of the sea. 
 
    The roar continued as the high-ranking officers followed the Fist a minute later. It died down somewhat when the carriage carrying the Ankharans rolled in, but then picked up again as the first ranks of mounted soldiers rode in. 
 
    “There’s going to be quite a party tonight,” Chern said. He sounded sad. “Too bad we’ll miss it.” The wiry man made an irritated sound but didn’t reply. He was staring at his manacles as if willing them to fall from his wrists. 
 
    It took a bell before the last of the infantry and the supply wagons rolled through the gates. The cheering had moved deeper into the city then, following the route to the castle. As their wagon neared the gates, Captain Rouk came riding up, flanked by some soldiers. Following him was a blacksmith. “That one,” Rouk said, pointing at Fen. 
 
    The wagon creaked as the blacksmith climbed in. He freed Fen’s chain from the ring bolt set into the bed of the wagon. 
 
    “Get out,” Rouk said. He had a nasty glint in his eyes that told Fen whatever he was up to wasn’t going to be pleasant, but Fen climbed out of the wagon without resisting. 
 
    “Maybe we’ll see you inside?” Chern said as he climbed down. “Could be we’ll be in the same cell even.” He gave Fen a little wave. The wiry man was staring through the open gates of the city and ignored them both. 
 
    The blacksmith handed the end of Fen’s chain to Rouk, who fastened it to his saddle. Without any warning, he wheeled his horse and began trotting toward the gates. Fen had to run to keep from being dragged. His legs were stiff from sitting so long, and he almost fell a couple of times. 
 
    At the gates Rouk came to a sudden halt. Fen stopped, breathing hard. He was mostly recovered from Ilsith’s attack, but his strength and stamina had not yet returned. 
 
    “Where’s that cart?” Rouk snapped. “He was supposed to wait here for me.” One of the soldiers with him wheeled his horse and took off. 
 
    “You know why I hate you so much?” Rouk said while they were waiting. He didn’t wait for Fen to reply before continuing. “It’s because you’re one of those men who rise in the army because of who you know, instead of because of how well you do your duty and how hard you work.” He gave Fen a dark look. “Under the old king the army was full of officers like you, almost all of them in fact. Soft sons of the nobility and fat merchants, pups without a lick of worth in them, ordering hard-working soldiers like me around to puff themselves up. The Fist said those days were gone, that all rank would have to be earned from here on. But then he goes and raises you up.” 
 
    He spat on the ground by Fen’s feet and grinned at Fen. “I’ve been waiting a long time to see you humbled, thinking hard the whole way here about how I can make the moment special.” His grin grew wider. “I think you’ll be surprised at what I came up with.” 
 
    Fen saw a man coming toward them leading a donkey that was pulling a two-wheeled cart. The man was wearing a food-stained apron and looked to be one of the cook’s staff. The cart was filled with garbage and rotting vegetables. Rouk turned to him. “Hurry up there!” he yelled. “If you move any slower it’ll be tomorrow.” 
 
    The man bowed his head and pulled harder on the donkey’s lead rope, which made no perceptible difference in the animal’s speed. 
 
    The cart reached them, and then passed through the main gates into the barbican. Rouk, leading Fen, fell in behind him. Flanking them were a dozen soldiers, half of them on each side. Fen was starting to get a good idea of what was coming, and he forced himself to stand as straight as he could, to march with his eyes fixed forward and his shoulders back, as if he was on parade with his squad instead of walking toward a painful humiliation. 
 
    As they passed through the barbican, Fen could see that the large plaza on the other side of the gates was still mostly full of people, though not as packed as it had been when the army was marching through. 
 
    Once he’d passed under the portcullis, Rouk reined his horse to a stop. Slung from his saddle was one of the speaking tubes the town criers used to spread word from the king throughout the city. He raised it to his lips. 
 
    “People of Samkara!” he called, then repeated it. People in the crowd began turning toward them. “You have welcomed home your victorious, heroic army with cheers. Now I present to you their opposite, the scum who have defiled the army and the name of Samkara.” 
 
    Mutters passed over the crowd and dark looks fell on Fen. They couldn’t yet see the other wagons carrying prisoners. 
 
    “Foremost among them is the vermin I have here, a traitor whose name I will not utter, a man who betrayed his king and country. A man who betrayed all of you!” 
 
    At this the mutters turned into angry shouts and shaking fists. Rouk turned a triumphant look on Fen, then raised the horn to his lips once more. 
 
    “Ahead of me you see a cart filled with garbage. Help yourself to it, citizens of Samkara. Let the traitor feel the full depth of your hatred toward him.” 
 
    People began to crowd around the cart, pulling out garbage. Rouk spurred his horse forward, jerking on Fen’s chain to follow him. 
 
    They don’t know the truth, Fen told himself as he walked out into the plaza, and the first debris began to fly. They don’t know what they’re doing. 
 
    But even so it hurt. A moldy potato struck him on the chin, thrown hard enough to rock Fen’s head back. A blackened turnip hit him in the shoulder. But those weren’t the true source of the pain, and neither was any of the other garbage which struck him. 
 
    What hurt was knowing he had devoted his life to protecting these people, that he would, without hesitation, sacrifice himself to keep the least of them safe, and they responded by heaping hatred and scorn upon him. He knew it shouldn’t matter to him. He knew that they were being fed lies. But it hurt all the same, though he tried not to let it show on his face. 
 
    A rotted cabbage hit him in the chest, breaking open and spattering his whole torso with muck. Bugs crawled in the wreckage. Other garbage followed as the crowd pressed closer around Fen, screaming and throwing at him whatever they could get their hands on. Someone threw a tea cup that barely missed Fen’s head. That was followed by a rock that hit him in the temple and made him see stars. 
 
    Fen began to wonder if he would actually survive this walk of shame. The crowd had become a mob, and as it forced its way closer, the soldiers accompanying them were hard pressed to hold them back. A woman managed to slip through the cordon. She spat in Fen’s face and slapped him before she was hauled back by one of the soldiers. 
 
    Evidently, Rouk had come to the same conclusion, because he shouted orders at the soldiers and began laying about him with the flat of his sword, driving people back and cursing at them. He’d been ordered to keep Fen alive for his trial, and now he could see that maybe he’d gone too far in his zeal to humiliate him. 
 
    The cart was empty of garbage before they’d made it halfway across the plaza. Which reduced the things the mob could throw at Fen, but only seemed to intensify their rage. The soldiers tasked with keeping the crowd back had been pushed back nearly to Fen. They were swinging their weapons wildly, and though Fen could tell that they were trying not to hit people with the cutting edge of their blades, he also saw more than one person stumble back or fall down, bleeding. 
 
    Rouk shouted something at the soldiers guarding Fen. His words were lost in the roar of the mob, but a moment later he wheeled his horse, and they changed direction, veering off at an angle. Now they were heading for one of the smaller streets that emptied onto the plaza, rather than the main boulevard that was the official parade route. 
 
    A man wearing the canvas pants and hemp shirt of a dockworker burst through the cordon suddenly and punched Fen in the stomach hard. Fen doubled over, and the man struck him in the face, splitting his lip and filling his mouth with blood. He drew his fist back to strike again, but one of the soldiers hit him over the head with the flat of his blade, and the man collapsed on the ground. Fen spit out blood as the mob roared its approval. 
 
    The soldiers fell back another step. They were shoulder to shoulder now, sweat flying from them as they matched their finite strength against the irresistible force of the mob. An elderly woman managed to get her cane through them, rapping Fen hard on top of the head before she was thrust back. 
 
    Just when Fen was sure the mob would overwhelm them, they reached the small street and forced their way into it. Instantly the press of bodies lessened as most of the people were left behind. Several of the soldiers fell back and blocked the entrance to the street. Fen heard cries of pain and looked over his shoulder to see two people already down, bleeding badly. It looked like the soldiers were no longer using non-lethal force. 
 
    There were only a few dozen people around them now, and the soldiers were able to force them back. Gradually they gave up and fell behind, their curses still ringing in Fen’s ears. In the sudden calm, Fen could hear the soldiers breathing hard. There were muttered curses from several of them as they nursed various wounds inflicted by the mob. Rouk looked subdued, his earlier triumph quashed by how close he’d steered to disaster. 
 
    Breaking the calm was the sound of catcalls. Fen looked up to see a small gang of street urchins standing partway up a sagging wooden staircase that climbed the outside of one of the buildings facing the street. They hooted at him and made rude gestures. He saw one of them swinging something that looked like a clump of black fur. A moment later a dead cat sailed toward him. 
 
    Fen ducked. The cat hit one of the soldiers, who cursed and ran toward the boys, his sword upraised. The boys scurried upwards, still raining derision on them all, and disappeared through an open window. 
 
    With a heavy heart Fen followed Rouk down the street. He was stunned by the intensity of the mob’s hatred. They knew nothing about him. How could they hate him so much? Was this really what he had dedicated himself to protecting? He felt like he’d wasted his whole life up to this point. He’d been an idealistic fool, so caught up in his belief in the nobility of his oath that he’d failed to see the ugliness in those he’d sworn to protect. 
 
    He wiped some of the muck from his face and neck and threw it on the ground. If the only reward for his dedication was hatred, then why did he bother? Why not simply take what he could and leave others to face the consequences of their poor behavior? 
 
    Unsure which way to go to reach the prison, Rouk came to a halt at an intersection. Fen stumbled to a halt and looked around, wanting to be prepared for the next person who threw something at him or hurled insults at him. 
 
    His eyes fell on a young woman who was standing on the steps of a tenement building on the corner. Beside her, holding her hand, was a young girl. His eyes started to pass over her, but something about her looked familiar, and he gave her another look. All at once he knew who it was. 
 
    It was the young woman he’d saved from the thugs who’d broken into her home looking for her husband. There was no scorn or hatred on her face, only sadness. She looked into Fen’s eyes and Fen knew then that she remembered him too. She raised one hand, then let it fall by her side. 
 
    Rouk chose a direction and jerked Fen into motion once again. Fen watched the woman and her child over his shoulder until he could no longer see her. 
 
    The blackness lifted, and Fen silently berated himself for how easily he had given up his oath. Who cared if the entire city turned on him? Had he become a soldier because he wanted public acclaim, or had he done it out of a pure desire to protect people? By some miracle of coincidence, fate or the gods or whatever had placed that woman and her daughter in his path today in a simple rebuke to his own weakness. 
 
    He was who he was. He could not let others’ treatment of him change that. In that moment he renewed his vow to the people of Samkara and even to the Fist himself. 
 
     Fen straightened his shoulders and lifted his feet. No matter what trials beset him from this point forward, he would not again betray his principles. For if he did so, then all those who had turned out against him would be right, because he would be a traitor to something even higher than his king and his country. He would be a traitor to himself. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    In the years since Fen and the rest of his squad witnessed the wholesale slaughter of Samkara’s nobility, he’d never again looked at the Gulach, as Samkara’s prison was known. He’d been through the plaza in front of the prison a number of times, but always he’d kept his eyes averted. 
 
    Now, as Rouk led him across the plaza, he found his eyes drawn to the front wall of the prison where the nobility had bowed their heads to die, and he could not look away. The memory of that day was still so clear in his mind, the long row of men, women and children forced to their knees, the flash of steel, the spurting blood, the stench, the horribleness of it. It sickened him then, and it sickened him now. He had never been able to truly justify the Fist’s decision to slaughter all those people, even though the Fist had explained his reasoning to Fen, and it had made sense in an awful kind of way. 
 
    He wondered if the poisoning of the Fist had already been going on then, years before the Ankharans ever showed up. Probably he had been poisoned the first moment Fen saw him, when Lowellin’s hands appeared out of the shadow and blackness poured from them into the Fist’s eyes and mouth. It had taken years for the effects of the poison to fully appear—years and the appearance of the foreign sorcerers—but they’d been there all along. 
 
    How could he get through to the Fist? He’d spent so much time thinking about it over the past days, and still he felt no closer to an answer. How could he break their foul hold on Barik and make him see the awful truth of what he was doing to Samkara? 
 
    Looking at the place where all those people had lost their heads reminded Fen that he probably didn’t have all that much longer to figure it out. Usually trials happened quickly, the magistrate passed sentence, and then the sentence was carried out the next day. He might literally only have a couple of days to come up with something. 
 
    “Hey, I’m talking to you!” 
 
    A crack of leather reins across his cheek brought Fen out of his thoughts. Rouk was staring down at him angrily. Fen realized that they had reached the gates of the Gulach. The walls reared up above him, made of black volcanic rock and lined on top with sharpened spikes, so close together that not even a child could have squeezed between them. 
 
    Set in the wall was an arched gateway, with double gates bound in coarse iron bands. Two jailers stood in front of them. They wore boiled leather armor set with metal rings and leather helms. From their belts hung truncheons and short swords. Each held a halberd with a curved blade on the end. 
 
    “Sadly, it seems our time together is at an end,” Rouk said with a sarcastic smile on his face. “But I’ll get to see you executed, so I still have that to look forward to.” 
 
    Right then, for some strange reason, Fen felt pity for the man. How would it be to spend one’s life in such bitterness? Such fruit could never sustain him. It could only bring him misery. 
 
    Something in his expression angered Rouk because his mocking smile disappeared, replaced by a dark look of rage. “Gods, how I hate you,” he snarled. “Would that I could remove your head right now myself.” He threw Fen’s chain in the dirt and wheeled his horse away. 
 
    “See that the traitor is secure,” he called over his shoulder to the jailers, who left their posts and came forward to pick up Fen’s chain. 
 
    They led Fen through the gates and into the heart of the Gulach. In the center of the prison grounds stood the prison itself, three stories of black, forbidding stone. It was a squat, drab building with a single, iron door set right in the center. There were no windows on the lowest floor, and the windows on the upper floors were small and barred. The building was utterly plain except for carved stone creatures set on the roof at the four corners. They were hideous things of curving teeth and hooked claws. Each held the body of a prisoner in its mouth or claws, a dire warning for those unlucky enough to be imprisoned there. 
 
    It was a much more imposing place than the jail where Fen and the others in his squad had spent the night after being arrested by the city watch. That jail was for common miscreants. The Gulach was a whole different animal. 
 
    The gates boomed closed, and men barred them from inside. The two jailers prodded Fen with their halberds, and he walked in front of them across the open courtyard to the front door of the prison. 
 
    The door swung open at their approach, and Fen’s chain was handed off to the man who emerged. He was wearing the same leather armor and helm as the other two but carried no halberd. He was young, an unremarkable-looking man with light blue eyes and a clean-shaven face. He looked at Fen curiously and seemed like he wanted to say something, but then glanced at the other jailers and didn’t. 
 
    The jailer led Fen inside, into a dimly-lit room with two smoky lanterns sitting on a desk. Sitting at the desk was a clerk. He was writing in a large, cloth-bound ledger. 
 
    “Name and crime?” he asked without looking up. His skin was very pale, and Fen could see the blue lines of his veins in the back of his hand as he wrote. 
 
    “Treason,” the jailer said, then looked at Fen. “What’s your name?” 
 
    Fen gave his name and the clerk wrote it and his crime in the ledger. The clerk ran one thin finger across the page to a number written inside a box. 
 
    “Take him to cell twenty-two,” he intoned. At no time did he look up at Fen or acknowledge him in any way. 
 
    The jailer picked up one of the lanterns and gestured to one of the closed doors set in the back corners of the room. He followed Fen to the door and unlocked it. Beyond was a narrow, low-ceilinged hallway, barred doors set on both sides. Another jailer stood in the hallway, leaning against the wall. He held up the lantern he carried and peered at Fen as he got close. 
 
    “Is this the traitor, Robbert?” he asked. There was something in his eyes that told Fen this was a man who enjoyed his job for the power it gave him over others. 
 
    “It’s him.” 
 
    “We get a lot of scum in here,” he told Fen, “but none of them as low as you.” He poked Fen in the chest with one finger. “I’m going to personally make sure your time in here is hell.” 
 
    Fen and Robbert passed through another locked door at the end of the hall. When that door closed behind them, Robbert said, “That’s Wats. It won’t matter what you do, but try not to give him any extra reasons to hate you. He’s a real bastard.” 
 
    “I’ll remember that.” 
 
    Robbert unlocked one of the cell doors and pushed it open. “At least you get your own cell.” he said. He looked inside. “Looks like it even got cleaned. A little bit, anyway.” 
 
    The stench of feces and urine assailed Fen as soon as he stepped into the cell. He swallowed hard against the smell, reminding himself that soon enough he wouldn’t notice it anymore. 
 
    “Put out your hands, and I’ll see if I can get those manacles off,” Robbert said. Fen held out his hands, and he began trying keys from the ring that was hooked on his belt. “One of these will probably fit.” He tried several before he found one that worked. 
 
    “Thank you.” Fen rubbed his wrists where the metal had rubbed away the skin. 
 
    Robbert went to the door of the cell and turned back to Fen. 
 
    “Did you really attack the sorcerers?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Some of the soldiers rode on ahead and got into the city a couple of days ago. I’ve heard stories, terrible stories. Is it true they sucked the lives out of a bunch of people and then turned it on the Maradis?” 
 
    “They did.” 
 
    “I was hoping it was just wild rumors.” 
 
    “I wish it was too.” 
 
    “So the rest probably isn’t rumors either?” 
 
    “What did you hear?” 
 
    “That the Fist also drained some people and when he did he got huge and crazy. Then he smashed down their gates with a big hammer.” 
 
    “That’s true too.” 
 
    Robbert sighed. “What’s going on these days?” His face went suddenly dark. “I wish you would have killed them. I wish they were dead.” 
 
    The door clanged shut, and Fen was left alone. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    There was a rough wooden cot against one wall, but no blanket or mattress. A battered, metal chamber pot. Moldy straw scattered across the floor. Robbert lit a lantern hanging on the wall of the corridor, and a weak light came through the small barred window in the door. 
 
    Fen sat down on the cot. He was trying to remain positive, but there was something about the cell door banging closed that was so cold and final that it was hard. He wondered how long he’d be in here. He wondered if he would be able to hang onto his hope, or if he would surrender to despair. He knew an old soldier who’d spent time in prison, and the man had told him that it wasn’t the filth, or the lack of real food, or the cruelty of the guards, that destroyed a man. It was losing hope that destroyed him. Somehow, he had to hang onto that, no matter what it took. 
 
    After a time, he realized something. He could hear Stone power. Since Ilsith poisoned him, he’d only occasionally been able to hear it, very faint in the distance. But now, sitting in this cell, it was stronger. Much stronger. A slow, steady thudding, rhythmic as the waves on the beach. 
 
    His pulse picked up a little. He closed his eyes and concentrated on it. It was clearly there. He wasn’t imagining it. 
 
    He reached out for it— 
 
    And once again ran up against the icy barrier Ilsith left behind. It loomed before him, forbidding and unyielding. He pushed against it. Nothing. He struck at it and recoiled in pain. He opened his eyes and looked down at new frozen blisters on his hands. Would he ever be able to break through that barrier? Would it weaken with time? 
 
    Why was Stone power louder now? he wondered. He looked around at the tiny cell. The answer was right there in front of him. He was surrounded on all sides by stone. Even the floor was stone. That must be why. Somehow, being closer to raw stone made a difference. He stood up and put his hands on the wall. After a moment he began to feel Stone power as well, a faint, steady vibration echoing through the stone. 
 
    He looked around his cell and hope blossomed. Maybe being in here was a good thing. Maybe he would grow stronger the longer he was enclosed in stone, and he’d find a way to break through that icy barrier. 
 
    He spent the next few hours trying. He attacked the icy barrier with all his strength. He tried going around it. He ordered Stone power to come to him, thinking that maybe it would break the barrier. Nothing worked. It was frustrating. He was used to tackling his problems head-on, defeating them through hard work, determination and sheer will power. But none of that seemed to help here. This wasn’t a physical battle. It was an inner one, waged against a foe that he couldn’t bring muscle power to bear on. 
 
    A key in the cell door brought him out of his inner struggle, and he looked up as the door swung open with a squeal of rusted hinges. Wats stood there, a sallow-faced man with a paunch and stringy, greasy hair. He had a tin plate of food in his hand. 
 
    “Chow,” he said. There was a cold smile on his thin lips. “Come and get it.” 
 
    Fen wasn’t really hungry, but he knew better than to pass up food when he had the chance. Who knew how long it might be before the next meal? 
 
    He stood up and walked over. But when he reached for the plate, the jailer dropped it on the floor. The plate hit with a loud clang and the food—some kind of grayish mush and a heel of bread—splashed out across the filthy floor. 
 
    “Oops,” Wats said. 
 
    Fen straightened and looked at him, keeping his irritation hidden. 
 
    “Pick it up,” Wats said. 
 
    “I’m not hungry right now,” Fen replied. 
 
    The man put his hand on the truncheon at his belt. “I said pick it up.” 
 
    Fen looked him over. The man was soft, no real muscle on him at all. From the way he stood—off-balance, his feet too close together—it was apparent he had no real training in fighting. Fen knew he could grab his wrist before he could draw the weapon. A quick twist, a thrust with one hip, and the jailer would be on the floor on his back before he knew what was happening. 
 
    Fen crouched and began scraping the spilled food back onto the plate. He picked up the heel of bread from where it had rolled over to the wall and stood up. 
 
    Wats knocked the plate out of his hand. “Oops. Looks like you dropped it again.” He giggled. 
 
    Again, Fen bent and retrieved the food. He was angry, but he didn’t let it show on his face when he stood back up and faced the man. The man was a bully. He was looking to get a rise out of Fen, and Fen didn’t want to give him the satisfaction. Besides, he had bigger problems on his mind than one mean-spirited jailer. 
 
    The jailer knocked the plate out of Fen’s hand again, and when Fen went to retrieve it, he shoved him. Fen straightened up and regarded him, keeping his face expressionless. 
 
    “What the hell’s the matter with you?” Wats snapped. Fen said nothing. “Did you give up already?” 
 
    “No,” Fen said truthfully. “I already tried that, and it didn’t work.” 
 
    “Are you mouthing off to me?” The man drew his truncheon and slapped it in his open hand. 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    The jailer’s mouth drew down, and the unhealthy pallor of his skin seemed to intensify. “You need a beating, is that it? I can have five men in here in two shakes. We’ll pound some respect into you.” 
 
    Careful to keep his hands at his sides and his tone neutral, Fen asked him, “What do you want me to do?” 
 
    “Mouth off so I can thump you. Or sit in the corner and cry. Some do that, you know. Big, strong men even,” he sneered. 
 
    “I don’t see the point.” 
 
    The jailer pointed the truncheon at him. “You’ll crack. They all do eventually. When the executioner’s axe gets close, you’ll cry like a baby.” 
 
    “Okay,” Fen said. What else could he say? 
 
    “You have a smart mouth. It’s going to get you into trouble.” 
 
    This time Fen didn’t reply. He simply stood there and stared at the man. Pretty soon the jailer grew uncomfortable. He stomped out of the cell and locked the door, muttering unintelligible threats the whole time. 
 
    Over the next few bells, Wats periodically banged his truncheon on the bars in the window and hurled insults at Fen. Fen ignored him. This only seemed to make the man madder. Finally, he unlocked the cell door and charged in, truncheon swinging. 
 
    Fen realized something. Fighting back would make things far worse. Not showing anything at all would only make the man angrier. He made a quick decision. 
 
    When the jailer swung the truncheon, Fen got his arm up enough to stop it from hitting him square in the head and acted like he’d been knocked down. He stayed down, covering his head with his arms, crying out every time another blow landed, begging the man to stop. 
 
    The blows stopped after a time, and Wats stood over him, breathing hard. “Did you learn your lesson, or do I got to repeat it?” 
 
    “I learned. Please don’t do it again.” Fen did his best to sound frightened. 
 
    Wats grunted, kicked him in the side once, and left the cell. 
 
    Fen got up, rubbing at the sore spots on his arms. He took more punishment than that sparring with Strout. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Fen was awakened by the door squeaking open. It was Robbert. The food he brought didn’t look any more appetizing than the first meal, but there was an extra piece of bread and a small sliver of dried meat. Not having it thrown on the floor helped too, Fen thought. 
 
    Robbert had a thin blanket tucked under one arm which he handed to Fen. “Even in the summer, this place is always cold for some reason,” he said. “Thought this might help.” 
 
    Fen took the blanket gratefully. “Thanks. It is cold in here.” 
 
    “Don’t thank me too much. It ain’t much of a blanket. None of them are, you know. Lots of holes and stains that don’t ever come out.” 
 
    “That doesn’t matter.” And it didn’t. It was the simple humanity of Robbert’s gesture that mattered. Though Fen hadn’t been in here that long, he already realized how much imprisonment could get to a person. The effects went beyond simply being confined. It was being locked away like an animal and subjected to random cruelty by the jailers. No wonder so many prisoners turned into animals eventually. 
 
    “I brought you a little extra food,” Robbert said. “Wats threw your first meal on the floor, right?” 
 
    “He did.” 
 
    “He always does that with new inmates. A lot of the jailers do. I guess it makes them feel strong or something.” 
 
    Fen paused in eating and looked up at him. “But not you?” 
 
    Robbert shrugged. “I haven’t been here that long. The others say I’ll do it too, eventually. I sure hope not.” 
 
    “No offense, but you don’t seem like the jailer type,” Fen said. 
 
    Robbert made a face. “I’m not. I hate it here. I was hoping to get on with the city watch, but they stuck me here instead. I feel like I’m just as much a prisoner as any of you locked in here.” 
 
    He went to the door, but then stood there without leaving. “You saw the other ship, I guess.” Fen nodded. “It got here a couple days after the army left. More Ankharans, but not sorcerers. Sailors and workers and such. They’re building more ships, did you know that?” 
 
    “That’s what I heard.” 
 
    “Is it true the ships are to carry the army to invade some place across the sea?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “It’s those blasted Ankharans. They should be fighting their own battles and leave us out of it. I wish the Fist would kick them out of Samkara.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    The Fist pushed his plate aside. “Take it away.” He was sitting at the table in his personal dining room. The room had a large window and a good view of the city, but the heavy drapes were closed as they always were these days, and the room was dim and stuffy. 
 
    Ravin looked down at the plate. It was clear he hadn’t eaten any of the food. He’d pushed it around a little, but that was about it. 
 
    “But you didn’t eat any of it,” she said. 
 
    He gave her a look that was almost like a little kid, caught by his mother in a fib. “Of course, I did. Just not very much.” 
 
    “You hardly eat anything anymore, sire,” she said carefully. He didn’t appear to be in one of his black moods today—he seemed sad more than anything—but it was best to be careful. “How will you keep up your strength?” 
 
    “Are you my mother now, is that it?” One corner of his mouth twitched upwards in what might have been the ghost of a smile. 
 
    “No, only one of your subjects who doesn’t want to see you sicken yourself by not eating.” 
 
    “I don’t seem to have much appetite anymore,” he said. “Food doesn’t taste right. It doesn’t satisfy.” 
 
    His words worried her. Anyone could see that the Fist wasn’t well. His color was off. He looked almost gray. He’d lost weight. He complained of being tired and spent a lot of time in his rooms, lying down. Besides that, his moods had become very unpredictable. One minute he was filled with energy and enthusiasm. The next he was sullen and withdrawn. None of the servants wanted to be anywhere near him. He frightened them. 
 
    Somehow the job of waiting on him had mostly fallen to Ravin since they’d returned, especially after the other girl who was helping came running out of the room one day pale and in tears. Ravin didn’t try to get out of it, thinking that maybe a chance would come when she’d get to put in a good word for Fen. Or maybe convince the Fist to go see him. So far the opportunity hadn’t arisen. 
 
    But what about now? He seemed calm enough. 
 
    “Fist?” she said hesitantly. He looked up at her. “Can I…can I ask you a question?” 
 
    He made a weary gesture with his hand indicating that she could continue and turned his face downward once again. 
 
    Ravin took a deep breath. She was taking a terrible risk doing this. The smallest things triggered him these days. Only yesterday he struck old Willem in the face for dropping a spoon when he was clearing off the table. He had one of his personal guards dragged away and lashed for not saluting him properly, even though the man did nothing wrong. 
 
    But if she didn’t do something, Fen would die, and she couldn’t bear that thought. She’d risk ten times as much if there was any hope of saving him. 
 
    “Have you…have you given thought to going to see Fen?” 
 
    The Fist’s head snapped up. “Fen?” 
 
    What was that she saw on his face? Was it sorrow? Loneliness? It wasn’t anger, that much she was sure of. She took courage from it. “He’s in the prison,” she said, as if maybe the Fist had forgotten. “If only he could talk with you, maybe he could explain what happened and you could…” She swallowed. “See your way to forgive him.” 
 
    “He betrayed me,” the Fist said. Strangely, it sounded almost like a question. 
 
    “Fen has always loved you. He’s always been loyal to you.” 
 
    “I never expected it,” the Fist said. He sounded sad. “He was the one person I thought I could trust the most.” 
 
    “He is, he is the person you can trust the most,” she said quickly, her heart pounding with fear and hope. “He would never betray you or his people, not for anything.” 
 
    “Maybe it is time that I go speak to him.” 
 
    Ravin felt blessed hope spring to life. “You won’t regret it, sire. I promise you.” 
 
    “He followed me around that whole night like a puppy,” the Fist said. 
 
    Ravin wasn’t sure what he was talking about. “Sire?” 
 
    “The night Samkara fell to the Maradi. He was the only other person alive in the square. He followed me the whole night and the next day too. It helped, you know. My wife and son had died only two days before, and I was stricken with grief. Having Fen there helped. He gave me a reason to—” 
 
    The Fist broke off as the door swung open. 
 
    It was Maphothet. With him was a middle-aged woman with a scarf tied over her graying hair. Right away Ravin knew she was one of the slaves taken from Marad. It was there in the beaten, terrified look in her eyes. This was a woman who’d recently lost everything. 
 
    “Leave,” Maphothet said to Ravin. 
 
    She snatched up the Fist’s plate and hurried out the servant’s door, cursing the man inwardly for his terrible timing. She’d been so close. 
 
    Ravin closed the door, but not completely. She stood there, peering through the crack. She had a feeling something bad was about to happen, something she very much didn’t want to see. But she also felt that she should see it. Sooner or later she’d be able to get in to see Fen, and any information she could bring him would be helpful. 
 
    The Fist had half risen from his chair and was staring at the woman with burning eyes. “Why is she here?” the Fist asked. 
 
    “I think you know why,” Maphothet replied. 
 
    “Do I?” The Fist’s tongue appeared in the corner of his mouth and touched his lip. 
 
    “You have a hunger now, do you not? A hunger that food does not touch?” 
 
    “How do you know that?” the Fist asked. His gaze had still not turned away from the woman. She was staring at him with increasing fear. 
 
    “Because I have been where you are. After your first time tasting power stolen from another, food is never the same again. It no longer suffices.” 
 
    With an effort, the Fist tore his gaze away from the woman and looked at Maphothet. “I won’t do that again. That was a one-time thing, so I could break down their gates. I did it to save the lives of my soldiers.” He sounded like a man trying to convince himself. 
 
    “You don’t mean that. You haven’t come this far to turn back now, not when you stand on the very threshold of godhood.” 
 
    The Fist’s eyes had drifted back to the woman, who was trying to back away, but was held fast by Maphothet. “Godhood?” He licked his lips again. 
 
    “The power we talked about, the power the gods have selfishly kept for themselves. You are so close to unlocking it.” 
 
    “It felt…incredible. Like there was nothing I could not do. I miss that feeling,” the Fist said, his voice sounding distant. 
 
    “And you will feel that way again. Only give in to your hunger.” 
 
    “It’s not right,” the Fist said in a faint voice. “I shouldn’t…” 
 
    “Right and wrong do not apply to gods.” Maphothet shoved the woman forward. She staggered and fell at the Fist’s feet. She started trying to crawl away, but the Fist bent and took her arm and pulled her to her feet. 
 
    “No no no!” she cried. 
 
    The look that appeared on the Fist’s face once he touched the woman was terrifying. His lips were pulled back from his teeth in a snarl, and a wild light danced in his eyes. He pulled the woman closer, and she scratched his face, her fingernails tearing bloody furrows in his cheek. His face darkened with rage, and he grabbed hold of her shoulders and lifted her into the air. 
 
    He barked a single, harsh word in an alien tongue. 
 
    The woman flung her head back and screamed. White light poured from her eyes and mouth and into the Fist’s mouth. When the light entered him, he went rigid. His eyes rolled back in his head, and he began to shake. 
 
    In heartbeats it was over. The white light faded to nothing. By then the woman was nothing more than a shriveled husk, her skin turned to cracked leather, lips and eyelids pulled back, limbs bowed and desiccated. The Fist dropped her and staggered back, his hands over his face. From him came muffled animal sounds. 
 
    “Give it time,” Maphothet said. 
 
    The Fist hunched over, wrapping his arms around himself and shaking madly. Before Ravin’s horrified gaze, he changed. His sunken pallor disappeared. His skin lost its grayish look. The scratches in his face closed up. When he straightened he looked fit and strong, the muscles in his arms and chest straining against his tunic. 
 
    “You see now that I was right,” Maphothet said. 
 
    “You were right,” the Fist replied. He held up one hand and clenched it into a fist. “I’m strong again.” Then he glanced down at the body at his feet and winced. 
 
    “For now, things such as this are necessary,” Maphothet said, “but once we have the final pieces of the key in our possession that will all change.” 
 
    With difficulty the Fist tore his gaze away from the woman’s body. “Yes, the key. Have you located the third piece yet?” 
 
    “We have. It is on the steppes to the north of Qarath.” 
 
    “Another city that we will have to conquer?” the Fist asked. 
 
    “No. The country is empty but for a handful of nomads. But there are other complications. That is the other reason I came here today. Sitkamose and I will be leaving with Lowellin tomorrow to secure the third piece.” 
 
    “You’re leaving?” 
 
    “Tumerisy and Akhraten will remain here, to oversee the work on the new ships.” 
 
    “The ships. I’ve been meaning to go down and look at them. How are they coming?” 
 
    “The work is proceeding quickly. The invasion of Qarath will go ahead as planned.” 
 
    Maphothet left soon after, and Ravin silently closed the door. For a minute she stood there, grappling with what she had just seen and heard. The Fist had killed again. As far as she knew, this was the first time he had done so since the night of the invasion. Was he going to begin killing regularly now? What had Samkara’s king become? And what would happen now? 
 
    Word would spread. Servants would begin leaving during the night. More riots would probably start. Was the Fist aware of the unrest in the city? Did he care anymore, or was he too far gone? 
 
    It was dangerous in the city these days. There was so much violence, most of it random. It was as if there was something poisonous in the air. The whole place was like a torch soaked in pitch, awaiting only a spark to blaze into life. 
 
    It wasn’t safe for a woman alone, even in the middle of the day. But however dangerous it was, she had to go try again to get in to see Fen. With Maphothet gone, if Fen could somehow get to talk to the Fist, maybe he could finally get through to him. That chance was worth any risk. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Fen’s cell door opened, and he looked up from his seat on the cot, blinking against the sudden light. It was Robbert. 
 
    “You have a visitor,” Robbert said. 
 
    Fen stood up quickly, wondering who it was. Could it be the Fist? He’d spent a lot of time thinking about what he would say to the man, how he might get through to him. 
 
    Then Ravin stepped out from behind the jailer, and suddenly the light from the lantern faded into nothing. 
 
    “Thank you, Robbert,” Ravin said to the jailer. 
 
    “My pleasure, miss. Wats won’t be back for a bell at least. I’ll give you as much time as I can, but I have to have you out of here before he returns.” He set the lantern on the floor, backed out of the cell, and re-locked the door. 
 
    Ravin ran to Fen and threw her arms around him. For a time neither of them spoke. She was like a dream of a life he barely remembered. She smelled like sunshine and fresh bread. He wanted to hold her forever. 
 
    At last she pulled away. She held his hands and looked up at him, smiling through her tears. 
 
    “Sorry about the smell,” Fen said. “If I’d known you were coming, I’d have cleaned up a bit.” 
 
    She gave him a quick, fierce hug. “I don’t care about the smell, Fen, you know that. I’m so happy to see you.” She looked him up and down. “How are you doing? You look thin.” 
 
    “They don’t feed us a lot and the food is…well, I’m not always sure it is food.” Fen smiled a little, trying to make a joke of it. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I should have thought of that and brought you something to eat.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. Seeing you is better than food. How did you manage to get in here?” 
 
    “I found out from Melda—she’s one of the scullery maids—that her brother Robbert was a jailer here. I begged and pleaded with the guards at the front gates until one of them went and got him. He brought me in straightaway.” 
 
    “I’m glad you’re here, but I hope the Fist doesn’t find out. I don’t want you to get into trouble on account of me.” 
 
    “Fen, you big fool. Would you stop worrying about me already? I’m fine. It’s you we have to worry about.” 
 
    His smile faded and he slumped down on the cot. She sat down beside him. “I do way too much of that,” he said, rubbing his eyes. “I’m trying not to give up hope, but it’s hard, a lot harder than I could have imagined. I have nothing to do but sit and think, and my thoughts lately have gotten pretty dark.” He tried to smile and failed. “At this point, the trial would be a relief. Anything to get out of here and see the light again.” 
 
    She leaned her head against his shoulder. “Don’t talk like that. We want the trial to be a long way away.” 
 
    “I know. I was only trying to make a joke. I should be glad for every day that passes without my trial. Every day is another chance that the Fist will come see me.” He looked at her. “Has he spoken of me at all?” 
 
    “I spoke to him today about you.” 
 
    “You did? What did he say?” 
 
    “He seemed sad. He said you were always the one he trusted most.” 
 
    “Did he…is he going to come see me?” 
 
    “I don’t know. He said he thought it was time to, but then Maphothet came in.” 
 
    Fen swore bitterly. “It’s like that man has some way of knowing when his hold on the Fist is weakening. What happened then?” 
 
    Ravin bit her lip and looked down. “The sorcerer had a woman with him, one of the slaves. The Fist, he hasn’t been eating lately. He says food doesn’t taste good anymore. He got so thin. When he saw the woman, he got this hungry look in his eyes.” Her words died off, and she moved in closer to Fen. 
 
    “He sucked her dry, didn’t he? Just like he did those prisoners.” 
 
    She nodded. “It was terrible to see. I think I’m going to have nightmares about it forever. When he was done, she was all shriveled up.” She shivered. 
 
    “How did the Fist look afterwards?” 
 
    “He looked strong again. Healthy.” 
 
    Fen leaned back against the wall and closed his eyes. The cell seemed so much worse now, made so by getting a glimmer of hope, only to have it crushed immediately. “And now he won’t come, will he?” 
 
    Ravin hesitated, pain showing on her face. “I don’t think so. He seemed like a different man afterwards. Harder, colder.” 
 
    “At least you tried. Maybe I’ll get to speak with him at the trial.” 
 
    “I have good news too.” 
 
    He opened his eyes and sat up. “What?” 
 
    “Maphothet and one of the other sorcerers are leaving tomorrow. They’ve found the final piece of the key. With him gone, maybe you’ll get a chance to convince the Fist that you didn’t betray him.” 
 
    Fen tried to push the bleakness away. He didn’t want Ravin to worry about him any more than she already did. He had to act like this was good news, even though in his heart he didn’t think it made any difference. “I’m sure you’re right, Ravin.” 
 
    “I’ll watch for another chance and talk to him again. This time there won’t be Maphothet around to interfere.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Fen said. “Knowing you’re out there, that you care, it means everything to me. It gives me something to hold onto. You have no idea.” 
 
    “We’re going to get through this,” she said, putting her arm around him. “We’re going to figure this out.” 
 
    “Yeah. Of course we are.” The words were ashes in his mouth, but he tried his best not to let her know that. He tried to draw close to her hope, as if it were a fire that could warm him, but he felt so cold, so very cold. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    After Robbert came and took Ravin away, Fen lay down on the cot and stared up at the blackness. This was a battle he could not win. He knew that with terrible certainty. He could fight his hardest, but in the end he would lose. For despair was a ruthless, implacable enemy. It never rested, never yielded. It was always there, always waiting for a moment of weakness, ready to pounce. 
 
    How many days had he been in here? Already he’d lost track. Night and day meant nothing. He had no idea whether the sun was shining, or if it rained. The world beyond these four stone walls might have ended for all he knew. Time was marked by two things: his daily meal and the movement of the jailers outside his door. How many meals had he gotten since he was imprisoned? There was no way to tell. They all blurred together. 
 
    He'd meant it, what he said to Ravin. The trial would almost be a relief. To be able to get out of here, even if only for a few bells. To finally know his fate, for good or ill. 
 
    He wondered if it hurt, having your head cut off. Surely it would happen too fast to hurt. A flash of steel, and it would all be over. He’d be free. No more fighting, no more struggling. No loneliness, no fear. It really didn’t seem so bad. 
 
    It would be easier for him than for those who still lived, he thought. He wouldn’t have to face whatever horror the Devourers unleashed when they finally broke through into this world. That they would break through he had no doubt. Who would stop them? Even if he had full access to Stone power, he probably wouldn’t be able to. No one else would even have a chance. 
 
    What sort of beings were they? he wondered. Why did the masters lock them in the Abyss? 
 
    At length he fell into a troubled sleep, where nightmares and the real world intermingled freely. Mixed in with the nightmares was a vague memory of someone bringing him his daily meal, but he never got up off the cot. Whoever it was went away, and he fell back into the nightmare world. 
 
    He became aware of a bright light in his face. He tried to push it away, but it came back. “I’m not hungry,” he mumbled. “Go away.” 
 
    “After I came all this way? I don’t think so,” said a familiar voice. 
 
    Fen sat up, rubbing his eyes. “Cowley? Is that you? Or are you just a dream?” 
 
    “Well, according to the women I’m a dream. But I never knew you felt that way about me.” 
 
    It was Cowley. He was standing there with that little smile on his face that said he’d been up to no good again. 
 
    “It is you.” 
 
    Cowley splayed his hands. “In the flesh.” 
 
    “I thought I was dreaming.” 
 
    “Are you going to sit there all day, or are you going to get up and give me the grand tour of your palace?” 
 
    “Um…there’s a cot. I’m sitting on it.” Fen gestured toward the corner. “Over there is a chamber pot.” 
 
    “You’re telling me,” Cowley said, holding his nose and grimacing. “You ever think of emptying that thing?” 
 
    Fen managed a weak smile. “The maid doesn’t come too often.” He tried to stand up, failed the first time. Cowley took his hand and pulled him to his feet. “Thanks.” Cowley let go, then had to grab him again when he wobbled. “I’m still waking up,” Fen explained. 
 
    “Did I come at a bad time? Did I interfere with one of your naps?” 
 
    “No. I can always take another one.” 
 
    “At least one of us is getting enough sleep,” Cowley said. “I don’t know when the last time was I got more than a few hours of unbroken sleep.” 
 
    Fen blinked at him. He was still having trouble getting his thoughts together. “You have trouble sleeping?” 
 
    “No. No trouble at all. When I actually get to lie down on my bed.” Cowley’s grin disappeared. “It’s gotten pretty grim out there, while you’ve been away. We have riots all the time. They’re too much for the city watch to handle, so the army keeps getting called out to help.” 
 
    “Riots? Why?” 
 
    “Are you kidding? You really don’t know?” 
 
    Fen held up his hands. “I’ve been out of touch. What are people rioting about?” 
 
    “Lots of things. The Ankharans for one. People don’t trust them, they don’t like how much power they have, they don’t like how much time the Fist spends with them. They don’t like this talk of crossing the sea to invade a nation we’ve never heard of. They don’t like the slavery.” His face darkened. “I don’t like the slavery. The gods know I’ve no love for the Maradi. But wasn’t it enough that we defeated them and burned half their city? Did we have to enslave them too? They’re being used to help build the new ships, you know. The Ankharan shipwrights, the ones that shipped in while we were gone, they work the slaves night and day. The work never stops. They’re dying like flies, Fen. It’s sickening. And it’s not just work that’s killing them. Some of the corpses coming out of the shipyards are withered and dried up, like those prisoners the sorcerers drained to clear the walls of Marad. 
 
    “There’s rumors that the Fist is doing it too, sucking the lives out of slaves. Whether it’s true or not, everyone can see how he’s changed. He’s become dark and angry. Unpredictable. One day he’s racing about filled with energy, and the next he’s completely black. He killed a supplicant, a merchant who’d come to the palace complaining that the Ankharans had seized his entire warehouse and taken all his goods. Killed him right there in the throne room with his sword!” Cowley shook his head. “People are scared, Fen. They know our king isn’t himself. They know bad things are happening.” 
 
    “No wonder they are rioting.” 
 
    “Every night.” 
 
    “That’s terrible.” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    Silence then, while Cowley stared at Fen as if expecting something. But Fen had no idea what. “It’s good to see you,” he said at last, uncomfortable in the silence. “I don’t get visitors much. It helps.” 
 
    Cowley leaned closer, his expression concerned. “How are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Really?” Cowley looked Fen up and down. Fen was suddenly acutely aware of how he must look. He hadn’t had a chance to bathe since before the attack on Marad. His beard and mustache had grown out. His clothes were filthy. “You sure about that?” 
 
    “Yeah. Why?” 
 
    Cowley sighed. “Because you never tell me anything. I always have to drag it out of you. ‘I’m Fen,’” he said in a fair imitation of Fen’s voice. “‘I don’t need any help. I can do everything by myself.’” 
 
    “I don’t do that.” 
 
    “Yes, you do. So let’s try again. How are you doing? How are you holding up?” 
 
    Fen rubbed his eyes and slumped down onto his cot. “Not so good.” He realized his hands were trembling, and he clasped them together to try to stop it. It did no good. “I’m going a little crazy in here. There’s nothing to do but think.” 
 
    “You still can’t get to your power, I take it.” 
 
    “No.” And then the words started to come pouring out. All the fears and frustrations that had built up during his time in here. Fen told Cowley about the icy wall inside him. “I can hear Stone power, on the other side of the icy wall. It’s faint, but I know it’s there. But I can’t get through to it. I’ll never be able to. No matter how hard I try, I can’t make the smallest dent in it.” He wrapped his arms around himself. He always felt so cold. “I’m losing hope,” he said in a small voice. “I find myself wishing the trial were today. Anything would be better than this. I thought the Fist would visit, that I’d get another chance to try and get through to him. But he hasn’t. I’ve heard nothing. If I can’t get my power back, and I can’t talk to him, then what hope is there?” He turned his face away, ashamed to let his friend see his despair. 
 
    Cowley put a hand on Fen’s shoulder. “There may be a third option.” 
 
    Fen glanced up at him. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Your name comes up. More and more.” 
 
    Fen stared at him, confused. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “People know who you are, Fen. They know why you’re in here.” 
 
    “They do? How?” 
 
    “Word spreads. People talk.” 
 
    “But surely…I’m in here for treason. Doesn’t that—” 
 
    “Some buy that, sure,” Cowley said. “But a lot of people know you’re in here because you tried to stop the Ankharans. They’re seeing through the lies. And a lot of them see you as a hero, Fen.” 
 
    Fen was stunned. “A hero? I don’t believe it.” 
 
    “It’s true. I’ve seen your name painted on walls. More than once.” 
 
    “That seems…it’s hard to imagine.” 
 
    “The riot last night? You want to know what caused it? It was because the Fist had scores of people arrested. They were publicly beaten. A few died.” 
 
    “Why did he do that?” 
 
    “Someone painted ‘Free Fen’ on the wall of the castle. It sent the Fist into a rage. He wanted the culprits found. He sent out the city watch. He sent out the army. He went out himself. He stood up in front of a huge crowd in Brim’s Plaza and screamed at them all, told them he’d flay everyone if that was what it took.” 
 
    Fen felt sick inside. 
 
    Cowley gripped Fen’s arm and lowered his voice. “People would follow you if they had the chance, Fen. A lot of the soldiers would. If we got you out of here, they’d rally to you. I think half the army would come over right away.” 
 
    Fen was already shaking his head as the full implications of what Cowley was saying sunk in. “No. No. You’re talking about civil war. I won’t be responsible for Samkarans killing Samkarans. There must be another way. With Maphothet gone, if I could just talk to the Fist for a few minutes.” 
 
    “He’s not coming. Even if he comes, it won’t do any good. He’s lost to us. He’s not the man he was.” 
 
    “I swore an oath to him. You swore an oath.” 
 
    “The man we swore that oath to is gone. He’s not coming back.” 
 
    “I don’t believe that. In camp that first night after we defeated Marad, he came to see me. I almost got through to him then. If Maphothet hadn’t showed up, I would have. But now that Maphothet is gone…” 
 
    “It’s too late. He’s too corrupted now. Even without the Ankharans around—and there are still two of them here—he’s not coming back. Not ever.” 
 
    “You don’t know that.” 
 
    “Yes, I do. I’ve looked into his eyes. You haven’t. He’s gone mad.” 
 
    “I can’t believe that. I won’t.” Fen cast about, looking for a straw to clutch. “I’m still alive. If the Fist is so far gone, why hasn’t he executed me yet?” 
 
    “I don’t know. But he will. Your only chance is if we get you out of here.” 
 
    “I’m not going,” Fen said stubbornly. He wasn’t sure why he didn’t take the lifeline Cowley was throwing out to him. Only that he’d sworn an oath of allegiance to the man, and he could not take that oath lightly, however much the Fist had changed. And, even more important, he still clung to the hope of reaching him. He was certain the man who’d become like a father to him was still in there somewhere, and he was the only person who could reach him. 
 
    The cell door opened and Robbert came in. “Wats is going to be coming back soon. You have to go.” 
 
    Cowley stood up. “Think about what I said, Fen. It’s going to happen with or without you.” 
 
    Fen was left alone again in his cell with his thoughts. A civil war? The thought horrified him. Samkarans turning on each other in violent conflict? It would tear the city apart. There was no way he could be part of such a thing. He would do everything in his power to keep it from happening. 
 
    And what was that? he asked himself. What could he actually do but sit in here and rot? He was helpless, as useless as a two-legged chair. 
 
    He sighed, laid down on the cot, closed his eyes, and wished for sleep to claim him, even if it was filled with nightmares. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Fen was drifting along in the timeless gray zone between sleep and wakefulness, when he heard the door down the corridor bang open and someone approaching. Not someone. At least three or four people. With difficulty he sat up and swung his legs over the edge of the cot. 
 
    His cell door opened, and several figures entered, the first one carrying a lantern. Fen put up a hand to shield his eyes from the sudden light. “What is it?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s time.” The voice belonged to Wats. 
 
    “Good,” Fen said. And he meant it. He was sick of being in here, sick of the darkness and the solitude. It was clear the Fist would never come. He’d failed, and that was all there was to it. All that was left for him was to face his death with courage, and that didn’t seem so hard. 
 
    “We’ll see about that,” Wats said grimly. “Secure him.” 
 
    Fen was grabbed roughly, and manacles were clamped on his wrists. He was jerked to his feet and held by men on either side, while a fourth jailer bent and attached another pair to his ankles. Wats held the lantern up close to Fen’s face. “Now we’ll see. We’ll see what you’re made of for real.” 
 
    “Let’s get this over with,” Fen said. 
 
    Wats’ eyes narrowed, and Fen braced for the blow, but then he shook his head and turned away. “Bring him.” 
 
    He turned and left the cell. Fen tried to follow, but the chains on his feet thwarted him, and he fell forward. The jailers kept him upright and half carried him through the door and down the corridor. 
 
    It was a bright, sunny day outside, and Fen had to close his eyes against the blinding glare. He was hustled into a waiting carriage. Wats and another jailer squeezed in after him. Wats banged on the ceiling and yelled at the driver to get moving. 
 
    Gradually, Fen’s eyes adjusted, and he could see better. It helped that the interior of the carriage was dim, made so by the curtains covering the windows. He wondered why they were taking him to his trial in a carriage. That wasn’t normal. Usually prisoners were ferried to the court in an open wagon, which made it easier for citizens to hurl abuse and garbage at the accused. 
 
    But when they got to Justice Square, where the courthouse was, Fen understood why. The square was packed with people. Thousands of them, filling it completely. The city watch had turned out in force, and there were a large number of soldiers backing them up, but their numbers were dwarfed by the crowd. 
 
    If the jailers had thought that by hiding Fen in a carriage they would be able to sneak him into the courthouse unnoticed, they were sadly mistaken. The carriage had barely entered the square before the crowd began to surge toward it. Because of the curtains, Fen couldn’t see them all that well, but what he saw wasn’t pleasant. Snarling faces, shouted curses, waving fists. 
 
    At first, he thought all their ire was directed at him, but he soon realized that while many people were yelling at him, a greater number were yelling at the soldiers and city watch. He even heard a group of people chanting “Free Fen!” as the carriage rolled by them. It surprised him. Before this he hadn’t really believed what Cowley said, how he’d become a symbol of resistance. He’d thought it was something Cowley said to try and convince him to escape. But it was real after all. What did that mean? How had it happened? He didn’t like it all that much, being the face of a growing rebellion. It wasn’t something he would ever have deliberately sought out. 
 
    The going was slow, and the carriage was frequently rocked, sometimes violently, by the press of the crowd. Fen looked over and saw Wats had his truncheon gripped tightly in one fist, his face pale. Sweat beaded on his forehead. He didn’t look nearly so certain of himself now. 
 
    “They’re not here for you,” Fen said to him. “They’re here for me.” 
 
    Wats glared at him and raised the truncheon. “Shut your mouth or I’ll shut it for you.” 
 
    The carriage stopped in front of the courthouse, and the door opened. A watch captain stuck his head in. “Move it!” he yelled. “We won’t be able to hold them for long!” 
 
    For a moment Wats froze, and Fen saw his eyes darting around like a rat looking for a hole to bolt into. Then he jerked his head at the other jailer, who grabbed hold of Fen’s manacles and jumped out. With a snarled curse, Wats followed. 
 
    A roar went up from the crowd as Fen stumbled out into the light. A triple line of city watch and soldiers were trying to hold open a lane leading to the doors of the courthouse. They were thrown backwards as the crowd surged forward, their lines buckling, close to collapsing. The watch captain was shouting something, but Fen couldn’t hear him over the roar of the crowd. Stones and empty bottles arced through the air, one striking a soldier in the face, opening a cut on his cheek. 
 
    Hands closed on Fen, and he was half-carried, half-dragged to the courthouse doors. It was all a blur of sound and fury. Fen felt something strike him on the back. A watchman to his right cried out and went to his knees as a man in the crowd struck him with a knot of wood on the side of the head. Steel flashed, and a woman screamed. 
 
    Then the courthouse doors slammed shut behind them, the heavy wood blocking out much of the noise. Wats wiped sweat from his forehead and tried to smile. “Easy as a barmaid’s buttons,” he said, but his pallor belied his words. 
 
    They passed through the anteroom and down a short, narrow hallway with a door at the end. At the end of the hallway waited the bailiff, wearing a doublet of red silk and a yellow sash, a short black coat over it. A short rod with a crystal on one end was in one hand. He was a small, nervous-looking man with a thin mustache and gray hair. There was a sudden banging on the outer doors and fresh shouting, and he flinched, nearly dropping the rod. 
 
    “Come, come,” he said to Fen. “The appointed time is approaching, and delays anger the magistrate.” To the jailers he said, “You’re not needed. You wait out here.” He opened the door and ushered Fen through. The door closed behind them, and the bailiff breathed a sigh of relief. “I’ve never seen anything like it,” he told Fen. “There’s no control, no order. It’s a terrible day for Samkara.” He seemed disappointed when Fen didn’t agree with him. 
 
    The courtroom was an oval amphitheater, the floor sunken and tiled in slate. A wall twice the height of a man enclosed the floor, preventing prisoners from escaping. A half dozen guards were spaced around the perimeter, all wearing black livery—on which was emblazoned an executioner’s axe—and holding halberds. Closed helms obscured their faces. 
 
    At the top of the wall on the side Fen entered through were tiers of public seating. More guards in black livery were stationed behind the top row of public seating, though instead of halberds they carried short swords and cudgels. The magistrate’s bench—a huge, unadorned block of black mahogany—sat at the apex of the oval, a flag with the red fist on a pole to the side. To Fen’s left was a section of seating that was fenced off from the rest, the area reserved for the king and other important persons.  
 
    The public gallery was filled with people, hundreds of them. Some booed as Fen entered. Others cheered and called his name. A scuffle broke out in the audience, and two guards rushed down and broke it up quickly, applying their cudgels freely. The two men involved were dragged out, one of them bleeding from a head wound. 
 
    Curtains behind the reserved seating were pulled back and the Fist entered, followed by several generals and an aide. A few ragged cheers greeted him. Others in the audience glared at him sullenly. The Fist took his seat on the ornate chair set close to the railing on top of the wall. His followers arranged themselves behind him and remained standing. 
 
    Even though he was a good thirty paces away, Fen could see that the Fist looked haggard. His movements were slow, those of an old man. He looked thin, and his color was all wrong, almost gray. It hurt Fen to see him like this, but it also gave him hope. Did this mean he hadn’t fed on a slave recently? Maybe not since Maphothet left? 
 
    Without realizing it, Fen took a step towards him. But his progress was stopped almost immediately as one of the guards moved forward and pressed the bladed edge of his halberd to Fen’s chest. 
 
    “What are you doing?” the bailiff said, grabbing Fen’s arm and pulling him back. “You’re only making it worse for yourself. Why would you do that?” 
 
    Without taking his eyes off the Fist, Fen allowed himself to be pulled back to his original spot. He willed the Fist to raise his head and look at him, but the man had his gaze turned down. 
 
    “There’s a way things are done here,” the bailiff said in an aggrieved voice. “You’d do well to remember that, or it will go poorly for you.” 
 
    A door behind the magistrate’s bench opened. “All rise!” the bailiff cried, holding up his rod. There was a rustle as everyone except the Fist stood up. He slumped back in his chair and rested his chin on his fist. His face was in shadow, still turned down. 
 
    The magistrate entered the courtroom. He was an elderly man, with thick jowls and no neck. His robe was black velvet and reached the floor. Around his neck on a heavy gold chain hung the symbol of his office, a blindfolded man holding an axe in one hand and a key in the other. Fen realized that he recognized the man, though it took a moment before he was able to place him. He’d been at the rooftop restaurant the night he and Cowley stopped the bandits who were robbing the place, the night before the army marched on Marad. 
 
    The magistrate took his seat. The audience sat as well. There were papers set out before him, and he looked over them for a moment. “Read the charges,” he said in a gravelly voice. His eyes flicked to Fen. If he recognized Fen, he gave no sign. 
 
    The bailiff took several steps toward the bench. From a pocket inside his coat, he took a scroll. He held it up and read from it. 
 
    “The prisoner, formerly a lieutenant in the royal army, is accused of treason against king and country.” He rolled the scroll up and tucked it away. He bowed to the bench and backed up to stand beside Fen again. 
 
    “The evidence against the accused?” the magistrate said. His eyes roamed the floor. “Where is that blasted prosecutor?” 
 
    The door behind Fen opened, and the prosecutor entered. He was wearing a blue velvet tunic and puffy, knee-length trousers, silk hose and shiny black shoes with pointed toes. A scarlet cape billowed out behind him as he walked. He was a tall, imposing man with a lantern jaw and long, iron-gray hair. He walked out to the center of the floor and bowed, first to the Fist, and then to the magistrate. 
 
    “Gods’ eyes, Simon,” the magistrate growled. “You look worse than usual. Those colors. Did you swallow a peacock?” 
 
    “I could not disappoint our illustrious guest,” the prosecutor replied, bowing again to the Fist, who still hadn’t looked up. 
 
    “Get on with it already.” 
 
    “Thank you, magistrate. I shall. I know your time is valuable and I will not—” 
 
    “Prosecutor!” 
 
    The prosecutor bowed again and coughed into his fist. He had a neatly trimmed, pointed beard, and he stroked this, as if contemplating something deeply. 
 
    “Samkara is a great nation,” he said, his voice carrying easily to every corner of the room. Clearly, he had done this many times. “A proud nation, with a proud history. We have overcome much in that history. Famine. Disease. Bloodthirsty neighbors. But the greatest threat to us has always been our ruthless neighbor, Marad. Indeed, it was not so many years ago that Marad conquered our great nation, brought us to our knees and pillaged us. It is the blackest day in our history.” 
 
    He lowered his head, as if overcome with emotion and unable to continue. He stood this way until the magistrate spoke up. “We get it. Move it along already. This chair makes my back hurt.” He looked over at the Fist. “Begging your pardon, sire. I’m not so young anymore and posturing angers me more than it used to.” 
 
    The Fist raised one hand without looking up. After a moment, the prosecutor continued. 
 
    “But the Maradi never counted on the unbreakable will of the Samkaran people, and the implacable ferocity of our beloved Fist,” he said, bowing to the Fist again. Cheers from the audience met his words, although a number of people were conspicuously silent. The prosecutor allowed himself a small smile, as if pleased with himself. “We rebuilt after that dark day, nourishing ourselves on the knowledge that our time would come. And come it did. After years of toil and sacrifice, we raised an unstoppable army and marched on Marad. At last our day of retribution was at hand!” He raised his voice at the end and flung his arms wide, clearly expecting the audience to cheer. Some did, but not all of them, and his expression darkened. 
 
    He paced the floor, his hands clasped behind his back, his demeanor serious. When he was near Fen, he stopped and looked up, surveying the audience and the Fist. He stroked his beard. “But in the midst of all this a cancer was growing. There was, among our valiant troops, one who had begun to hate, one whose envy and jealousy had hollowed him out from the inside until he was no more than the husk of a man. This man, this jealous, bitter little man, could not bear what he saw happening. And what was it that was happening? He was losing his place, pushed aside from his favored status by our noble allies from across the sea. His bitterness ate at him like acid, and when our victorious troops entered the city of Marad, he saw his chance. With murder in his heart, he attacked our noble allies when they were otherwise engaged in fighting against our mortal enemy.” 
 
    In the pause after his words the room was mostly silent. 
 
    “The man I am speaking of stands before you now. It is this man!” The prosecutor turned and pointed dramatically at Fen. Some people booed and yelled curses at Fen, but most were silent. The prosecutor scowled, clearly upset by the audience’s refusal to play along with his performance. He turned to face the magistrate. 
 
    “For his crimes, for siding with the enemy against the nation of Samkara, I ask you to find the accused guilty. I ask you to sentence him to death on the executioner’s block. Let his death be a warning to all future traitors.” 
 
    The magistrate picked at something in his teeth as he stared at the prosecutor for a few long moments. “Is that it, Simon?” 
 
    The magistrate bowed. “That is all, magistrate.” 
 
    “I hate when you do that, you know. It’s not a stage, it’s a courtroom.” 
 
    The prosecutor shrugged as if this were something he had no control over. 
 
    The magistrate looked around the courtroom. “I don’t see any of our noble allies here today.” He put a slight emphasis on the word noble, as if he found them anything but. “Do you have any witnesses to the attack?” 
 
    “I do,” the prosecutor replied. To the bailiff he said, “Call the sergeant.” 
 
    The bailiff went to the door and called for the witness. A moment later Sergeant Ely shuffled into the courtroom. His uniform was clean, and it looked like he’d bathed and shaved recently, but still he managed to look slovenly. He walked out onto the floor, saluted the Fist—who didn’t acknowledge him at all—then turned to the magistrate and saluted him as well. 
 
    The magistrate scowled at him. “Don’t salute me. I’m not a soldier.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Ely said, and started to salute again, but stopped himself. He shifted his feet and looked around. When he did, his gaze fell on the packed gallery, with everyone staring at him. His eyes widened, and he took a step back. He looked like he wanted to flee. 
 
    “Sergeant,” the prosecutor said. Ely turned to him. “Tell us what you saw on the night in question.” 
 
    “Question?” Ely said, his face scrunching up. “It was the night we sacked Marad. Ain’t no question about that.” A couple of people in the audience laughed when he said that, and he froze, his eyes darting this way and that. 
 
    “I mean,” the prosecutor continued, “what did you see the accused do that night?” He pointed at Fen in case there was further confusion. 
 
    “Oh, right.” The sergeant squared his shoulders and took a breath. “The Ankharans was working their magic, like, and I seen him come running at them all of a sudden swinging his sword.” He nodded when he was finished. 
 
    “Is that it?” The prosecutor had clearly been expecting more. 
 
    Ely pondered this. “Pretty much. What else would there be?” 
 
    “Everything. Anything. What stopped him from killing any of them, for instance?” 
 
    “Oh.” Ely thought again, then brightened. “It was me.” 
 
    Fen looked at the magistrate, wondering if he was believing this. The magistrate’s expression was unreadable. 
 
    “I suppose that makes you something of a hero, doesn’t it?” the prosecutor said. 
 
    Ely threw his shoulders back. “I suppose it does.” He shot Fen a triumphant look. 
 
    “You can go.” Ely started to salute, thought better of it, and headed for the door. The prosecutor looked up at the magistrate. “My case is complete, magistrate. I yield the floor.” He bowed and stepped back. 
 
    The magistrate looked down at Fen. “Do you have something you want to say in your defense, son?” he asked, not unkindly. 
 
    The bailiff pushed him forward before he could speak. “Approach the bench,” he hissed under his breath. 
 
    Fen shuffled forward, the bailiff gripping his elbow. The chains on his ankles didn’t allow anything else. He was tempted to say nothing. It didn’t really matter what he said. He was going to be found guilty no matter what. But then his natural stubbornness reasserted itself. If he was going to die, first he would say his piece. He looked up, not at the magistrate, but at the Fist. 
 
    “I did it,” he said. “I attacked the Ankharan sorcerers. I tried to kill them. And if I had a chance, I’d try again.” 
 
    “Are you crazy?” he heard the bailiff whisper, but he ignored him. The courtroom had gone dead silent. 
 
    “I did it for you, my Fist. I did it for Samkara. They’ve poisoned you. They’ve poisoned our nation. They are our enemies. When I took my oath as a soldier, I swore to defend my king and my country against all enemies. With my life, if necessary. You may execute me, but I will never break that oath. So long as I live, I will do all in my power to protect my people from harm.” 
 
    As he spoke he stared at the Fist, willing the man to look at him. But the whole time the Fist sat unmoving, staring down at the floor, though one hand curled into a fist. 
 
    When he finished speaking, the audience erupted. It was as if his words had broken an invisible dam holding them in check. People leapt to their feet, cheering wildly. He heard cries of “Free Fen!” A few spat at him and hurled abuse. Fights broke out almost immediately. The magistrate banged his fist on the bench and yelled for order, but it had no effect. 
 
    It took some time, and the guards broke a number of heads, but finally they got the crowd settled down. Fen watched the Fist. At no time did the man look up. When order was restored, the magistrate spoke again. 
 
    “By your own words you have condemned yourself.” The words seemed to pain him. “I have no choice but to name you traitor and find you guilty of the charge.” He glanced over at the Fist, plainly hoping for some intervention there, but none was forthcoming. He looked back at Fen. “You are sentenced to be executed. The sentence will be carried out first thing tomorrow morning.” 
 
     The audience erupted yet again, even louder this time. The bailiff yelled something, his words lost in the din. The guards converged on Fen and began hustling him toward the exit. As he was dragged away, Fen looked back at the Fist one last time. He saw the Fist look up, his eyes locking on Fen’s. In those eyes Fen saw a man caught in the throes of agony. 
 
    Then the door slammed behind him, and he saw no more. 
 
    By the time the guards got him to the carriage, word of the verdict had reached the throngs waiting in the square. The roar of the crowd was like an angry beast. Electricity crackled in the air. Fights instantly broke out in a dozen places. The soldiers and city watch didn’t even attempt to go into the crowd to quell them. Instead, they concentrated all their force right around the carriage. 
 
    Even with better than a hundred men around the carriage, they still nearly didn’t make it across the square. More than one soldier fell and was swallowed up by the crowd. The carriage rocked on its springs. The horses pulling it whinnied in fear and reared in their traces. The whole way Wats stared out the window with eyes as round as saucers, mumbling to himself. It sounded like he was saying prayers. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Once out of the square, the driver plied the whip, and the carriage picked up speed. They raced through the city streets, the carriage swaying dangerously as they rounded corners. A few stragglers chased after them but soon gave up. 
 
    The gates of the prison were open when they got there, a handful of jailers holding back the small crowd that had gathered. Those in the crowd looked up, saw the carriage bearing down on them at speed, and scattered. The carriage rolled through the gates, which were hastily closed behind it. Fen was taken from the carriage and hurried to his cell. The chains on his hands and feet were left in place, and he was shoved into his cell, the door slammed behind him. The jailers hurried away, leaving him alone. 
 
    Fen stood there in darkness, his emotions in a whirl. Burned into his mind’s eye was the final look the Fist gave him. It proved to him that the man he knew was still in there somewhere. If only the Fist would come to the prison to see him. Fen felt sure that he would be able to break through the hold the Ankharans had on him. 
 
    The Fist had looked poorly, so that must mean he hadn’t fed in a while. Which was probably why he’d given Fen that look. Not feeding meant he was fighting against what had been done to him. 
 
    Fen went to his cot and sat down. After a moment he realized he could hear Stone power in the distance once again. He hadn’t heard it a single time after leaving his cell. He closed his eyes and tried his strength against the icy barrier, still to no avail. He’d done everything he could. There was nothing he could do but wait and hope the Fist would show. 
 
    Later, the cell door opened, and Robbert came in. He was carrying Fen’s meal. He handed the plate to Fen and then stood there, his expression troubled. 
 
    “It will be all right,” Fen said. 
 
    “How?” the young man replied. “How is it going to be all right? In the morning they’re going to execute you.” His hands clenched into fists, and his jaw bunched. 
 
    Fen stood and put his hand on the man’s arm. “Don’t give up hope. There’s still time.” 
 
    Robbert removed Fen’s manacles and then went to the door. He said something Fen couldn’t quite hear. 
 
    “What was that?” Fen asked. 
 
    He turned. “I’d fight for you. Only say the word.” 
 
    His words struck Fen deeply. “Thank you,” he said. “But it won’t come to that.” Shaking his head, the young man left and locked the door behind him. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Fen was asleep when the door to his cell opened again. It was Cowley. There was no jailer with him. 
 
    “Incredible,” Cowley said. “He goes through a trial and is sentenced to die and what does he do? He takes a nap.” Despite his glib words, there was fear in his voice, and a shadow on his face. 
 
    Fen stood up as Cowley walked over to him. He took something out of his pocket and handed it to Fen. “Here.” 
 
    Fen looked at it. It was a key. “What’s this?” 
 
    “Did you hit your head? What do you think it is, a bunny? It’s a key.” 
 
    “To the door?” 
 
    “To all the doors.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Really, Fen? Do I really have to walk you through this?” 
 
    “I don’t know…” 
 
    “There’s nothing to know. It’s all worked out. You take this key. You wait until twelve bells. Then you use the key and unlock the doors. It will get you all the way out of this building. There won’t be anyone in the front office. The men at the gates will let you out. There will be a horse there waiting for you. Ride to Reacher’s Gate. The soldiers on duty there tonight are sympathetic. They’ll open it for you.” 
 
    “And then what?” 
 
    “What do you mean? You’ll be free, that’s what!” Cowley’s voice was rising, and he made an effort to get it under control. 
 
    “And then what?” 
 
    “No, Fen.” Cowley was shaking his head. “You can’t do this.” 
 
    “Follow it through, Cowley. What do I do afterwards?” 
 
    “You wait until the time is right. Then you return. People rally to you. The army rallies to you. It won’t be long, I promise. The city is going crazy out there, Fen. The Fist is barely holding it together. There are riots everywhere tonight. People are chanting your name. They want to follow you. Lead them, and let’s wipe out the sorcerers and take our city back.” 
 
    Fen shook his head. “You’re talking civil war. I can’t do that. I won’t be responsible for Samkarans killing Samkarans.” 
 
    “You don’t understand. They’re already killing each other.” 
 
    “Riots aren’t the same as splintering the army and turning it into a full-fledged civil war. You know that. I won’t do it, Cowley. I won’t have that blood on my hands.” 
 
    Cowley spun suddenly and threw the key against the wall. He swore bitterly. “I knew you were going to do this. As the gods are my witness, I knew. I told the squad.” He turned back to Fen and balled his hands into fists. “Why do you have to be like this, Fen? So bloody noble and principled all the time. Why?” 
 
    “I can’t help it. It’s who I am. I can’t change that.” 
 
    “But you’re going to be executed. They’re going to kill you, and you’re innocent. Doesn’t that count at all?” 
 
    “Am I innocent? I did attack the Ankharans after all.” 
 
    Cowley sat down on the cot and put his head in his hands. “Then don’t lead a rebellion. At least take the key and run away.” His voice was pleading. 
 
    Fen put his hand on his friend’s shoulder. “I can’t do that. There is nowhere else for me. Samkara is my home. And I swore an oath.” 
 
    “You and your bloody oath!” Cowley snarled. “I’m sick of hearing about your oath.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” And he truly was. He could see the anguish his friend was going through. 
 
    “Not really. But you will be.” 
 
    “The Fist is going to come. I know it.” 
 
    Cowley raised red eyes and looked at Fen. “You have to face reality. He’s not coming. They own him now. Completely.” 
 
    “I don’t believe that,” Fen said stubbornly. “You weren’t there in the courtroom. You didn’t see what I saw. There was a look in his eyes. He’s still in there. I know it. I can’t run. If I do, I’ll lose my chance. I know it’s a slim one, but I have to take it.” 
 
    Cowley stood up. The look on his face was grim. “You’re delusional, Fen. Maybe you always were, but you are for sure now. You’ll never get through to that man. He’s going to execute you, and nothing will change. The Ankharans will still rule this city. More people will die. People that you might have saved.” 
 
    His words hit Fen hard. It was something he hadn’t considered. Almost he wavered. But then he remembered the look on Barik’s face, and his resolve returned. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Cowley turned and stalked to the door. It was still ajar. He started to go through it, then spun and hurried over to Fen. Cowley threw his arms around him and hugged him tightly. 
 
    “You’re the best friend I ever had.” His voice was choked with tears. “The best friend I’ll ever have.” He started to say something else, but the words failed him. When he stepped back, tears were running down his face. He left the cell quickly. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    “Someone else to see you,” Robbert said, when he opened the door some time later. Fen had been sitting on his cot thinking about what Cowley had said and wondering if his friend was right. Maybe he was a fool for thinking he could get through to Barik. Maybe the man was too far gone to reach, and he was going to go to his death tomorrow morning having accomplished nothing. 
 
    But what was the alternative? Civil war? Fen couldn’t imagine being the one to cause that outcome. The death and suffering that would result would make a lie of everything he believed in, everything he’d dedicated his life to. He couldn’t do that, and neither could he simply run away. Samkara was his home. These were his people. He couldn’t leave them at the mercy of the Ankharan sorcerers. 
 
    But once he was dead, wouldn’t they be at the mercy of the Ankharans? Wouldn’t it be better to fight back? 
 
    Round and round he went, caught in a circular loop from which there was no escape, and so it was with great relief that he stood up as Robbert opened his cell door. He was hoping it was the Fist, but his heart took wing when he saw who it was. 
 
    “Ravin.” 
 
    “Fen.” She ran across the cell and threw her arms around him, burying her face against his neck. Her tears flowed freely, and her body shook with sobs. Fen felt his own tears start in response. It was some time before her sobbing died off, and she pulled back to look up at him. 
 
    “Please don’t,” he said before she could speak. 
 
    She blinked through her tears. “Don’t what?” 
 
    “Don’t try to talk me into leading a rebellion or running away. I don’t think I can go through that again.” 
 
    “Would it do any good if I did?” 
 
    He shook his head. “I’m sorry, but—” 
 
    She stopped him by putting her finger on his lips. “Don’t be sorry. Don’t ever be sorry for being who you are. Of course, I wish you would run. Even if I never saw you again, just to know that you’re still alive out there somewhere…” She trailed off and fought back fresh sobs. She was trembling. “But if you did that, you wouldn’t be the man I love.” She swallowed and tried to smile, tried to be brave. “I love you for who you are. I would never try and change you. I hope you know that.” 
 
    Her smile wavered and broke, and she threw her arms around him again. Fen didn’t know how long they stood there that time. Time lost all meaning. There was only the moment, each of them clinging to the other, knowing this was probably the last time. 
 
    Finally, the cell door opened again. Robbert cleared his throat. “I’m sorry,” he said softly, “but my shift is ending and…” He stepped back out into the corridor to give them a last minute alone. 
 
    “I won’t be there,” Ravin murmured brokenly. “Tomorrow, I mean. I can’t…I can’t watch when they…” 
 
    “Don’t give up hope,” Fen said. “He might still come. He might change his mind.” 
 
    “I’ll pray. I’ll stay up all night praying.” But he could see in her eyes that she didn’t believe there was a chance the Fist would show. 
 
    The cell door closed after her. He stood there listening as her footsteps receded down the corridor. He had never felt so utterly alone in his entire life. He came so close to calling after her, to tell her he’d changed his mind, he’d escape, and they’d run away together. 
 
    Then the next door closed, and she was gone completely. Fen sat down on his cot, put his head in his hands and wept. He didn’t weep for himself. He wept for the loss of the future they might have had together, the laughter, the tears, all the multitude of moments that comprised a life together. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Fen sat there, staring at the darkness. He didn’t know what time it was, though he guessed midnight had long since passed. He’d spent the last few bells inside himself, flinging himself over and over at the icy barrier Ilsith had left there. It did no good. 
 
    Now, utterly spent, his hands and forearms covered with fresh frostbite blisters, he gave himself over to despair. He’d failed. He couldn’t deny that any longer. He’d sworn to protect the people of Samkara from their enemies, and he’d failed. He’d hesitated too long, not acting even when he knew what the Ankharans were and the threat they posed. Making things even worse was the fact that he’d had the power to do something. He’d had it all along. And yet still he’d done nothing. 
 
    Footsteps approached. The cell door opened. Fen looked up, wondering if it was morning already, and the jailer was coming to fetch him for his execution. 
 
    But it was not the jailer who entered the cell. 
 
    It was the Fist. 
 
    Fen jumped to his feet, then remembered himself and went to one knee, his head bowed. 
 
    “Why didn’t you take it?” the Fist asked, his voice thick with suppressed emotion. 
 
    Fen looked up, confused. “Sire?” 
 
    “The key. Why didn’t you take it?” 
 
    His words stunned Fen. It didn’t seem possible. “You knew about the key?” 
 
    “Of course, I did,” the Fist snarled. “Do you think me an idiot? I knew about your friend and your girl visiting here. I was the one who okayed it. I gave the order that put the key in Cowley’s hand.” 
 
    Fen was having trouble making sense of it all. “But…why?” 
 
    “Because I wanted you to run, that’s why. I thought they would be able to convince you to run.” The Fist glared down at him. He looked disheveled, his tunic untucked, his trousers with a rip in the knee. There was blood at the corner of his mouth and a manic look in his eyes. “I should have known better,” he rasped harshly. “I should have known you wouldn’t take it.” 
 
    “You wanted me to run?” 
 
    “You think I want to execute you? You’ve been like a…” He bit down on the words and didn’t finish the sentence. He pointed a thick finger at Fen. “I’m here to give you one last chance.” 
 
    Fen straightened. “I won’t run.” 
 
    “You think I don’t know that? I didn’t come here to change your mind. If the two of them can’t change it, what chance would I have? I’m talking about in the morning, when you stand before the executioner’s block. You’ll have a final chance to speak. Throw yourself on my mercy. Say you’ve seen your error. Apologize and beg my forgiveness. Do that and I’ll commute your sentence. You’ll never rejoin the army, but you’ll be alive.” 
 
    Fen wanted to take his offer. He didn’t want to die. As the moment of his death grew ever closer, he realized how badly he wanted to live. He and Ravin could go away. They could have a life somewhere. 
 
    But then he turned his attention outward, away from himself. He looked at the Fist, really looked, and what he saw hurt. The Fist’s eyes looked strange. There was an unnatural hunger there, something that could not be denied for much longer. Fen wondered how long it had been since he’d fed. How long until he would feed again? 
 
    And like that he knew what his answer would be. 
 
    “No. I won’t.” 
 
    “What?” the Fist thundered. 
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
    “Why not?” Both the man’s hands were clenched into fists. A vein throbbed in his forehead. Fen thought he might physically attack him. 
 
    “If I do, will you renounce the Ankharans and chase them from the city?” Fen saw the answer in the Fist’s eyes. No words were necessary. “They’re evil. How can you still not see that?” 
 
    “They delivered our enemies to us, and you call them evil?” 
 
    “Look at yourself, Barik,” Fen said. “Take a moment and look at yourself. Look at what you’ve become. You feed on living people. They made you this way. How is this not evil?” 
 
    The Fist fell back a half step. He opened his mouth, but at first no words came out. He waved Fen’s words aside with one hand. “It is a temporary thing. Only until we have the pieces of the key. Then it will no longer be necessary. In war there are times that—” 
 
    “That’s a lie.” 
 
    The Fist advanced on him. One powerful hand reached for Fen’s throat. “You dare speak to your Fist this way?” 
 
    Fen didn’t flinch away. He stared steadily at the man. “If by this way you mean the truth, then yes. You told me long ago to always speak the truth to you. My greatest sorrow is that I did not do so sooner and more forcefully. The Ankharans are lying to you. About everything. They’re using you, they’re using all of us, for their own ends. Getting the key has nothing to do with achieving the power of the gods. It’s about opening our world to the Devourers.” 
 
    “Again with the Devourers,” the Fist replied. “You sound like a child afraid of a fairy tale.” 
 
    Fen came to attention. “I am no child. I’m a man, a soldier. I vowed to protect you and my nation with my life. If that means being executed, then so be it. But I will not stand by, and let those sorcerers work their evil unopposed.” 
 
    The Fist’s eyes narrowed. “You go too far.” 
 
    “No. The problem is I was always afraid to go far enough. I should have stood up sooner.” 
 
    The Fist stared at him for a moment longer, then something seemed to crack inside him. Sudden loss and fear showed in his eyes before he turned his face away. “You’ll die. Your head will roll, and nothing will change.” His words were much softer than before. 
 
    “Then I’ll die. I hope only that my death is what it finally takes.” 
 
    “Takes for what?” The Fist was practically whispering. 
 
    “For you to see the truth.” 
 
    The Fist took a step back. He raised one hand as if about to speak, then lowered it. He went through the door and started to close it. “You made your choice.” Fen stood unmoving, staring at him. The Fist glowered at him and slammed the door shut. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Fen sat on his cot, awake, the rest of the night. When his cell door opened again, he stood up and walked over to the door. Robbert looked like he’d hardly slept. There were dark circles under his eyes, and he’d missed one of the buttons on his shirt. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said miserably. 
 
    “Don’t be,” Fen replied. “I made my choice. I’m at peace with it.” And he was. The despair he’d felt earlier was gone. In its place was a sort of fatalistic certainty. He didn’t want to die. At that moment even his cell seemed a beautiful place. Life was precious, and he’d never been more aware of that fact. 
 
    But at the same time, he knew he was doing the right thing. He didn’t know what would come of his death, but that was no longer his problem. He could go to his death knowing he’d not betrayed his guiding principles. And in this world, what more could a person do? It was likely that even if he could go back in time and do everything differently, that he still wouldn’t be able to stop the Ankharans. Maybe the best a person could do was stay true to himself. Maybe that was the only thing he could really control. It was possible he was still making a mistake, but his error wouldn’t come because he’d betrayed what he stood for. It might not seem like much to others, but to Fen right then it meant everything. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Fen told Robbert. “Really.” 
 
    Robbert gave him a look that was half incredulity and half awe. “Don’t mean I have to like it,” he said as he clamped manacles on Fen’s wrists. “And if I thought it’d make a difference, I’d…” 
 
    “I know that.” Fen put his hand on the man’s shoulder. “Hold onto that feeling. The cusp is coming. Soon the people of this city will have to decide where they stand. I know when it happens you will make the right choice.” 
 
    Robbert wiped at his eyes and stepped back. “How can you be so calm?” he said in a hoarse voice. 
 
    Fen considered this. “I’ve made my decision and it’s the right one for me. Funny, I often wondered if I had the courage. If, when the key moment came, I would act in line with my beliefs or if I’d run. Now I know the answer.” 
 
    He left the cell for the last time, Robbert following. They walked out of the prison. It was just after dawn. There were a few clouds, and the wind was brisk. Birds wheeled in the sky. The path from the prison to the front gates was lined with jailers. On some faces Fen saw eager contempt. Wats grinned darkly at him and made a throat-slitting gesture. But on many faces he saw something else. Was it hope? Resolve? Determination? Or perhaps a mix of all three? 
 
    The gates swung open as Fen approached. On the other side was a thick wall of soldiers and city watch, hundreds of them with weapons in hand, holding back the crowd. When Fen appeared in the open gates a peculiar sound arose from the crowd, a sort of animal mix of need and fear and uncertainty. The emotions swirled in the air, so thick Fen could almost taste them. 
 
    To the right was the raised executioner’s platform. Ranks of soldiers stood before it, weapons drawn, eyes fixed nervously on the crowd which tightly packed the plaza. Fen climbed the stairs, feeling the eyes of the crowd on his every step. They seemed to need something from him, and he wondered what it was. Would his death provide it to them? 
 
    Near the front of the platform was the executioner’s block, beside it the executioner in his black hood. Only his eyes were visible. His torso was bare except for studded leather straps that crisscrossed his chest. Over his shoulder was a single-bitted axe. The half-moon blade gleamed in the morning sunlight. 
 
    A handful of jailers and functionaries stood in a knot on the far side of the platform. At their head was the Fist. Flanking him were the two Ankharan sorcerers still remaining in the city. They looked at Fen with cold, dead eyes. Fen saw something move under the sleeve of one. When the man shifted, Fen saw the faintest hint of purple energy crackling on the back of his hand. 
 
    The Fist looked worse than he had just a few hours before. Fen could see that it had been days since he’d shaved. Stubble covered his cheeks and neck. His eyes were red and hollow his skin gray. He fixed his eyes on Fen, a question in his gaze. Fen shook his head. The Fist’s shoulders slumped. 
 
     Fen walked up to the executioner’s block and looked out over the crowd. There was smoke rising in the distance from two different points, evidence of the riots that Cowley had spoken of. The people in the crowd stared up at him as if transfixed. No one moved. They seemed to barely be breathing. 
 
    Prompted by something he didn’t understand or try to resist, Fen spoke. 
 
    “I regret only that I do not have more to give for my people and my king.” 
 
    Something that might have been a sigh was expelled from thousands of lungs as he spoke. As if the crowd was a single organism, it shifted forward, forcing back the men tasked with keeping them from the platform. 
 
    “Do it,” the Fist said, his voice harsh with suppressed emotion. 
 
    Jailers moved forward, but before they could lay hands on Fen, he knelt before the block and rested his neck on its concave surface. The wood was cool against his skin. From the corner of his eye he saw the executioner move into position, the flash as the blade was raised. It occurred to him that now would be a time to offer up a prayer, but he couldn’t think of any, and he no longer knew what, if anything, any of Samkara’s multitude of gods stood for, or even if they existed. Instead he settled on the first words that came to mind. 
 
    “I love you, Ravin,” he whispered. 
 
    He closed his eyes. 
 
    He heard the whistle of steel through the air. 
 
    There was a feeling of impact, but it was distant, barely registered. A moment later there was a loud thump that reverberated through the platform. Fen opened his eyes and turned his head to the side. 
 
    The executioner was sprawled on his back a few feet away. By his outstretched hand was the axe. The head of the weapon was no longer recognizable. A large chunk of it seemed to have simply melted away. The executioner rolled onto his side and tried to stand, holding his right arm with his left hand, as if the arm no longer worked. 
 
    Fen stood. 
 
    A low moan came from the crowd. Then, with a single voice, thousands of people cried out. 
 
    “FEN!” 
 
    The name became a chant, repeated over and over, torn from thousands of throats. Others in the crowd shouted as well, but theirs were shouts of rage and unfulfilled violence. Before Fen’s eyes the crowd morphed nearly instantly into a howling mob. Sudden violence erupted in dozens of places at once. The mob surged forward. 
 
    Hands closed on Fen, and he was dragged back, away from the edge. The Fist was there, his eyes wild. 
 
    “Take him back to the prison! Lock him as deep as you can!” 
 
    Fen was carried off the platform. He did not resist. He was still in a state of shock. He’d been completely, utterly prepared for his own death. That he was still alive seemed impossible to him. It all might be nothing but a dream. He might still be in his cell, dozing fitfully as he waited for the end of his life. Or he might actually be dead, blood dripping from the stump of his neck. 
 
    The mob flung itself against the walls of the prison. The soldiers and city watch tasked with holding them at bay were shoved backwards like driftwood before the surge of a stormy sea. There was only a narrow corridor still remaining open, and it was clear it would not hold long. 
 
    The jailers carrying Fen ran pell-mell for the safety of the prison gates. 
 
    The corridor narrowed still further as the wave surged forward again. A man broke through the line of defenders suddenly, eyes maddened, screaming Fen’s name, though whether in support or opposition there was no way to tell. 
 
    Fen went to his knees as one of the jailers carrying him fell before the man’s charge. Almost as soon as Fen hit the ground he was plucked up, and the headlong charge continued. He had a brief glimpse of soldiers hacking madly at the crowd with their swords, of blood spraying and body parts flying, then he was through the gates. Jailers swarmed the gates, fighting to shut them against the press of the mob and dropping the heavy bars into place low and high. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    For a moment the jailers stood there, looking nervously at the gates of the prison. The noise of the crowd was a steady roar, punctuated by screams of pain and rage. The gates shifted and bulged inward slightly. The jailers took a step back. 
 
    “Think they’ll storm the prison?” one of the men asked no one in particular. 
 
    “Let’s get him into the deep cells before they can,” said Wats. He glared at Fen. “They won’t find you there.” 
 
    “What happened out there?” another of the jailers asked Fen. “Why aren’t you dead?” 
 
    “We’re not here to stand around and yap,” Wats snapped. “We’re here to lock this man up.” He pointed at two of the jailers. “You and you, bring him and follow me.” 
 
    Fen was taken back into the prison. Once in the outer office, they went through a different door than the one he’d been through before. On the other side was a storeroom filled with crates and boxes. Wats moved a stack of crates, revealing a narrow door. They went through that into a narrow hallway which led to an iron door, which Wats unlocked. Stairs led steeply downward on the other side. The stairs were narrow, and the footing was difficult. As they went deeper, moisture appeared on the niter-encrusted walls, seeping down and running across the steps. One of the jailers flanking Fen slipped and fell down a few steps, getting tangled up with Wats before he stopped his fall. Wats swore and shoved him away. 
 
    They came to a small room at the bottom of the stairs. It was clear that no one had been down here for some time. Niter and mold coated the walls. There were puddles on the rough, uneven floor. Stones had fallen out of the ceiling. One side of the room had collapsed at some point in the past. Behind the pile of debris emptiness gaped. 
 
    Opposite that was a single door. It was solid iron and badly rusted. There was no barred window in it. At first Wats couldn’t get the key to turn in the lock. Once unlocked, he couldn’t open it, and one of the other jailers had to help him. The door opened with a protesting groan and a shower of rust flakes. 
 
    Fen was thrust through the door, and they shoved it closed behind him, not bothering to remove his manacles. The lock turned. There was a line of light underneath the door that faded away as the footsteps receded. Then footsteps and light were gone, and he was alone in pitch darkness. 
 
    What happened? Fen wondered. Clearly it was Stone power that saved him, but how? Stone power had not saved him from the beatings that Wats or other jailers gave him. A check inside showed him that the icy barrier Ilsith had left was still there and still impenetrable. That left only one possibility. For the first time he considered the idea that the power which saved his life had come from inside himself, not from outside. When threatened with death it had surfaced automatically, protecting him from harm just like the time when that attacker tried to stab him in the side, on the night when he and Ravin were attacked by thugs on their way back to the castle. 
 
    Except that this time his power did far more than passively protect him from the blow, Fen realized, thinking of how the executioner had been thrown backwards, his axe melted. To do so there must be a significant amount of innate power residing within him. But if so, how was it that he hadn’t noticed its presence before? He’d spent a great deal of time inside himself, trying to defeat Ilsith’s barrier, and saw no sign of it during that time. 
 
    The answer was obvious. He hadn’t seen the power within him, because he hadn’t been looking for it. He’d been so focused on the barrier and what was on the far side of it that he’d never really explored within himself. 
 
    How much was there inside him? Was it enough to break the barrier? Could he summon it, make it obey him? 
 
    Fen calmed himself and went inside. It took some time, but now that he knew where to look, it wasn’t that hard to find his innate power. It was as much a part of him as his own muscle and sinew, entwined around every facet of his being. For the first time he grasped something that had never occurred to him before. 
 
    Stone power was not something outside him. It was not an illness or an infection that might go away in time or be cured. It was a fundamental part of him. Whatever Lowellin had done to his father had been passed down to Fen the same as facial features or skin color. He would never, ever be free of it. It was who he was. 
 
    Which meant it could not be taken away from him. 
 
    Fen tried to take hold of it, thinking to harness it and hurl it against the icy barrier. But it was like trying to catch hold of smoke. There was nothing there to grasp, nothing to pin down. He spent some time trying without any success and finally gave up. 
 
    When he did, he realized something. The distant thudding of Stone power that he’d first heard when he was put into his cell had grown stronger. A lot stronger. It must be because he was so far underground, completely surrounded by stone on all sides. He clenched his fists, frustrated that he still couldn’t reach it. To have it so close and still be unable to take hold of it was maddening. 
 
    With nothing else to do, he felt his way around the cell. His last cell had been dark, but not completely so. There’d always been at least the hint of light around the door. Not enough to illuminate anything, but enough to break the darkness somewhat. Not so here. In this cell the blackness was absolute. There was no way to tell if his eyes were even open or closed. 
 
    He’d only gone a couple of steps before his outstretched hands met a wall. He followed it a pace and found a corner. A few more paces and he was back at the door. The cell was small and empty. 
 
    Fen sat down and leaned up against the wall. He wondered what was going on in the city right then. Was the army fighting the mob? Was the mob storming the prison? What would happen next? What would he do if the mob stormed the prison and people came down here and freed him, then expected him to lead them against the Fist and the army? 
 
    Or would the Ankharans show up first? Maybe an axe couldn’t kill him, but he was pretty sure there were other things they could do to him that would. He wondered why they hadn’t intervened and stopped the execution, since Lowellin had told them he wanted Fen kept alive. Maybe Lowellin had decided he no longer needed Fen for anything. Which might mean he’d already gotten hold of the final pieces of the key. 
 
    Fen sat there for some time, pondering these things, worrying about Ravin and Cowley and his friends, and finally he simply couldn’t sit anymore. The questions whirled around and around in his mind until he thought he might go mad from them. 
 
    There was one thing he could do. He stood up. He breathed deeply, calming and centering himself. Then he began to move through his forms, imagining that he held the hilt of his sword in his hands. He hadn’t practiced his forms since before the army left to invade Marad, and the manacles and the size of the cell restricted his movements, but right away he felt better. His frenzied thoughts drifted away as his body slipped into the familiar, calming movements. 
 
    The first time through the forms was slow, as he worked through the rust that had built up from disuse, but by the second time through the old smoothness was back. Each form slid smoothly into the next in an unbroken dance. Whether it was the near-death experience he’d had that day, or the utter blackness and complete lack of distractions that came with being locked alone deep underground, or something else altogether, by the third time through his forms he had come to a place he’d never been to before. Some inner restriction that he’d placed on himself crumbled away. He was lighter, freer, than he’d ever been before. His body was gone and there was only pure awareness. He embraced that, the speed with which he moved through the forms increasing, and increasing yet again, until he was racing through them, each one blurring into the next. 
 
    Distantly he wondered at what was happening. He could no longer feel the manacles at all. Not once had he bumped into one of the walls. There was no way the cell was large enough for him to practice with this kind of freedom. Part of him wanted to think about this, to try and understand what was happening, but he pushed that part away, knowing that if he indulged it he would fall out of this magical space he’d managed to find his way into. 
 
    Time passed. How long he’d been working his forms he had no idea. Time had no meaning. He felt neither tired, nor hungry, nor thirsty. Such things did not exist here. 
 
    But somewhere along the way, something happened. A very faint red glow began to emanate from his hands. Again, he wanted to wonder at it, to stop and examine it, but he resisted the urge, focusing everything on his forms. 
 
    Now he could feel something in his hands. It felt like the hilt of his sword. 
 
    The glow grew brighter. Gradually, it extended outwards from his hands. And it began to take on a shape. 
 
    His sword. 
 
    He could feel the weight and heft of the weapon. The glow grew stronger, and the sword became more vivid. Every detail was revealed. He could see the cross-guard, the central ridge and the fuller running the length of the blade. It shone with the light of a forge, a deep, pulsing red, leaving trails of light as he swung it. 
 
    His speed increased, and he flashed through the forms faster than he ever had before. He could hear the whistle of the glowing blade as it cut through the air. 
 
    Then, something new. 
 
    A cold, bluish glow appeared on the edge of his vision. It grew stronger, brighter, finally resolving into a massive, glowing wall of blue ice. The wall stretched in every direction out of sight. It was thicker than any city wall… 
 
    And he was sick of it. 
 
    He finished one form and slid from it to the next. He stepped back, raised the glowing blade, then spun and struck the icy wall, putting the full force of his innate power behind the blow— 
 
    The wall shattered into countless pieces. 
 
    Fen stopped. Darkness had returned. There was no sign of the glowing sword or the massive wall. 
 
    Did that really happen? he wondered. Did he imagine it all? He realized something. 
 
    The manacles were still around his wrists, but the chain connecting them was broken. 
 
    He went inside. Ilsith’s barrier was gone as if it never existed. Stone power was there, all around him, awaiting his command. He touched a finger to one of the manacles, and it popped open and fell to the floor. The other one followed. He laid one hand flat on the wall of his cell. Stone power responded eagerly. With it came a sense of completeness, as an emptiness he hadn’t even been aware of was filled. 
 
    A crack appeared under his hand, quickly growing until it reached from the floor to the ceiling. 
 
    Fen heard footsteps approaching, saw the light from a lantern. A key was inserted into the lock. The door swung open. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    It was the Fist. The lantern he carried showed a haunted man, the uneven light turning his eye sockets into deep pools of black and casting ragged shadows across the planes of his face. In his hand he carried a sword. There was blood on it. 
 
    “Fen?” he said. 
 
    “Fist,” Fen replied. He did not kneel. He was watching the sword closely, wondering what the Fist was going to do. 
 
    The Fist’s face twisted. He threw the sword down, and it struck the floor with a clatter. “I was wrong,” he said. There was agony in his voice. “Forgive me. I was wrong.” His empty hand came up, and he clawed at his face. “I see now. How could I have been so blind?” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Fen said. What else could he really say? 
 
    “No. It’s not.” The Fist looked down at the bloodied sword. “I killed my own people this day. Samkaran blood stains my blade.” The haunted eyes came back to Fen. “The gods help me. I killed my own people.” He winced as if he’d been struck. “After they took you into the prison, the city went mad. Riots. Killing. Looting. What the Maradi did to us, we did to ourselves today. I did this. Me.” 
 
    “We’ll fix it. I’ll help you. Maybe they’ll listen to me.” 
 
    “It’s past that. It’s too late.” 
 
    Fen stepped forward and put his hand on Barik’s shoulder. For the first time he realized he was as tall as the man. Always Barik had seemed so much taller than Fen. Have I grown? Or did he shrink? “It’s never too late.” 
 
    Barik recoiled from his touch. “Don’t touch me. You don’t…you don’t know my hunger. It’s nearly unbearable.” He held up his hand, and Fen could see that it was shaking. “I’ve become a monster,” he groaned. “I drained the lives from innocent people and thought I was becoming a god. How could I have been so blind?” 
 
    “It’s not your fault. It’s the Ankharans. They poisoned you. Lowellin poisoned you.” 
 
    “Lowellin?” 
 
    “He’s the one behind all this. He touched you that first night after the city fell to the Maradi. He did this to you.” 
 
    Barik shook his head. “No. I did this. I must bear the responsibility.” From his belt he drew a dagger and held it up. Fen realized suddenly what he intended and grabbed his hand. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Fen asked. 
 
    “It’s the only way I can fix this.” 
 
    “How does killing yourself fix anything?” 
 
    “I’m a monster now. It’s the only thing left for me.” He tried to pull away but Fen, bolstered by Stone power, held him fast. “Let me go. I told you what I’ve been doing. I fed earlier today, after the…after the execution. If I’m alive, I’ll do it again. There’s only one way to end this and make sure no one else gets hurt.” 
 
    “No,” Fen said, thinking quickly. He had to turn Barik from this path of self-destruction, but how? A thought occurred to him. “There are still two sorcerers left in the city. Come with me and help me defeat them.” 
 
    Barik hesitated, and Fen could see that he’d struck a nerve. 
 
    “If you want to kill yourself, I won’t stop you. But don’t do it until after they’re dead. Help me. You can still do that much, can’t you?” 
 
    A moment later Barik quit struggling against him. Fen let go of his hand, and he returned the dagger to its sheath. He stood there with his head down. Fen could hear his ragged breathing. He was trembling slightly. 
 
    “What now?” Barik asked. 
 
    Fen bent and picked up Barik’s sword. He held it out to him. “We go after the sorcerers. Kill them before they cause any more harm.” 
 
    A gleam slowly came into Barik’s eyes, and he reached for the sword. “Yes.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Side by side Fen and Barik walked out of the prison, Fen carrying a sword he’d taken from the prison armory. Outside a cluster of jailers were gathered by the gates, frightened voices rising. One of them turned as the two men approached, and Fen saw that it was Wats. Wats looked from Fen to Barik and back, and he seemed to shrink in on himself. He stepped back, mumbling excuses, but Fen paid him no heed. The man’s petty cruelty wasn’t important now. 
 
    “Open the gates,” the Fist ordered. 
 
    “But, Fist,” one of the men said. “There’s a crowd out there, trying to come in…” 
 
    The Fist raised his sword, his expression grim. “I won’t ask you again.” 
 
    The men scrambled to unlatch the gates. Fen felt a touch on his arm. He turned. It was Robbert. The man was carrying his short sword and wearing leather armor and a half helm. “Wherever you lead,” he said. 
 
    Fen touched him on the shoulder, acknowledging his pledge. “Later. What we go to face is beyond you.” 
 
    “You’ll take on the sorcerers then?” Robbert said. 
 
    “This is their last night.” 
 
    When the gates swung open, the mob outside started to surge forward. They stopped when Fen and Barik stepped up. Confusion lit their faces. The Fist and the traitor-slash-hero together? What did it mean? 
 
    “Move aside,” the Fist ordered. “Do not hinder us.” 
 
    They yielded, but there was hesitation until Fen said, “We go to kill the foreign sorcerers.” Then they moved willingly. 
 
    The crowd—it was no longer a mob—started to follow, but Fen turned to them. “This is not for you. Lay down your arms and go home.” There was in his voice the command of Stone, and they froze at the sound. He stared at them until weapons were lowered, and they began to disperse. 
 
    Fires painted the night sky lurid colors, and distant screams rent the air. Smoke rolled in thick clouds, obscuring the stars. Memories of that night not so many years ago, when the Maradi sacked the city, flooded over Fen, and his eyes stung. He’d sworn to never let this happen again. 
 
    They took a street that led down to the docks. People ran by, some chasing, some being chased. There were bodies on the ground, some still alive. It all hurt, but Fen reminded himself that the cancer had to be cut out first. The healing could come later. 
 
    “How did you do that?” the Fist asked. “Why did the axe not cut you?” 
 
    “There are other powers in the world besides what the Ankharans wield,” Fen said. 
 
    “You speak of the gods?” 
 
    “I do not think there are gods, only those who seem to be so, and they are almost all asleep.” 
 
    “If such is your power, why were you still in prison? Why let yourself be captured at all?” 
 
    Fen glanced over at Barik. Why, indeed? Because he had blinded himself to his own power. That was the obvious answer. But there was another, deeper one. “I was waiting.” The words felt right. 
 
    “For?” 
 
    “For you.” 
 
    Barik stopped and turned to him. “Waiting for me?” 
 
    “I swore an oath to you.” 
 
    “You would keep an oath to a madman?” 
 
    Fen considered this. “I knew it was still you. And…” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “You are family to me.” 
 
    Barik blinked, taken aback. He swallowed visibly. “When the axe fell, that’s when I knew. I knew I’d made a mistake. But still I hesitated.” He gestured with his sword at the burning city. “And now this. My city is burning.” 
 
    “We’ll put it out,” Fen said grimly, and continued on, Barik following a step behind. 
 
    All of Fen’s earlier doubts were gone. He felt strong, sure. Stone power thrummed within him, and he welcomed it as an old friend. The sorcerers would fall before him like wheat before the farmer’s scythe. 
 
    The new ships were being built at the far end of the docks, near where the black ship was anchored. The other ship, the one that had brought the Ankharan shipwrights, was gone, presumably sailing back to its home port. The Ankharans had built a log palisade sealing off the street. The gate was closed. Torches mounted on iron stakes illuminated the area. Looking over the sharpened points of the logs were Ankharan men with their long, braided beards, their eyes darkened with ash. They carried curved swords and short bows and wore splint mail and pointed helmets. 
 
    “Go back,” one of them said when they appeared, a thick-bodied, hulking man with a strange, sibilant accent. “Go back or die here.” Bows were raised, and iron arrowheads were trained on the two men. 
 
    “I am the ruler of this city. I go where I please,” Barik said. He looked like nothing. He wore no armor, and his head was bare. Blood stained his ripped tunic. But there was about him an air of inevitability. 
 
    “You don’t rule here.” 
 
    “Open the gate,” Barik said. “I won’t ask again.” 
 
    The hulking man gestured. A hiss, a soft thump, and an arrow buried itself in Barik’s chest. Barik looked down at it. “You’ll have to do better than that.” A faint, purplish glow appeared around the wound. The arrow was pushed out of his flesh and fell on the ground. The wound sealed up, only a small amount of blood showing. 
 
    The hulking man didn’t blink. “We’ll see how you do with a dozen more stuck in you.” At his words, bows were bent. 
 
    It was time for Fen to act. He’d seen Barik stagger when the arrow struck him. He didn’t know how much more stolen life-energy was coursing through the Fist’s veins, but he had to have limits. 
 
    Fen dropped to one knee and placed his hand on the ground. Summoning Stone power was as easy as drawing breath. He focused and released it all in one instant. 
 
    The ground in front of him bucked. A wave rose and surged toward the palisade. When it struck the wall there was a low, muffled explosion as the power was released. The palisade disintegrated, splinters and chunks of wood flying in every direction. The Ankharan soldiers were tossed like rag dolls, hitting the ground with meaty thuds. 
 
    Barik looked at Fen with a raised eyebrow. “How long have you been able to do that?” 
 
    Fen considered this. “Always, I think. I just didn’t know it.” 
 
    “I’ve been listening to the wrong people.” 
 
    “Not anymore.” 
 
    Barik nodded. “Let’s go kill some sorcerers.” 
 
    They passed through the shattered remains of the palisade, and another squad of soldiers hit them, pouring out of a darkened lane between two tall stacks of large, wooden crates. They came so fast Fen didn’t have time to use his power. He turned as the first one swung a war hammer at his head. He ducked, but not enough. The hammer struck him in the temple. There was a flash of dull, reddish light, and the head of the war hammer melted half away. The enemy soldier staggered backward, the hammer falling from his nerveless fingers, stunned surprise on his face. 
 
    He still looked surprised as Fen’s blade went deep into his chest. 
 
    Fen had struck too hard. The blade caught between his ribs. Instead of trying to pull it out, Fen simply channeled Stone power through his arm and swung his sword—dead soldier still stuck on it—at the next two men who were charging at him, curved swords upraised. They were knocked sprawling, and his sword came free. 
 
    Three converged on the Fist. He bellowed like a bull and cut the first down with his sword. The next got past his blade and sliced deep into his shoulder. Before he could follow it up, the Fist swung his blade back around, the cross hilt smashing in the man’s teeth. He kicked him away and spun to face the third. 
 
    The man slipped on blood and fell at the Fist’s feet. The Fist bent over, and one hand closed on the man’s shoulder. Before the Ankharan could twist away, purple sparks flared around the Fist’s hand. A look of horror came over the Ankharan’s face, and he sagged back, white light pouring from his eyes and mouth and into the Fist. He was dead and withered in seconds. 
 
    Four closed around Fen in a tight knot, hacking and stabbing at him. Fen parried several attacks, but there were too many and some got through. His power protected him from wounds, but he was borne to the ground by the sheer mass of their numbers. 
 
    Once again Stone power answered his call. Wild strength flooded his limbs. He threw his arms wide and burst upwards. His attackers were flung in every direction like straw men. He swung down at the nearest fallen man, who put up his blade to fend off the blow. Fen’s attack smashed through the man’s defense, and his blade chopped away half of the man’s head. 
 
    Another ran at him from the side. Fen took the man’s blade on his left forearm. It skipped away, and he punched with his right hand, letting Stone power leak into the punch. There was a crack of breaking ribs, and the man was flung backwards. 
 
    Fen turned and saw Barik grab the last two by their necks. He lifted them like they were children’s toys and dashed them on the ground. Barik kicked the bodies away and looked over at Fen with a bloody smile. 
 
    Fen tensed, not sure if Barik would attack him or not. There was no sign of recognition in the man’s eyes. They glowed with a wild, feral look. His flesh and muscles had filled out, his muscles straining against the fabric of his tunic. He was panting, the veins in his neck bulging. 
 
    He advanced on Fen, blood streaming from him. His hands, empty of weapons, were spread out to either side like a wrestler. 
 
    “Barik?” Fen said, taking a step back. Still the Fist came on. “Barik? It’s me, Fen.” 
 
    Barik charged. Fen ducked as the man tried to grab him. Sergeant Flint’s training kicked in, and he pushed his hip into Barik, grabbed one arm, swiveled and threw him on the ground. As Barik began to rise, he twisted one of his arms behind his back and locked an arm around his throat. 
 
    “Stop!” he shouted. “Remember who you are. Remember who you fight.” 
 
    Barik snarled and fought. His strength was unbelievable, but Fen wielded the power of Stone, and he could not break free. He sagged in Fen’s grasp. 
 
    “Fen?” he said uncertainly. 
 
    Fen let him go. Barik stood up. He blinked and rubbed his eyes. When he looked at Fen next, he was back. “Fen.” He looked around at the bodies on the ground as if he’d never seen them before. Then his gaze lit on the one he’d drained, and he shied back from it. One hand went to his mouth, and he gave Fen a guilty look. “No…” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Fen said. “You had no choice.” 
 
    “I swore I wouldn’t do that again. Fen…I don’t think I can control it.” 
 
    “You can, and you will,” Fen told him fiercely. “You’re strong. Stronger than anyone I know.” 
 
    Barik stood there for a minute, his eyes closed, then he opened them and looked at Fen. “Okay. I’m okay. Let’s finish this.” 
 
    Fen looked around. Down at the shoreline the skeletons of three ships were rising, racks of scaffolding around them. On the scaffolding were the shapes of people moving. Even at this hour the work was going on, accompanied by the ring of hammers and the sound of shouts. To the left was a large warehouse with several smaller buildings clustered around it. The street led to its wide, sliding doors. Past the warehouse was empty beach. Low, steep hills ringed the harbor, crowding in close. 
 
    “Let’s head over to the ships,” Fen said. “Maybe they’re over there.” 
 
    Barik picked up his sword, and they started that way. Stone power buzzed through Fen’s veins. He felt as solid as a mountain, ready for anything. He glanced over at Barik. The man had a manic gleam in his eye. His lips were pulled back, exposing his canines. He looked eager. What had the Ankharans done to him, really? Fen wondered. Would he ever fully recover? And what will I do if he doesn’t? Will I fight him? If it comes to it, which allegiance is stronger? My king or my country? 
 
    The answer was surprisingly simple. It was his country. As much as he loved Barik, no one person was more important than the lives of all the men, women and children of Samkara. 
 
    If Barik was lost, and he had to take him down, he would. 
 
    He prayed it wouldn’t come to that. 
 
    They got close to the half-finished ships, and Fen paused in the shadow of a stack of huge barrels. Barik kept going, and Fen had to grab his arm and pull him back. “We need to look around first.” 
 
    At first Barik tried to pull away, and he gave Fen an angry look, then Fen’s words penetrated, and he nodded. 
 
    Illuminating the area were lanterns hung from long poles driven into the ground. Scores of Maradi slaves moved to and fro on the scaffolding around each ship, carrying planks and other materials, all of it under the watchful eyes of the Ankharan shipwrights and overseers. Curved swords hung from the overseers’ hips, and they carried whips, which they used liberally on any slave who slowed or stumbled. The inhuman cruelty of it angered Fen. The Maradi might be age-old enemies of Samkara, but they were still people, and no one deserved to be enslaved and worked to death. 
 
    There was no sign of either sorcerer, though. He glanced over at the warehouse, wondering if they were in there, but there were no lights coming from its windows. None from any of the surrounding buildings either. He turned back to survey the ships. When he did, he saw a woman carrying a bucket filled with steaming pitch catch her foot on a tool that someone had left on the walkway. She stumbled and dropped the bucket, which bounced and fell to the ground. 
 
    Immediately the nearest overseer unlimbered his whip. He stepped forward and began whipping her mercilessly. Her high, thin cries for mercy went unheeded as he struck her again and again. 
 
    That decided it for Fen. Whether the sorcerers were here or not, he wasn’t going to stand by and watch this woman get whipped to death. “Come on,” he said to Barik. Raising his sword, he took off at a run. Barik howled, a wild, crazy sound that even Fen found unnerving, and came running after him. 
 
    The overseers spun when they heard the howl. Those on the lowest level of the scaffolding jumped down to the ground, while those on the upper tiers started pouring down the ladders. A handful of others appeared from behind the nearest ship and came running at the two men. 
 
    Fen didn’t hold back. The doubt and fear of the past days combined with the rage he always felt when he saw people hurting the weak, and it all came pouring out in a rush. There were no thoughts of only injuring. He wanted all of them dead. They were a stain to be wiped from Samkara forever. 
 
    He was at a dead run when he reached the first knot of overseers, four bearded men with wolfish smiles on their faces. All of his rage and hatred poured into his sword arm as he swung, bolstered by the reservoir of Stone power that surged within him. 
 
    In the instant before his blade struck the first man he saw that his sword was outlined in a reddish glow, small tongues of flame flickering along its length. 
 
    The blow sheared through the man’s upraised sword as if it were made of straw and carried on through without slowing. The blow landed with such force that the man was cleaved nearly in two. He ripped his sword free and kicked the body into the next enemy, knocking him down. 
 
    He swung backhanded at the next man, cutting off his sword arm, then let the momentum of the blow carry him around in a spin rather than trying to arrest it. As he came back around, he struck the next overseer at the waist. There was a hiss, as of red-hot steel meeting water, and the blade passed completely through him, cutting him in half. 
 
    The fourth staggered to his feet in time to take Fen’s fist to his face. Bone crunched, and he collapsed like a puppet with its strings cut. 
 
    From the edge of his vision, Fen saw Barik engage three other overseers. The Fist was swinging his sword like a club, with no effort at finesse or sword play. His blade smashed into the sword of the first man, breaking the man’s weapon and his sword arm and driving him to his knees. He dropped his sword but made no attempt to pick it back up. The momentum of his charge carried him into the other two. He fought like a maddened bear, punching one of the overseers in the face so hard the man’s neck snapped, the sound of cracking bone strangely loud amidst the other sounds. The final overseer managed to get one swing in—cutting deep into Barik’s shoulder—and then Barik got his hands on him. He picked the man up over his head, then brought him down on his knee, breaking his spine. 
 
    Fen saw no more, for the next wave of attackers had arrived. They were more cautious than the first wave, and they spread out in a half circle as they reached him. A whip flicked out and wrapped around Fen’s sword arm. The man’s exclamation of triumph was cut short when Fen grabbed the whip and yanked. The man was pulled forward so fast his feet left the ground, and Fen stabbed him through the throat. 
 
    The rest yelled and charged him simultaneously. Fen knew that no matter how good anyone was with a sword, there was no way they could possibly engage a half dozen men at the same time, and so he didn’t even try. Trusting his innate abilities to protect him, he turned his focus on the closest man. His first swing slashed open the man’s belly. 
 
    As he turned to the next, he felt two blows hit home, one on his shoulder, the other high on his hip. Both bounced off harmlessly, the men’s eyes widening in shock. He darted forward, stabbed one man in the chest, then kicked the feet out from underneath the one next to him and slashed his throat on the way down. 
 
    His sword was still outlined in red, and each time it touched flesh there was a sizzling sound like fat on a fire. With the Stone power infusing it, the sword cut through flesh as easily as a knife through butter. His next swing cut down through the man’s collarbone and into his chest. He pulled his blade free as more of the enemies struck him, and new ones arrived to join the fight. 
 
    Time ceased. Everything outside the immediate circle around Fen ceased. He slid from one form to another, dispatching overseers with every blow. A few of their attacks got through, but they were no more than minor annoyances, scratches he hardly even felt. The dead began to pile up at his feet. 
 
    Fen cut down yet another man, and when he turned to find his next target, realized there were no more. A score or more enemies lay scattered around him, several moving feebly, most dead. Several men were fleeing. 
 
    He turned and saw an equal number laying around Barik. Barik was splattered with gore. He’d lost his sword. Dozens of wounds marked him, including one in his side through which viscera showed. As Barik turned to the last enemy still standing, the man stabbed him in the chest. Barik ignored the wound and grabbed the man, snapping his neck with a sudden, brutal twist. The man slumped to the ground. 
 
    The Fist looked down at the sword sticking from his chest, pulled it out with one hand and tossed it aside. He looked around hungrily and seemed disappointed that there were no more enemies nearby. 
 
    “Barik, are you…?” Fen asked, gesturing at his wounds. 
 
    Barik gave him a bloody smile and waved it off like it was nothing. Before Fen’s eyes his wounds began to close up. In a very short time he was fully healed. He kicked his way through the bodies around him, found his sword and picked it up. 
 
    Fen looked at his shoulder, where he remembered a hard blow landing. There was a large cut in his tunic. Through the opening he could see a line of reddish stone where the blade had hit. He shrugged and most of it flaked off, though not all. There were similar patches everywhere else he’d been hit. He glanced at them, and then ignored them. If he was turning to stone, that was something he would have to deal with later. 
 
    Fen looked up and saw the slaves were standing there, frozen in shock, staring at the two of them. From their expressions it was clear they thought they would be next to be cut down by the two berserkers. 
 
    “Go!” Fen called out to them. “Get out of here! You’re free!” 
 
    At first, they didn’t move, but then a couple jumped down off the scaffolding and started to run. That broke the spell holding the others, and they began to stream after them. 
 
    Barik walked over to Fen. “Some ran away.” He pointed with his sword to where a number of their attackers had fled around the unfinished prow of the nearest ship. “Let’s go after them.” 
 
    Fen shook his head. “I don’t think the sorcerers are here. If they were, they would have attacked us.” 
 
    Barik didn’t seem to have heard him. Muttering, “Kill them all,” under his breath, he started off. Fen grabbed his arm, and the man turned suddenly on him. For a moment he thought Barik would attack him, and he braced himself. 
 
    “Focus,” Fen said. “The sorcerers. That’s who’s important. That’s who we have to find. Do you understand?” Barik’s eyes cleared, and he relaxed fractionally. He nodded. 
 
    “I think we should go check out that warehouse next.” Fen pointed. “They have to be here somewhere.” 
 
    The warehouse was several stories tall, a large, barn-like building with a row of darkened windows high up. They saw no one moving as they approached it. The only sounds were the fleeing slaves. Fen stared at the windows as they approached, but they were empty black eyes that revealed nothing. 
 
    When they reached a door, Fen paused and turned to Barik. “I think we should talk about how we want to do this, come up with some kind of plan.” 
 
    Barik kept walking. He hadn’t heard him, or he didn’t care. It didn’t matter either way. Barik threw open the door and strode inside, his bloody sword down by his side. Fen shook his head and hurried in after him. 
 
    Dim light came in through the windows, providing some illumination, though only in patches. Most of the floor was pools of darkness. Stacks of barrels and crates lined the room. An enemy could be lying in wait on top of or behind any of them, waiting to strike. 
 
    “We really need to—” Fen began, but Barik cut him off. 
 
    “You go that way,” Barik said, pointing with his sword. “I’ll go this way. Shout if you find them.” So saying he strode off into the darkness. 
 
    Fen hesitated, not sure what to do. Splitting up was almost assuredly a bad idea. He started to follow Barik, but then he headed down a lane between two long stacks of crates. He kept his eyes moving as he went, scanning the gaps between the crates for movement, looking along the tops, glancing up at the ceiling. It was very quiet in the warehouse. He could hear Barik’s heavy footsteps somewhere off to his left, but other than that, there was nothing. 
 
    He crossed half the warehouse without seeing or hearing anything. He was starting to think this was a waste of time, when he caught a hint of movement up ahead where outside light cast a dim pool beside a stack of barrels. His heart sped up as he crept forward cautiously, his sword held up before him. 
 
    But a few steps later he saw it was only a large rat. The animal glared at him defiantly before scurrying away. He let out a sigh of relief and lowered his sword. 
 
    The only warning he had was a hiss in the air overhead. Before he could react, something landed on his head. Claws dug into his scalp. He twisted, catching a glimpse of leathery wings as he tried to knock the thing away. A beaked head flashed toward him, and he felt a sudden sharp pain at the base of his neck. 
 
    Instantly he felt the familiar icy foulness of chaos power starting to spread through him. 
 
    But he was ready for it this time. 
 
    He met the poison with a red pulse of raw Stone power. The Stone power washed over the taint, pushing it back and devouring it. The creature’s beak was still piercing his flesh and with a thought he flexed the area. There was a crack, and the thing’s beak snapped in two. He grabbed it and threw it to the floor. 
 
    He recognized it as one of the creatures that crawled around underneath the sorcerers’ robes. The thing glared up at him with yellow eyes as it crouched for the leap that would carry it airborne once again. Its strangely blue tongue flicked out through its broken beak. 
 
    Fen hit it with his sword, so hard that his blade passed clear through the creature and bit deep into the floor with a crackle of red sparks. The blade came free easily, though most of its length was buried in the floor. Glancing at it, he confirmed that the steel was undamaged, not even nicked along the edge. 
 
    The leathery-winged thing squealed, trying to drag its battered carcass away. There was no blood, as if Fen’s blade had cauterized the wound. Fen stomped on the thing until it quit moving. He touched the wound it had made on his neck, peeling away a flake of stone he found there, and went looking for the Fist. 
 
    He found the Fist on the other side of the warehouse. He was on his knees, pounding on a tattered thing that had once been one of the creatures. A strange, greenish ichor was splattered around the spot. 
 
    “I think it’s dead,” Fen said. 
 
    Barik stood up, wiping his hands on his trousers. “I always hated those things. Been wanting to smash one.” His head swiveled toward Fen, and he showed his teeth. “More.” 
 
    They walked back to the door. “They must be in one of the smaller buildings,” Fen said, pulling the door open. He walked through, over his shoulder saying to Barik, “We’ll just have to—” 
 
    There was a sudden flash of purple light, and a ball of crackling purple energy hit Fen as he turned. He was slammed up against the wall of the warehouse and pinned there. The ball of energy did not dissipate but clung to him and began to chew away at him. The pain was excruciating. Fen felt like he was being burned alive, but he was completely immobilized, unable even to scream. 
 
    The sorcerer who had attacked him stood a dozen paces away, his hands flung out in front of him, holding the ball of chaos energy in place. The eerie purple light lit up his features, strangely accenting the tattoos on his face. Triumph danced in his black eyes. 
 
    A few paces away from him was the other sorcerer. He had Barik pinned as Fen was. Sparks snapped and popped around Barik, and his mouth was stretched wide in a silent scream of agony. Fen could see that his very skin was being stripped away, revealing bloody flesh beneath. His body was healing itself with the stolen life-energy, but not as fast as the chaos power was eating him. He wouldn’t last much longer. 
 
    Fen was faring better, the Stone power so far shielding him from any real harm, but he could feel himself tiring and knew it wouldn’t be long before his inner reserves of Stone power were exhausted. Then he would be completely at the mercy of the Ankharan. His feet were no longer touching the ground, so he could not readily draw Stone power from its source. 
 
    Fen cast about for some way to fight back. At first nothing came to him, and as the chaos energy began to eat at his skin he came close to panicking. He fought to remain calm, knowing that once he gave in to panic, he was as good as dead. 
 
    An idea. It wasn’t much, but it was something. He spared no time to examine it, only acted. 
 
    He spent some of his precious remaining strength to reach into the sand that covered the ground in a thick layer. The sand rose up around him in a thick, swirling, spinning cloud. He closed his eyes against it. He drew the sand close and felt it blanket him. The pain receded somewhat as the chaos power was pushed back slightly. 
 
    With a thought he melted the sand, turning it to a thick layer of glass that encased him head to toe. The pain faded still further, the glass between him and the crackling ball of energy. 
 
    Through the glass Fen could see the confused look on the sorcerer’s face. 
 
    See how you like this. 
 
    A flex of his power, and the glass shattered into thousands of pieces, most of which he was able to gather and direct at his attacker. 
 
    A cloud of glass shards struck the sorcerer, lifting him off his feet and throwing him backwards. The ball of energy fizzled and went out. Fen dropped to the ground and ran forward. 
 
    The sorcerer sat up. Pieces of glass were sticking out of him everywhere. One had gone into his eye. One was stuck in his neck. One of the largest was sticking out of his chest. He looked down at himself disbelievingly, then up at Fen. 
 
    “How did you…?” He tried to take hold of the one sticking out of his chest and pull it out, but there was a flash of reddish light and a muffled thump as the residual Stone power in the shard released. Some of the fingers were blown off his hand in the explosion, and he screamed. 
 
    Realizing his mistake, he didn’t reach for any of the shards again, but closed his eyes and gritted his teeth. The shards shifted and began to push out of the wounds. 
 
    “No, you don’t,” Fen said. 
 
    He raised one hand and pushed. The shards responded to his will. There was a brief moment of resistance, and then Fen overcame it. The shards were driven in, burying themselves in the man’s flesh. He choked on blood that poured from his mouth and then toppled over dead. 
 
    Fen turned to the other sorcerer, who was starting to back away, his eyes bulging. Fen reached out with one hand, raising a cloud of sand between them. It was simple to melt the sand and shape it into glass daggers in the same instant. 
 
    The sorcerer dropped the ball of energy pinning the Fist and flung up one arm. He barked a word in a harsh alien language, and a bolt of purple lightning streaked out of the sky and struck Fen squarely, knocking him sprawling. When he sat up a moment later, still stunned from the impact, the man was gone. 
 
    Fen got to his feet and went to the Fist, who was lying on the ground, writhing and moaning. He was barely recognizable as human, virtually all of his skin and even some of his muscle burned away. White bone showed in a few places. Fen knelt next to him, unsure what to do. Surely even he could not survive such wounds. He reached out tentatively with one hand. 
 
    Barik’s lidless eyes rolled and fixed on Fen. From the ruins of his mouth came one word. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Fen pulled his hand back. He gritted his teeth against the sorrow and rage that washed over him. Yet another death to lay at the feet of the Ankharan sorcerers. He would hunt the survivor down and make sure the man did not survive the night. 
 
    Before he could stand, Barik twitched. A gurgling groan escaped him. He went rigid and began to spasm. Fen bent over him. 
 
    New skin began growing, clumps here and there that spread across his ruined flesh, joining together. The skin looked all wrong, more like twisted scar tissue than skin, and it had an angry red color that didn’t look good. 
 
    After long moments the spasms stopped. Barik moaned and sat up gingerly. He was completely hairless. His skin was raw and bunched and slid oddly over his muscles when he moved. He turned reddened eyes on Fen. 
 
    Fen tried to speak, but no words came out. 
 
    Barik held out his hand, and Fen helped him to his feet. Barik swayed in place for a moment, then said, “Let’s go after that bastard.” Most of his lips were gone, making the words hard to understand. 
 
    Fen kept a close eye on Barik as he took his first steps, ready to catch him if he fell. But after a bit Barik stopped swaying, and his steps grew stronger. Fen could see the healing continuing, muscles filling in underneath the angry red scars. 
 
    The fleeing sorcerer had run, not toward the shattered palisade or the half-built ships, but further down the strand. Fen scanned the area, wondering where the man had gone. They were at the far curve of the harbor. The strand narrowed down, quickly disappearing into tangled piles of rocks that had spilled down from the steep hills that crowded this side of the harbor. The sorcerer might have climbed up into the hills, but somehow Fen didn’t think he had. 
 
    The Fist raised one hand and pointed. From his ruined mouth came a single word. “There.” 
 
    Fen peered. There was nothing. Then his eyes found the rough hut, not much more than a shack, built up against a low, rocky bluff. “Why would he hide in there? Are you sure?” 
 
    “I can feel him. He’s in there.” Barik’s words were clearer now, as more of his face regrew. His lips were lumpy and disfigured, but they were returning. The suggestion of a nose protruded above his mouth. 
 
    They approached the shack cautiously. Fen held Stone power in his grasp, ready to unleash it at a moment’s notice. But no attack came. There was no sign of movement at all. They reached the door. Fen looked at Barik. “Are you ready?” 
 
    Instead of replying, Barik kicked the door down. It broke off its hinges and flew inwards. Clearly his strength was returning as well. Fen wondered if there was enough stolen life within him to finish the job of healing. He already seemed noticeably smaller. 
 
    The inside of the building was empty except for one thing. 
 
    A tunnel in the back wall, leading back into the hillside. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    They approached the tunnel. It led straight back into the hillside. A dull glow came from its depths, only faintly visible. All of a sudden Fen realized where it led. 
 
    “I know where this goes. It leads to the cavern under the old tower, the one that fell down,” Fen said. “It didn’t collapse after all.” 
 
    “What cavern?” 
 
    Quickly Fen told him about the night when he rescued Ravin from the giant crab-thing, about the people who were imprisoned down there, their lives slowly draining into a pool of purple light. 
 
    “What is the pool of light for?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. It could be a doorway for letting the Devourers through into our world, but I thought that was what the key was for.” 
 
    Barik’s lumpy face twisted. “This was going on right under my feet and I never noticed?” His voice was raspy, still not his own. 
 
    “There was no way you could have known.” 
 
    “You did.” 
 
    “I wanted to tell you but—” 
 
    “You tried to. And I threatened you, called you a liar.” 
 
    “That’s in the past. What matters is now. We have to kill the sorcerer, and we have to destroy that…whatever it is for good.” 
 
    Barik shifted his grip on his sword and walked into the tunnel. Fen caught up to him after a few steps. The tunnel was wide enough for two people to walk side by side, the ceiling high enough that they didn’t have to worry about hitting their heads. 
 
    They walked in silence. Then Barik said, “I’m sorry, Fen. I should have listened to you. If I had…” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter now. What matters is we finish this.” Fen looked at Barik. He’d healed even more, but his steps were unsteady. He was weakening quickly. “When we get there, maybe you should hang back and let me—” 
 
    “No,” Barik said harshly. “I started this. I’m going to finish it.” 
 
    Fen wanted to argue with him further, but he knew it was pointless, so he held his tongue. In Barik’s place he would feel the same. 
 
    A glow of purple light appeared ahead, growing stronger with each step. They crept forward slowly, pausing at the end of the tunnel to look out. Beyond was the cavern Fen remembered, though on one side there was a large pile of fallen rock marking the tunnel that had led up to the tower. Hopefully the giant crab-thing had died in the collapse of the tower, and they wouldn’t have to fight it as well. 
 
    But the small crab-things were still there, thicker than ever. Thousands of them scuttled up the walls and across the ceiling. Hanging from the ceiling were hundreds of web-encased forms. This, then, was the other use for the Maradi slaves, besides being labor for the new ships. A few of the forms twitched slightly. Most were still. From each a grayish-white, gauzy strand ran down to the pool of purple light in the floor of the cavern. Down each strand drops of white light slowly slid, heading for the pool. There was no sign of the other sorcerer. Probably he had fled down the large tunnel that opened up opposite them, the tunnel from which the huge crab-thing had emerged the last time Fen was down here. 
 
    “This is bad,” Fen said. “The pool is twice as big as it was. We have to close it. Whatever they’re using it for, it can’t be good.” He looked around, wondering what the best thing to do was. 
 
    Barik didn’t answer. He stood there staring at the bodies hanging from the ceiling. Enough of his face had regrown that Fen was able to read the sick horror and sadness etched there. 
 
    Fen looked away. There wasn’t time for that now. Hopefully there would be later, but not now. Right now, they needed to end this. 
 
    He put his hand on the tunnel wall, thinking. Stone power vibrated gently under his hand. Maybe it would be best to simply collapse the cavern. But if he was going to do that, he had to be sure he collapsed it completely, so it could never be used again. As powerful as he felt, that wouldn’t be a problem. But he might kill Barik while he was at it, and he didn’t want to risk that. There were still two more sorcerers out there somewhere, along with Lowellin, and he and Barik were the only ones with even a chance to stop them. Suicide missions were out of the question. 
 
    He remembered the night he’d summoned the Stone Shaper Bereth. The stone had turned soft under his hands, like mud. Could he do that here on a larger scale? It was worth a try. 
 
    “I’m going to try something. Step back.” Fen motioned Barik back from the tunnel mouth. He hesitated for a moment. If this worked, it would kill every person in there. But there was no way of knowing what kind of condition any of them were in. They might be already too far gone to save. 
 
    Knowing that was true didn’t make this any easier. Those were people with families, mothers, children, husbands and wives. It was something he would carry the rest of his life. 
 
    But the consequences of doing nothing were far worse. 
 
    He called for Stone power and it answered, filling his veins, racing through his muscles. The raw stone around him was rich with it, an unending supply. He could fall into it and never stop falling. He pulled back, shaking his head to clear it and stay focused on the task at hand. 
 
    The stone under his hands grew soft, and his hands sank into it. He concentrated on the feel of the soft stone, then turned his face up to the ceiling of the cavern and willed it to be the same. 
 
    Power rippled outward from his hands. Something like a wave rolled up the wall and across the ceiling. 
 
    In its wake, a thick layer of stone turned to mud and simply sloughed off, falling to the floor with wet, slapping noises. Bodies and crab-things fell with the mud and were buried. 
 
    In seconds it was done. The entire floor of the cavern was knee-deep in mud. Crab-things struggled to free themselves. 
 
    Now to reverse it. 
 
    He pulled his hands free and set them on an untouched area of stone. He felt the hardness of the stone and willed the mud to be as it was. 
 
    There were cracking sounds as the mud began to harden. In moments it was once again solid stone. The crab-things caught in it were crushed. 
 
    Fen looked at the pool of light. It was covered over too. It was not destroyed—he could still feel it there, like a tick burrowed under the skin—but now no more life-energy was being fed into it. Whatever had been done would not get worse. Later he could figure out a way to destroy it. 
 
    “Is there anything you can’t do?” Barik asked, walking out into the cavern. 
 
    “Wait, Barik. I want to make sure that—” 
 
    Fen broke off as a glowing purple disc of energy shot out from the large tunnel. Barik was starting to turn toward it, raising his sword as he did so, when the disc struck him. It burned cleanly through his sword without pausing, half of it falling to the ground, and then it struck him. 
 
    It hit him low on the ribcage, went straight through him and out the other side. Blood spurted. His free hand went to the wound. Fen saw instantly that the wound was too big, beyond even his incredible healing capability. He turned his face to Fen, the understanding of his death in his eyes. 
 
    He toppled over and lay still. 
 
    “Nooo!” Fen shouted. Heedlessly, he ran out of the tunnel into the cavern, thinking only of reaching Barik. He had taken only a few steps when two more crackling discs of pure chaos power came shooting out of the sorcerer’s hands at him. 
 
    Fen raised his sword, and it blazed into life, red flames sprouting from the cutting edges. He parried the first disc, sending it spinning off harmlessly, and hit the second one squarely. It lost cohesion and broke up into scattered purple sparks, but his sword shattered. 
 
    Two more flew at him with frightening speed. Fen reached out with his free hand, raising a thick chunk of stone from the floor, fashioning it into a crude shield. The discs struck it and exploded. The shield cracked and fell into pieces. 
 
    Fen sent a wave of Stone power flowing through the floor, which bucked beneath the sorcerer, staggering him and causing his next attack to fly wide. While the man was still off balance, Fen pointed at the stone over his head and released a burst of power. The ceiling of the tunnel cracked and collapsed. The sorcerer dove forward, barely making it out before the falling rock struck him. 
 
    Fen reached into the stone again, planning on collapsing that whole side of the cavern, but before he could release the power, the sorcerer threw out a hand, fingers stretched wide. From his fingertips came a bolt of purple chaos power. The bolt struck Fen, hammering him backwards. The power in the bolt shorted out every muscle in his body, and he collapsed, thrashing madly, banging his head on the floor as his muscles spasmed. 
 
    Fen tried to get up, to fight off the attack and strike back, but before he could regain control of himself, the sorcerer launched his next attack. 
 
    The Ankharan waved his hands in circles. Light spread from them, forming a glowing web. He threw the web. It flew through the air and settled over Fen, constricting when it touched him, wrapping him tightly, immobilizing him. The pain from its touch was unbelievable, setting every nerve in his body afire in a blaze of agony. 
 
    He tried to call to Stone power, but the man raised his hand and fed more power into the web. Fen screamed. His eyesight flickered, and he fought back blackness that threatened to overcome him. 
 
    The sorcerer walked over to him. He stood looking down at him, a cold smile on his lips. 
 
    “You are stronger than I thought,” he said in his strange accent, “but unfortunately for you, no power is a match for chaos, not even Stone.” He held up one hand. Purple flames appeared there, hovering above his palm. 
 
    “Also unfortunate for you, Lowellin decided some time ago that there was no longer any reason to keep you alive.” The flames grew higher. “It is time for you to die.” 
 
    Fen fought desperately to master the pain and call Stone power to him, but his thoughts were scattered, and the web of chaos power was acting as a dampener, interfering with his connection to the Stone. The sorcerer smiled. The flames spilled off his hand and landed on Fen. New waves of agony flared as they fed on him. 
 
    Then, through the flames, Fen saw Barik stand up behind the sorcerer. He looked ghastly, his skin white from blood loss, the wound in his side a gaping mess of bone and muscle. From his belt he pulled his dagger… 
 
    And drove it into the sorcerer’s back. 
 
    The sorcerer howled in pain and spun. With a flick of his fingers he shot a thick bolt of chaos power into Barik, sending him flying a dozen paces. Barik fell on his back and lay at an odd angle. 
 
    The sorcerer turned back to Fen. “Not enough,” he said. The blade slid out of his back and clattered to the floor, the wound closing up behind it. 
 
    But Barik had bought Fen the time he needed. He fought through the pain and the blackness and managed to free one hand. He placed his palm on the stone floor… 
 
    The Stone answered. 
 
    The floor beneath the sorcerer split open suddenly. The man’s eyes went wide, and he flung out his arms. He managed to catch one side of the crack and keep from falling all the way in. His head and one arm were still out of the crack, and he swung his other arm up, fingers scrabbling desperately, trying to find a hold to pull himself free. 
 
    “Die,” Fen said. 
 
    The crack slammed shut, pulverizing the sorcerer’s body and killing him instantly. His head slumped to the floor, his eyes staring sightlessly. 
 
    With his death, the web of chaos energy holding Fen dissipated. He rolled onto his side, then staggered to his feet and hobbled over to where Barik lay. Blood was pooling around the man. More came from his mouth. 
 
    Fen fell to his knees beside him. He rolled Barik onto his back and propped his head up. 
 
    “It’s okay,” he said. “You’re going to be okay. Take life from me. Take as much as you need and heal yourself.” 
 
    Barik’s eyes moved to his. Slowly. he shook his head. He tried weakly to push Fen away. 
 
    “No,” he said, his voice a whisper. “Never…never again.” 
 
    “Just one more time,” Fen begged, tears in his eyes. “You can stop after that.” 
 
    “I can’t. I won’t ever be able to stop. You don’t know what it’s like. The hunger…it only grows stronger and stronger. In time I would be like one of them. Better this way.” His eyes started to close. 
 
    “You can’t die,” Fen said, cradling his head on his lap. “Your people need you.” 
 
    The eyes opened again. “Not anymore. I have broken their trust. My time is ended.” He reached up with one hand and touched Fen’s cheek. 
 
    “You have been…a son to me. The man I hoped my son would become. You’ve made me proud.” 
 
    His eyes closed for good. Fen laid his head on Barik’s chest and tears flowed. 
 
    Time was suspended as Fen wept for the second father he’d lost. How long it was he didn’t know, but his grief was interrupted suddenly by the sound of a loud crack. 
 
    Fen looked up. It sounded like the noise came from near the center of the cavern. 
 
    Another crack, and then a whole section of stone floor blew up and outwards, shards of rock raining across the cavern. 
 
    The pool of purple light lay exposed. Small waves rippled across its surface as Fen lowered Barik’s head and slowly stood. 
 
    The waves grew larger and choppier. Now it was like a storm was brewing under the surface. Fen began backing away, at the same time reaching into the stone all around him. Stone power answered, but not fast enough. 
 
    A thick, clawed hand emerged from the pool. Another hand followed and then the head. Alien eyes fixed on Fen. 
 
    The Devourers had arrived. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Fifteen: Aislin 
 
      
 
    Treylen woke up from a deep slumber and knew instantly that something was wrong. He lay there on his sleeping mat listening to the waves crash against the shore and knew that this was no ordinary storm. He was closely tuned into the sea. If a storm was approaching, he would have known it. The sea had been exceptionally calm the whole previous day, the sky a pure, cloudless blue. 
 
    He listened deeper, and there it was. There was turbulence in Seaforce, the power that lay within all water. Something, or someone, was causing that turbulence. 
 
    He rose and dressed in the darkness. He didn’t bother with shoes or a coat. The night was warm, and when he stepped outside, the sand underfoot still retained the heat of the day. 
 
    He made his way down the beach, his feet easily finding the path in the darkness, the path he had trod for so many years. The beach was a white strip extending to the horizon. Waves rose up from the dark face of the sea, one after another, and crashed hard onto the sand before hissing and withdrawing. There was no wind. The night air was calm. 
 
    He walked until the waves were breaking around his ankles and then stood there, his eyes closed, his senses extended out into the sea. Waiting. Listening. 
 
    He realized quickly that the turbulence was caused by Aislin, and he frowned. What was she doing out in the sea at night? He hadn’t seen her since the day the zhoulin attacked and tried to kidnap her. She’d been kept at the Tender estate where armed soldiers guarded her day and night, trying to keep her safe. Since then workers had gone every day to the cave at the base of the cliffs, climbing the stairs to work on enlarging the entrance to the chamber where the artifact was kept. 
 
    Had Aislin gone to look at the artifact for some reason? But why go at night? And how had she slipped away from her mother and her guards? 
 
    He felt Aislin drawing closer, and he stepped back from the water’s edge. A few seconds later her head emerged from the water, a dozen paces out. Beyond her, just for a moment, he saw twin dorsal fins and knew that the zhoulin had accompanied her, though now the creature was returning to the deeps. 
 
    The water around Aislin seethed with a multitude of other, lesser sea creatures, sharks and dolphins and rays and fish of every description. The water boiled with them as they swam madly around her, agitated by something they didn’t understand. As Aislin reached the shore and walked out of the water, he heard the sound of hundreds of pincers clacking and saw that thousands of crabs of all sizes were spread out around her, waving their claws in the air. 
 
    “What happened?” he asked her. 
 
    She looked at him. The darkness hid her face from his sight, but he knew her well enough to know that she had no expression on her face right then. 
 
    “Nothing.” She turned her face away and started to walk by him, but he took hold of her arm. When he did, the clacking increased in volume, and the crabs swarmed around him. Several climbed onto his feet. 
 
    “Let me go,” she said. 
 
    “Tell me what happened. What were you doing out there? How did you get out there without me noticing?” 
 
    “He tried to make me get the key for him.” 
 
    Treylen blinked at her, confused. “Who? One of the Lementh’koy?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I don’t think so. He didn’t look like one of them. He didn’t tell me his name.” 
 
    “What did he look like? Why did he want the key?” 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about this anymore. I want to go home and go to sleep.” 
 
    Treylen wanted to press her further. Something important had just happened. But she had withdrawn into herself, where she was remote and inaccessible. Pushing her now would only force her deeper inside. 
 
    He let go of her arm. “I’ll come with you.” 
 
    “I don’t want you to. I don’t want anyone around me anymore.” 
 
    “Okay. I’m not coming with you.” He turned away and went to his hut, leaving her staring after him. Inside the hut he found his shoes and drew them on quickly. When he got back outside, she was walking by on the path that led to the front gates of Qarath. He fell in behind her. 
 
    She turned. He could feel her glaring at him. “I told you I don’t want you coming with me.” 
 
    “I’m not,” he said. “But there is something I must speak to your mother about.” 
 
    She crossed her small arms and looked up at him. “You’re not being true. Why would you go talk to Netra at night?” 
 
    He noticed her use of Netra’s name, rather than calling her Mama, and wondered at it. 
 
    “It’s important,” he said. He stepped around her and continued on the path. “I don’t have time to stand here and talk about it.” 
 
    After a few steps, he heard her resume walking. The path led along the banks of the Cron River. The water in the river roiled and splashed over its banks, churned by Aislin’s passing. 
 
    Clearly, whatever had happened had deeply upset her. Frightened, she’d retreated to the only haven she knew, inside, back to where there were no feelings. But she couldn’t completely suppress her feelings, which was why the water and the sea creatures were responding so strongly to her. They were expressing what she was trying so hard to keep hidden. 
 
    He wondered who it was who’d stolen her away and tried to get her to retrieve the key for him. It wasn’t the Lementh’koy. Could it be one of the Devourers? But they were still trapped in the Abyss. And what was it the key to? Before this he’d only heard it referred to as an artifact. Now it seemed that it was a key. 
 
    The gates to the city were closed, but Treylen banged on them until a peephole was opened. A young guard looked out. He had a weak chin and a long nose. Treylen recognized him. He’d seen him working the gates many times in the last few years. He searched his memory for a name. 
 
    “Zaine, is it?” 
 
    The young guard nodded, but he didn’t look any friendlier. 
 
    “We need to get in,” Treylen said. 
 
    “I’m not allowed to open the gates before dawn. Come back then.” The peephole started to close. 
 
    “Wait, Zaine,” Treylen said. “Aislin is with me. Her mother will be worried about her.” 
 
    The young man frowned. “Aislin?” 
 
    “Open the gate,” Aislin said irritably, stepping out from behind Treylen. “I’m tired of standing here.” 
 
    Zaine’s eyes widened. “It is you.” 
 
    “Who else would it be?” 
 
    “Hold on a moment.” 
 
    Zaine gave an order. There were rattling sounds, and then one gate swung open. Zaine stepped out, holding up a lantern and peering at Aislin. “How did you get out of the city?” 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about it,” she said crossly. “Let me in.” 
 
    “What are you doing outside the city at night?” he asked her. She scowled at him. He turned a suspicious look on Treylen, who shrugged and held out his hands. 
 
    “I’m sure they’re searching for her,” Treylen said. “I need to get her to the Tender estate quickly.” 
 
    Tired of waiting, Aislin pushed past Zaine and marched through the gate. Treylen raised an eyebrow at Zaine, who shook his head and stepped aside to let Treylen pass. 
 
    “Damned peculiar,” he said to Treylen. “I’ll have to report this.” 
 
    “I don’t think that will be a problem,” Treylen said. “Look.” 
 
    There was the sound of hooves on cobblestones, rapidly drawing closer. A score or more people on horseback were hurrying toward them. Several carried torches, illuminating weapons and armor. At their lead was a big man who could be none other than Macht Rome himself. He was wearing a red cloak and his black, bushy hair stuck out in all directions. On one side of him rode his chief advisor, Chancellor Quyloc. On the other side was Netra. 
 
    They closed the distance quickly. “Guards! Open the gates!” Rome yelled. “Hurry!” 
 
    But right then Netra’s eyes fell on the small form of her daughter, and she cried out, “Aislin!” Her horse was still moving when she threw herself down off it and swept Aislin up into her arms. 
 
    The rest of the riders came to a halt at an order from their macht, and Rome and Quyloc dismounted. 
 
    “What happened?” Rome asked Treylen. “Where did you find her?” 
 
    “She found me, actually. She came out of the sea.” 
 
    “What was she doing out there?” Quyloc asked. He was wearing a green cloak over a white shirt and cotton breeches. His gaze was intense, missing nothing. 
 
    “Someone tried to get her to fetch the key for him. But that’s all I know. She won’t say more.” 
 
    “What key?” Rome asked. 
 
    Right then there was an indignant sound from Aislin, and she squirmed so much that Netra had to let her go. “Really, Netra,” Aislin grumbled. “That was enough, don’t you think?” 
 
    Netra looked down at her, confused, then at Treylen, who shrugged. Netra crouched down in front of Aislin. “What happened?” 
 
    “I showed him that he should leave me alone. He tried to make me get the key for him, but I called Gaz, and she bit his face.” She had a dark look on her face. She spoke calmly, as if it was nothing, but Treylen could sense that underneath the surface her emotions were in turmoil. 
 
    “Who is ‘he’?” Netra asked. “Who took you?” 
 
    “He didn’t say, except that you would know him.” Aislin glanced at Rome and Quyloc. “You too.” Her voice was oddly inflectionless. She sounded like she was repeating something she’d memorized. 
 
    Quyloc had a curious look on his face. He turned to Netra. “You said when you came looking for us that she was pulled into a shadow?” She nodded. He looked at Rome. “It has to be Lowellin.” 
 
    “But Netra said he was devoured by the ingerlings.” 
 
    “Somehow he survived.” 
 
    Rome frowned. “But how? Those things eat gods.” He forestalled Quyloc’s next words with a wave of his hand. “Yeah, yeah, I know. Shapers, not gods. But some very powerful ones, from what I understood.” 
 
    “There is no one else who travels through shadows like Lowellin does,” Quyloc said. “And Aislin said he knows us.” 
 
    “So Lowellin is working for the Devourers now?” Rome asked. 
 
    “I don’t know.” Quyloc turned to Aislin, but before he could ask her a question, she spoke. 
 
    “He said once he gets the key for the Devourers, they will give him this world.” She sounded irritated, like someone who’s had to explain something obvious to a slow audience. “Are we almost done here? I want to go to sleep now.” 
 
    Quyloc started to speak, but Rome cut him off. “It can wait, Quyloc. She’s been through a lot. You can ask her in the morning.” 
 
    Quyloc started to argue, then subsided. “I suggest that she stay in the palace tonight. I want to take this up again early in the morning.” 
 
    “I agree,” Rome said. To Netra he said, “We’ll send for anything you need from your home. I’d feel better having you close.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Netra said. She’d taken hold of Aislin’s hand while they were talking, and Treylen could see the child twisting, trying to pull away. She picked up Aislin and set her on the saddle. Before Netra could climb on herself, Aislin moved, sliding off the seat and positioning herself behind it. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Netra said. 
 
    “I don’t need to ride in front of you,” Aislin replied. “I’m not a baby. I can hold on by myself.” 
 
    Netra mounted. Treylen noticed that Aislin held onto the saddle itself, rather than taking hold of her mother. Netra looked down at him. “Thank you, Treylen.” 
 
    “I didn’t really do anything. She was already heading this way. I don’t think I could have stopped her if I tried.” 
 
    “Nevertheless. Will you come to the palace in the morning? I want to talk with you.” 
 
    Treylen had an idea he knew what she wanted to talk about. He patted her leg. “Of course. I’ll come as early as I can.” 
 
    “You could come right now,” Rome said. “There’s more rooms in that place than bedbugs in a two-bit tavern. You can have your pick.” 
 
    Treylen almost said no—he didn’t really like being indoors that much and being that far from the sea made it worse—but he caught Aislin looking at him. She turned away as soon as she realized he’d seen her. 
 
    “All right.” One of the soldiers dismounted and handed his horse’s reins to Treylen. Treylen looked at the animal suspiciously. He’d only been on a horse once before, and it hadn’t ended well. Not for him anyway. The horse turned its head and seemed to be studying him as well. “Are we going to have a problem?” he asked the animal. 
 
    Netra twitched her reins and moved her horse to where she could lay one hand on Treylen’s mount’s forehead. Faintly, Treylen felt a sort of wave of calmness flow outwards from her. “She’ll be fine,” Netra said. “Trust me.” 
 
    Treylen mounted with only a little help from the displaced soldier, and soon they were riding toward the castle. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    “Tell me everything that happened,” Quyloc said. It was the next morning, shortly after dawn, and the six of them—Rome, Netra, Treylen, Aislin and Cara, the FirstMother—were gathered in the map room in the palace. 
 
    Aislin was sitting on a chair, her legs dangling, too short for her feet to reach the floor. Quyloc was standing over her. She glanced up at him, then her eyes slid to the door. Her hands tightened on the sides of the chair. Treylen knew she was close to bolting and realized he needed to do something. 
 
    “Take your time,” Treylen said gently, motioning Quyloc to move back. He was practically looming over the child. “There’s no hurry.” 
 
    Quyloc scowled at Treylen but moved back. Treylen looked meaningfully at an empty chair, and after a moment Quyloc sat down. 
 
    “Do you want some water, Aislin?” Netra asked. Aislin didn’t reply or look at her. She was looking down at the floor. 
 
    Minutes passed in silence broken only by someone shifting in their chair. Finally, Aislin spoke, her voice very small. 
 
    “It was cold in there. It was dark and empty.” 
 
    Quyloc frowned, not sure what she was referring to, but Treylen understood. “You mean inside the shadow. When Lowellin took you.” 
 
    Aislin nodded and bit her lip. “He killed the two soldiers who were guarding it. Then he told me to get the key for him.” Her face darkened. “I told him no. The Devourers can’t have it. They can’t.” Her tiny hands formed into fists. 
 
    Treylen could feel the emotions surging inside her, emotions she was fighting to keep hidden. The water in the mugs on the table began to churn, some slopping over the edge. 
 
    In a brittle voice she said, “He told me he would kill…people if I didn’t get it for him.” 
 
    All at once Treylen understood. He understood why Aislin had withdrawn into herself, why she wouldn’t let anyone get close to her. 
 
    “But I called Gaz. She smashed her way into the room and took care of him.” A dark smile spread across Aislin’s face, and the water in the mugs foamed harder. 
 
    “You said he told you he would rule the world once he got the key for the Devourers?” Quyloc pressed. 
 
    “Something like that. I don’t want to talk about him anymore.” 
 
    Netra leaned close and squeezed Aislin’s shoulder. “Honey, we need to know as much as we can if we’re going to stop Lowellin.” 
 
    Aislin pulled away without looking at her. A look of hurt crossed Netra’s face, quickly covered up. “There’s nothing else to tell. He threatened me, and Gaz bit his face. Then he left.” 
 
    “Did he say why the Devourers want the key?” Quyloc asked. “What’s it the key to?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Aislin said sullenly. “But it’s not the whole key. It’s only a part.” 
 
    “You’re sure of that?” 
 
    Aislin nodded. 
 
    “Did he say anything else that you can remember?” Rome asked her gently. “Anything at all?” 
 
    Aislin thought about it. “He has something living inside him, black things with teeth. He said Netra and Shorn put them in him.” 
 
    “She’s talking about the ingerlings,” Netra said. “He was going to use them on Melekath, but Shorn turned them on him instead.” 
 
    “He said you made a mistake,” Aislin said, looking at her mother for the first time. It was a dark look. She was almost throwing the words at her mother like stones. “He said they made him stronger instead of killing him.” 
 
    Netra put her hand over her mouth and paled. The room was silent for a moment. 
 
    “Is it possible?” Cara asked. “Could he really have found some way to survive those things?” 
 
    “Obviously he did,” Rome said. “He’s still alive.” 
 
    “There’s another possibility,” Quyloc said slowly. He was drumming his fingers on the table, thinking. He looked up, and his gaze traveled around the table. “Maybe the Devourers let him live.” 
 
    “Why would they do that?” Rome asked. 
 
    “So they could use him. Think about it. They tried to break through into our world through the Pente Akka. When that failed they looked for another way. Who better to have as an ally than one of the Shapers?” 
 
    “They’re using him,” Rome said. “When they have what they want, they’ll destroy him.” 
 
    “Probably,” Quyloc conceded, “but it will be too late for us by then.” 
 
    “We have to make sure he doesn’t get that key, or piece of key, whatever it is,” Rome said. “We need to go get it out and bring it up here where we can protect it better.” 
 
    “No!” Aislin said suddenly. Everyone turned to look at her. “I put it back, and he can’t get it. He said the masters made it so anyone with chaos power can’t get into the vault.” 
 
    “That’s good to know,” Quyloc said. “We couldn’t properly protect it anyway, not so long as Lowellin can travel through shadows.” 
 
    “I should have taken him down with the black axe when I had the chance,” Rome said. “I knew he was going to be trouble. I should have listened to my gut.” 
 
    “That’s why he kidnapped Aislin,” Quyloc said, oblivious to Netra’s wince when he said it. “She’s the only one who can go into the vault. None of us have even been able to get close to it.” He went back to scowling at the table and drumming his fingers. “The problem we have is how to stop him from returning and kidnapping her again.” This time Netra glared at him, but he ignored her. 
 
    Treylen realized it was time for him to speak up. “We can’t protect Aislin. She has to protect herself.” Netra started to protest, but he raised his hand and stopped her. “She needs to learn to master Seaforce.” He was staring at Aislin as he spoke, wanting to see her reaction to his words, but she seemed not to have heard him. 
 
    “Will that be enough?” Quyloc asked. 
 
    “If it isn’t, then nothing is.” 
 
    “What’s Seaforce?” Rome asked. 
 
    “It’s the power inherent in all water, similar in a way to LifeSong, which is the power that runs through all living things. Seaforce was combined with Stone power and Sky power to create Life in the beginning.” 
 
    “Is that as powerful as it sounds?” Rome asked. 
 
    “It is. It’s a nearly limitless source of power.” 
 
    “Impossible,” Quyloc said, his expression skeptical. “The power of the Spheres is too much for humans to use. It’s far too powerful. Our bodies can’t hold up to it.” 
 
    “Can you use it?” Rome asked Treylen. 
 
    “In tiny amounts. But the essence of Golgath lives within Aislin, and Golgath was the most powerful of the Sea Shapers. I imagine she can control large amounts of Seaforce. Once she’s learned how and had time to practice.” 
 
    “Why haven’t you taught her this before?” Rome asked. 
 
    “She didn’t want to learn,” Treylen replied. “Perhaps that will be different now.” He was still watching Aislin, but she didn’t react at all. 
 
    “What about it, Aislin?” Rome said to the girl. “Are you ready to learn now?” 
 
    Aislin shrugged, still staring at her feet. 
 
    “She’s been through a great deal,” Treylen said. 
 
    “Does it mean I get to go back to the sea?” Aislin asked then. 
 
    “Where else would one learn of Seaforce?” Treylen said gently, not missing the worried look Netra got on her face. 
 
    “Is that wise?” Cara asked. “What about the Cron River?” 
 
    “I want to go back to the sea,” Aislin said firmly. 
 
    “I think it would be best,” Treylen said. 
 
    “It’s decided then,” Rome said. 
 
    The door burst open, and Liv came running into the room. She ran over to Aislin. “Oh, I’m so glad you’re okay! I was so worried!” She flung her arms around her friend. 
 
    Treylen saw the way Aislin stiffened, and he wasn’t surprised when she peeled her friend’s arms off and pushed her away. Liv gave her a confused look. 
 
    “Aislin, what’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    Liv moved into Aislin’s line of sight, but Aislin turned her face away. 
 
    Liv’s forehead crinkled. “It doesn’t seem like nothing. Are you sure you’re okay?” 
 
    “I’m very busy now. I have to learn Seaforce. I won’t have time for playing,” Aislin said, still not looking at her friend. She sounded distant and completely emotionless, but Treylen noticed that the water in his mug was seething again. 
 
    “Seaforce?” Liv asked, puzzled. “Then you’ll be down at the sea? Can I come too?” She looked to her father, appealing to him. 
 
    “No,” Aislin said firmly. “You’ll distract me.” 
 
    When she said this Treylen heard a faint cracking sound and saw a fine crack running down the side of his mug. Water began to seep out. 
 
    “Not right now,” Rome said. “You could get hurt.” 
 
    Liv stood there, biting her lip, blinking against the tears in her eyes. “But you’ll still come to my twelfth birthday party, right?” 
 
    “Of course she—” Netra began, but Aislin cut her off. 
 
    “Probably not. I’ll be very busy. I won’t have time for silly things.” 
 
    Liv stifled a sob. “I don’t understand. Aren’t we friends anymore?” Another mug cracked. The pitcher was starting to rattle and slide across the table. Neither Aislin nor Liv seemed to notice. 
 
    Aislin stood up, still not looking at her friend. “I want to go to the sea now.” She walked to the open door and left. Liv stared after her, tears running steadily down her face. 
 
    Netra jumped up and hurried after her daughter, and Treylen followed as fast as he could. In the hallway, he saw Netra grab Aislin’s shoulder and turn her around. 
 
    “That was a very cruel thing you did,” she snapped. “Why did you do that? Can’t you see how you hurt her?” 
 
    “I don’t care,” Aislin said, and jerked away. She stalked down the hall, her hands balled into fists at her side. A maid was walking toward Aislin, carrying a bucket of wash water. As she got near Aislin the water in the bucket began tossing wildly, startling the maid so that she dropped it. Aislin never even glanced at her. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    When the three of them reached the front doors of the palace, Opus was waiting there, the Chief Steward once again demonstrating his eerie knowledge of all that went on in the palace. He bowed to Netra and opened the door. “I’ve had a carriage brought around for you,” he said. 
 
    Aislin stalked toward the carriage. The horses hitched to the carriage shifted uneasily in their traces as she drew near, eyes rolling in their heads. The driver had to work to keep them calm. Aislin was oblivious to this, throwing herself into the carriage and pressing against the far side. 
 
    The whole ride Aislin said not a word. She stared out the window of the carriage, lost in her own world, a stormy look on her face. Treylen and Netra exchanged looks but didn’t speak either. 
 
    When they got to the sea, Aislin jumped out of the carriage and ran into the water without a backward look. In seconds she was gone from sight. Netra stood there at the edge of the waves, staring out at the spot where she’d disappeared, one hand on her heart. She turned to Treylen. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” she asked him, her voice tremulous. “What did he do to her?” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s what he did to her that’s upsetting her,” he replied. 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Do you remember when she said that Lowellin threatened to kill people?” Netra nodded. “He didn’t threaten to kill just anyone. I don’t think that would have worked on Aislin. I think he threatened to kill you. Probably Liv as well.” 
 
    Netra’s eyes widened. “That’s horrible. It must have been awful for her. But why is she so distant now? She won’t let me touch her. She won’t talk to me. It’s like how she used to be, only worse.” 
 
    He put his hand on her arm. “She’s protecting herself, Netra. She’s frightened.” 
 
    What he was saying dawned on Netra then. “She isn’t afraid of what he might do to her. She’s afraid of what he might do to us.” 
 
    “She’s only recently learned to love and now, for the first time, she got a glimpse of how much it would hurt to lose you.” 
 
    Netra’s eyes grew moist. “That’s why she’s calling me Netra instead of Mama,” she said in a hoarse voice. 
 
    “And it’s why she was cold to Liv. She’s trying to push you away, to convince herself that she doesn’t love you, so that she can’t be hurt.” 
 
    Netra looked back out to sea. There was no sign of Aislin. “My poor baby. She’s retreated back into her own world,” she said quietly. “If only I could…” She left the rest unsaid. There was really nothing she could say. 
 
    Netra turned to Treylen, something desperate in her eyes. “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “What? How can you say that?” 
 
    “Because it’s the only thing I can do. You know your daughter. You know there’s nothing I, or anyone, can do.” 
 
    “We can’t just abandon her,” Netra said fiercely. 
 
    “No one’s abandoning her,” he replied. “I’ll do what I did before. I’ll stay close. I’ll wait, and I’ll watch. Anything might happen.” 
 
    Netra wrapped her arms around herself and looked back out to sea. There was a disturbance in the water, far out beyond the waves, but it was impossible to tell if it was Aislin or not. “I don’t like her being out there by herself. What if Lowellin kidnaps her again?” 
 
    “She’s in the sea, Netra. The safest place she could possibly be. If Lowellin tries to come after her there, well, I suspect he’s in for a nasty surprise.” 
 
    “Why doesn’t that make me feel any better?” 
 
    “You love her. It clouds your thinking.” 
 
    Netra gave him an angry look. “Don’t you care about anyone?” 
 
    “I do. I would give my life to save Aislin. You should know that. But it’s not the same for me. The Sea is in my veins. It changes how I see things. It’s not something I can explain.” 
 
    Netra turned away from him. She looked so vulnerable right then, so lost. He wished he could help her, but he knew he couldn’t, so he didn’t waste time trying. Like Aislin, she would come around when she was ready to. Or she wouldn’t. Nothing he, or anyone, did could change that. So he did as he always did. He simply set it aside and waited. He’d had a lot of practice at waiting. 
 
    The sun was getting hot, so he went and sat in the shade of his favorite tree and closed his eyes. Sometime later Netra walked over. He could tell she was standing over him, looking down, but he didn’t open his eyes. 
 
    “I don’t know how you can do that,” she said. “Just lie there.” 
 
    “It gets easier as you get older.” 
 
    “I can’t do this. I can’t just stand around here and do nothing.” 
 
    He opened his eyes. “Then don’t.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Leave. You’re not helping. There’s nothing you can do.” 
 
    “That’s a pretty harsh thing to say.” 
 
    “Is it?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “It’s true though.” 
 
    “Still…” 
 
    “You think you have to be here to protect your daughter,” he said. “In case Lowellin shows up. I know how strong you are, but I assure you there is nothing at all you can do against him. Not a thing. He is Stone. You have no power over Stone.” 
 
    As if her strings had been cut, Netra collapsed onto the sand and put her head in her hands. Her shoulders shook with suppressed sobs. “I hate you sometimes.” 
 
    “That’s okay.” He meant it too. “It would be best if you left. I don’t have time to help you too right now. I need to focus on Aislin.” 
 
    She looked over at him, angrily wiping her eyes. “I don’t need your help.” 
 
    “Okay,” he agreed. “You want me to teach her to use Seaforce, right?” 
 
    “Of course. I want her to be able to protect herself from that monster.” 
 
    “She’s staying away from you right now. She won’t come back to shore until you’re gone.” 
 
    “You have no idea how much it hurts to hear you say that.” 
 
    “I don’t care,” he said mildly. “Teaching Aislin to protect herself is more important than your feelings right now. Wouldn’t you say?” 
 
    She looked away. “It is.” Her words were bitter. 
 
    “Then go.” 
 
    She drew a long, shuddering breath. “I can’t just leave her alone.” 
 
    “You’re not. I’m here. I promise you I will wait as long as it takes. I will not leave Aislin alone.” 
 
    She slumped. “I don’t think I was cut out to be a mother.” 
 
    “You’re doing better than you think. No one else could help Aislin more. You…forget sometimes who she is. You want her to be something else, and then it upsets you when she isn’t.” 
 
    “I know that,” she said in a small voice. “Why is it so hard to remember?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe because we all want the world to be something other than what it is most of the time.” 
 
    She peeked at him. “We?” 
 
    “In a manner of speaking. I’m fine with letting the world be what it is. There’s not really anything I want from it.” 
 
    “Leaving her here won’t make me a terrible mother?” 
 
    “Some might think so. But what do they know?” 
 
    Netra stood up. “I’ll be back at the end of the day.” 
 
    “I’ll be here, waiting for you.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    After Netra left, Treylen closed his eyes again. He let his mind drift out onto the sea, moving lazily with the currents. He could sense Aislin out there. It was impossible not to. Her presence was always powerful, like a huge bonfire on the horizon, but today it was even more so. Her emotions roiled the water, radiating outwards for vast distances. She was her own storm. 
 
    Which was how he knew when she turned and started to make her way back towards shore. He opened his eyes. The waves along this section of beach were much higher than they were anywhere else, crashing on the beach in rapid succession like a wild animal devouring its prey. The water was a different color too, the placid blues and greens replaced by the sullen gray of a storm. 
 
    When she arrived, she didn’t come all the way in to the beach. She waited out there, a dozen paces or so from shore, only her head sticking out of the water, watching him. After a bit he got up and walked down to the water’s edge. 
 
    “You’re upsetting the sea.” 
 
    She didn’t answer, only stared at him. She looked so tiny. It was hard to remember sometimes how powerful she was. 
 
    “You’re upsetting them too, the sea creatures.” It was true. The water was thick with fish and sea creatures of all kinds, swimming back and forth frantically. “You should let them get back to their lives.” 
 
    “I don’t care,” she said. “I don’t care about anything.” 
 
    He changed tack. “Are you ready to learn more about Seaforce?” No reply. “What will you do next time Lowellin shows up?” 
 
    “I want to hurt him. Bad. I want him dead.” 
 
    “It’s up to you.” She swam away. He turned and went back to his spot under the tree. 
 
    Time passed. In the afternoon she emerged from the water and walked over to him, stood looking down at him. “Where’s Netra?” 
 
    He opened his eyes. “She went back to the city.” 
 
    “I don’t need a mother anymore, you know.” 
 
    “You don’t think so?” 
 
    “I’m strong. I grew up a lot. I can take care of myself.” 
 
    “You can. But you can’t always take care of others. That’s what frightens you, isn’t it?” 
 
    “You don’t know anything!” she yelled at him and stomped away down the beach. 
 
    Treylen remained lying on the sand. He was tired today. He hadn’t slept well last night. Being surrounded by stone like that, so far from the sea, had made him feel stifled, disconnected in some fundamental way. He dozed off. 
 
    When he awakened, he knew without opening his eyes that Aislin had returned. 
 
    “You’re a foolish old man,” she said. 
 
    “So I’ve been told.” He sat up but avoided looking at her. When she said nothing more, he began humming to himself as he stared out at the sea. 
 
    “I know what you’re doing,” she said crossly. 
 
    He stopped humming. “What am I doing?” 
 
    “You’re pretending to ignore me.” 
 
    “Am I?” 
 
    “You are.” 
 
    “You pretend. Why can’t I?” he asked. 
 
    “I don’t pretend,” she said sullenly. 
 
    “You pretend you don’t care about anyone. You pretend the thought of people you love dying doesn’t frighten you.” 
 
    “I’m not frightened!” she yelled. “I really don’t care about Liv or Netra or…anybody! Not you either. Why can’t everybody see that? Things are better without them around. I was happier when I didn’t know any of you. I wish I’d gone with the Lementh’koy!” She stomped off again, a swarm of agitated crabs scuttling along in her wake. A short distance from shore a number of shark fins circled. 
 
    “This might take a while,” Treylen said to himself. “It’s a good thing I have lots of time.” He leaned up against the tree and stared out at the water. He was feeling more and more like himself, rejuvenated by the sea and the sun. 
 
    It was late afternoon when Aislin returned. She flung herself down on the sand. Treylen left her alone. Finally, she said, “You said you would teach me about Seaforce.” It sounded like an accusation. 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    “Are you going to keep stomping off? It’s hard to teach someone who’s gone all the time.” 
 
    “I might.” 
 
    “Then I’ll wait.” 
 
    “I don’t like you.” 
 
    “Your mother said something like that this morning.” 
 
    “She’s not my mother. The sea is my mother.” 
 
    “And you don’t care about her. About Netra, I mean.” 
 
    “No. I don’t care about anyone.” 
 
    “Then why didn’t you get the key for Lowellin? Why didn’t you let him kill her?” He was watching her from the corner of his eye as he spoke, and he saw her stiffen, the color draining from her face. “Why didn’t you let him kill Liv?” 
 
    She turned and stared at him. The emotions that crossed her face were like waves on the sea, too fast and fluid to read. Anger. Fear. Despair. Loneliness. 
 
    “I…I can’t…I don’t know…” She crumpled all at once and curled up on herself, wrapping her arms around her knees and burying her face in them. Her small body shook violently. 
 
    Treylen watched her. He wanted to touch her, but he knew it was too soon, so he waited. 
 
    “Why?” she moaned finally, her voice muffled. “Why do I feel this way? What’s wrong with me?” 
 
    “Nothing’s wrong with you,” he told her gently. “You’re human, that’s all.” 
 
    “I don’t want to be. It’s terrible, feeling like this.” 
 
    “I know.” This time he did touch her. He stroked her hair lightly, then pulled his hand back. She stiffened but didn’t flee. 
 
    “Make it go away.” 
 
    “I can’t. No one can.” 
 
    “I swam so far. I dove so deep. But I couldn’t get away from it.” 
 
    “Nowhere is far enough.” 
 
    “I liked how I was before better.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” He waited a minute, then added, “What about the good times with your mother? With Liv? Wouldn’t you miss those?” 
 
    Time passed. Finally, she nodded. 
 
    “You don’t get the good parts without the bad,” he said. “You have to open yourself to receive the good, but when you do that, it makes you vulnerable to the pain.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make any sense to me.” 
 
    “It doesn’t to me either. But that’s how it is.” 
 
    She lifted her head and glanced at him, then away. “How come you know so much?” 
 
    “I have a lot of time to sit and think. And I’m old.” 
 
    “I wish I was old.” 
 
    “You will be. But it takes time. A lot of time. Until one day when you realize it happened while you weren’t paying attention.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I’m not sure.” 
 
    “I was mean to her, to Mama, and to Liv too. Wasn’t I?” 
 
    “You were scared. People are often mean when they’re scared.” 
 
    “I just…I can’t stand the thought of…” She broke off, and it was a bit before she could continue. “He killed those two guards, and when I looked at them I could see Mama and Liv lying there. It was too much.” Tears flowed, and she wiped at them angrily. 
 
    “The hardest part of loving is knowing those we love can be taken from us at any time.” 
 
    She clenched her jaw, and a cold look settled over her face. “I want to learn about Seaforce. I want to be strong, so I can make sure no one can threaten them again.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    “Seaforce is the power within the Sphere of Sea. It resides in every drop of water, no matter how small.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I don’t know why,” Treylen admitted. “It simply is. Just as there is power in the Sky and in the Stone.” 
 
    “Is it like LifeSong?” 
 
    “Not really. LifeSong is always in motion, flowing from the River and into living things and then radiating outwards from them. It changes and moves constantly. Seaforce doesn’t. It’s just there. The shlikti, the Shapers of the Sea, can control it with their thoughts. Which means you can too.” 
 
    “Because I am Golgath’s daughter.” 
 
    “In a sense. Part of his essence is within you.” 
 
    “Tell me more about him.” 
 
    “Golgath was the most powerful of the Sea Shapers, one of the Eight who, along with Xochitl, created the prison which held Melekath and his Children.” 
 
    “That was the war Mama fought in, wasn’t it? When Melekath got out of his prison?” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “And Golgath is dead now. Eaten by the ingerlings, things that came out of the Abyss. The same things that are living inside Lowellin now.” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “Why do the Devourers want the key? What does it do?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I don’t think anybody does.” 
 
    “But if they get it, things will be bad.” Aislin swallowed visibly and had trouble with the next words. “People will die.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “But if I learn how to use Seaforce, maybe I can stop them?” 
 
    “Maybe. I hope so.” 
 
    “That seems like a lot. I’m awfully small.” 
 
    “According to Ya’Shi, you’ll have help. Two others like you, with special powers.” 
 
    “Have you ever met Ya’Shi?” 
 
    “No. I was on ki’Loren along with everyone else, but I only saw him from a distance.” 
 
    “He says crazy things.” 
 
    “You’ve met him?” Treylen asked, surprised. 
 
    “Sort of. It was kind of like a dream.” 
 
    “You should probably tell Quyloc that.” 
 
    “Maybe. I don’t like him. He stares at me a lot.” 
 
    “He wants to help you fight the Devourers.” 
 
    “How come the Shapers don’t help fight the Devourers? Are they all dead too?” 
 
    “No. Most of them are asleep.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “They’re very old,” Treylen said. “Almost as old as this world, I think. When they came here it was an empty place. When you live long enough, all you want to do is sleep.” 
 
    “That must be why you sleep so much.” 
 
    “Undoubtedly.” 
 
    “I guess I’m our Sea Shaper now. I have to do the job the masters wanted them to do.” Aislin didn’t sound happy about it. 
 
    Treylen looked at her, surprised by her words. Was she saying that the masters put the Shapers on this world to protect the key from the Devourers? It was a fascinating idea, and one he’d never considered before. He’d spent some time in his younger years researching the Shapers, trying to figure out where they came from, why they were here. There wasn’t much to be found in books, at least not in the few books which had survived the chaos after the fall of the Kaetrian Empire, but he’d managed to summon shlikti a few times and question them. One of them had shared with him its memories of arriving on this world, but it had no idea who brought them here or why. He’d finally given up the project as hopeless. 
 
    “Why aren’t you saying anything?” Aislin said. 
 
    “I’m thinking.” 
 
    “Think later. I’m ready to get started.” She stood up. 
 
    “I thought we’d already started.” 
 
    “All you’ve done is talk. That’s not starting.” 
 
    He held up one finger. “Talking is…” He trailed off and lowered his finger. “You’re right. It’s time to get started.” He held out his hand. “Can you help me stand up?” 
 
    Aislin frowned at him. “Did you forget how?” 
 
    “Remember that I’m old.” 
 
    She turned away. “I’ll wait by the water.” 
 
    Treylen stood up and followed her. “I hope it’s not going to be boring,” she said. 
 
    He thought about all the things that could go wrong, teaching a child how to take hold of the power at the heart of the Sea. “I hope it is.” He meant it too. Exciting would undoubtedly be bad. 
 
    “It helps if first you learn how to see it,” he said. 
 
    She looked out to sea. “What does it look like?” 
 
    “A green glow. But not the green of a leaf. The green of the deep sea.” 
 
    She peered into the water. “It’s all green.” 
 
    “Don’t stare so hard. Let your eyes relax. Look behind the water itself.” 
 
    She glanced at him. “How can I look behind the water? That makes no sense.” 
 
    “It’s easier if you don’t think about it.” 
 
    “Don’t look. Don’t think. Is this some game you’re playing?” 
 
    “I felt the same way when my teacher tried to show Seaforce to me,” he said. “It took me months. I thought he was crazy.” 
 
    “I think you’re crazy.” 
 
    “But I can see Seaforce.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll try again. But I’m not doing this for you. It’s so I can kill Lowellin when I see him.” 
 
    “He would be wise to stay far away.” 
 
    She stared at the water for some time in silence, and then she said. “There. I see it.” She pointed. She sounded a little excited, a little proud. 
 
    “Only there?” 
 
    She turned her head side to side. “No. It’s everywhere. The whole sea is filled with it.” She looked at him, a faint smile on her face. “It does look like it’s behind the water.” 
 
    “I told you.” 
 
    “You say lots of things. Most don’t make any sense.” 
 
    “I’m glad this time I did.” 
 
    “It helps if I don’t focus too much.” 
 
    “I made sense two times in one day?” 
 
    She frowned in irritation but didn’t answer. 
 
    “Now concentrate. Use your mind to bring it toward you. Here, I’ll show you.” 
 
    He stared into the sea. Then he held up his hands, palms outward. The air above a small area of water a few paces away began to shimmer. Gradually it turned green and began to glow. He held it for a minute before lowering his hands. The green glow faded quickly. He was sweating a little bit, and his hands were shaking. It had been some time since he’d done that. 
 
    “Now you try. Be careful. Don’t draw more than you can control. You don’t want it to get away from you.” 
 
    Aislin held out her hands and stared into the water. An area over the water began to shimmer and turn green. But it was a much larger area than what Treylen had done, a dozen paces across at least. The glow at first was soft, muted, but it quickly grew brighter and brighter until it was hard to look at. Treylen began to get nervous. She’d drawn enough energy to tear a hole in the wall around Qarath. If she lost control of it… 
 
    “That’s enough, Aislin. Don’t overdo it on your first try.” 
 
    “Okay.” She flicked one hand like shooing away a fly, and the glowing energy popped and dissipated. 
 
    A split second later a shockwave hit them. Treylen was almost knocked down. 
 
    “That’s not such a good idea,” he said, after regaining his balance. “That much Seaforce, you can’t release it all at once. You have to bleed it off slowly.” 
 
    “That wasn’t so hard. I think I can draw a lot more,” she said. 
 
    “How about we stay small for now?” he said hastily. 
 
    She gave him a dark look. “I want to teach Lowellin a lesson.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s going to be a problem. But if you hurt yourself, you won’t be able to do anything at all.” 
 
    “The sea would never hurt me.” 
 
    “Maybe not, but Seaforce is different. It’s raw power. It doesn’t care who you are. Even the Shapers can only control so much.” He looked and saw that the sun was going down. “Why don’t we say that’s enough for today? We can practice some more tomorrow.” 
 
    She didn’t answer but headed for the water and dove in. Treylen went and sat down. He was frankly astonished at what he’d just seen. He’d spent decades learning how to summon and control even a small amount of Seaforce and injured himself several times along the way, and here Aislin picked it up like it was nothing. If he’d had any doubt that the essence of Golgath was within her, it was gone now. No normal human could do such a thing. 
 
    What worried him now was her control. Not her control of Seaforce. Her self-control. It probably wouldn’t be long before she’d be powerful enough to level a city. If she was to have a fit of rage and act without thinking, she could do a lot of damage. Or if she attacked Lowellin in the middle of a crowd, a lot of innocent people could get hurt. 
 
    That much power in the hands of one so young and impetuous was intimidating, to say the least. It occurred to him that she was reaching the age where the transition from childhood to adulthood would start to happen. In his limited experience it was a tumultuous time for most kids. He shuddered at the thought of how Aislin might react to it. 
 
      
 
    The sun was down when Netra showed up again. She stared out at the sea. “Has she been gone all day?” 
 
    “No. She came back.” 
 
    “Oh.” Netra slumped to the sand beside him. “I guess she’ll always get along better with you than with me.” 
 
    “She wasn’t here long before she yelled at me and stomped off.” 
 
    Netra brightened a little. “Really?” 
 
    “She hates being told that she has feelings.” 
 
    “Did she come back after that?” 
 
    “Eventually. Then I had the temerity to suggest that she was afraid that people she loved might get hurt. She shouted at me some more and stomped away again.” 
 
    “I think I like it better when she shouts than when she goes silent and distant. It’s like she’s no longer there at all.” 
 
    “We got to practice with Seaforce for a bit.” 
 
    Netra turned to him, her eyebrows rising. “Really?” 
 
    “In about two days she’ll be able to level Qarath. Maybe one day.” 
 
    “You’re joking, I hope.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “How’s she…do you think she can handle it?” 
 
    “She’s an adolescent girl with practically unlimited power. What could go wrong?” 
 
    Netra scowled. “Sometimes…” She shook her head. “I’m serious. Do you think she can handle it?” 
 
    “She has to.” 
 
    Netra lowered her head. “I wish she didn’t have to go through this. I wish she could just be a normal little girl.” 
 
    “Not so little anymore. She’s growing up fast.” 
 
    Aislin emerged from the water and walked over to them. Netra stood up. 
 
    “I’m staying here with Treylen tonight,” Aislin said. “I’m not going back to the city. Maybe not ever.” 
 
    “That’s okay. I’ll stay too, if it’s all right with Treylen.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I have the room,” Treylen said with a little smile. “I might have taken in a couple of tenants since you were here last. I’ll have to check.” 
 
    Aislin scowled at him. The scowl looked eerily like the one on Netra’s face. “You think you’re funny, but you’re not.” 
 
    “No, probably not.” 
 
    “Maybe we should ask Treylen if we could stay with him instead of telling him,” Netra said. “It’s rude not to, don’t you think?” 
 
    “You ask him if you want. I already know what he’ll say.” With that Aislin headed for the hut beside the river. 
 
    “I’d apologize for her, but I guess you already know how she is.” 
 
    Treylen climbed to his feet. “One of the good things about getting old is you don’t care about the little things as much. Shall we go find out if I have anything in there to eat?” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    “You’re not concentrating,” Treylen said. He was lying on his back on the sand. It was the next morning, and Aislin had lost control of the Seaforce she’d summoned for the third time. This time the shockwave had knocked him down. Treylen sat up and rubbed his temples. He was going to have a nice headache. 
 
    He climbed to his feet. Aislin didn’t offer to help him. She was staring out to sea, her hands clenched by her sides. 
 
    “If I didn’t know better, I’d say you have something on your mind. Maybe you’re worried about a friend of yours?” he said. 
 
    “I’m not worried about anyone,” she said tightly. “I’m…tired or something is all.” 
 
    “Maybe we should stop before somebody—and here I mean me—gets hurt.” 
 
    “I have more to learn,” she said, setting her jaw. 
 
    “The only thing you need to learn is control and control doesn’t work that well when you’re upset.” 
 
    “I’m not upset.” 
 
    “Go talk to Liv.” 
 
    Aislin made an angry sound and started to stomp away, but then she turned back. She faced Treylen, but she didn’t look at him. “I can’t.” Her little body was shaking slightly. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “I was mean. She hates me now.” 
 
    “I don’t think she hates you. I think she’ll be glad to see you.” 
 
    “You really think so?” 
 
    “I’d bet everything I own on it.” 
 
    “Big deal,” Aislin snorted. “You don’t own hardly anything.” 
 
    “It’s better than owning nothing.” 
 
    “Even if she isn’t mad—and I’m sure she is—I still can’t.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “What if Lowellin…hurts her?” She looked up at him with wide eyes. 
 
    “You think that if you stop being friends with her she’ll be safe from him.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    He paused to consider what he would say. His next words might put Liv in greater danger. Maybe it would be best for Aislin to stay far away from her friend. But at the same time Liv was Aislin’s only friend, and he’d seen what a steadying influence the girl had been on Aislin. The most important thing here wasn’t the safety of one child, it was that Aislin fully realized her power and was ready to use it when the time came. As long as she was upset about Liv, she was going to continue to have trouble controlling Seaforce, and in the end that was going to lead to a lot more suffering by a lot more people. 
 
    “I don’t think it works like that, Aislin. Lowellin already knows that you care about her. If he wants to get at you by hurting her, he will.” She put her hands over her face, and he hastened to add, “But, if you stay close to her, you can be there if he tries something. You can hurt him before he hurts her.” 
 
    Aislin lowered her hands. “Do you really think so?” 
 
    “I do.” Treylen had to admit he didn’t feel great about manipulating her like that, but he also didn’t like the idea of an out-of-control Aislin incinerating half of the city. 
 
    Aislin’s face grew dark, and she made a fist. “I hope he does try something. I’m going to smash him when he does.” 
 
    She turned to the sea after she said that and stared fiercely at the water. The air above a sizable patch of water began to shimmer. The shimmer coalesced into a ball of glowing, emerald green energy that was thirty or forty paces across. 
 
    “Aislin…” Treylen began to move back. 
 
    Aislin flung out one hand. The glowing ball of Seaforce sped out across the waves. In moments it was a thousand paces away. Aislin clenched her fist and muttered, “Die.” 
 
    The Seaforce exploded. The shockwave reached them a moment later. Aislin was seemingly untouched by it, though her white-blond hair flew around her face, but Treylen was almost knocked down again. 
 
    What happens if she does that in the middle of the city? 
 
    It wasn’t a pleasant thought. The child needed to learn control, and she needed it soon. But first she needed to go see her friend. Any doubts he’d had about that were gone now. 
 
    “Who wants to go to the palace?” he asked Aislin. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    At the gates of the city Treylen spoke to the guards about transportation, knowing that it would be a hard walk all the way there for him. 
 
    “It’s not fancy,” Zaine said, “but we have a supply wagon that’s not doing anything right now.” He gestured at an open wagon hitched to two horses that was waiting nearby. “They just finished unloading it. On its way back to the warehouse it could drop the two of you off.” 
 
    He called the driver over, and soon Treylen and Aislin were sitting in the back as the wagon bounced its way over the cobblestoned streets up the main boulevard that led to the castle. 
 
    Treylen was only mildly surprised to see Opus waiting at the front doors of the palace when the wagon pulled up. 
 
    “You’ll find the princess by the fish pond, I believe,” he said to Aislin. 
 
    Aislin looked at Treylen. He nodded. “Go.” She turned and walked that way slowly. Treylen looked at Opus. 
 
    “I believe you will find the macht in his private dining room,” Opus said. “You do need to speak with him, don’t you?” 
 
    Treylen raised one eyebrow. “How did you…never mind. Which way do I go?” 
 
    He followed Opus, who led him to a gilt-edged door with a guard standing outside it. The guard opened the door, and Opus ushered Treylen into a brightly-lit room where Rome was eating breakfast at a small table. Other than a large painting that hung on one wall and the thick rug on the floor, the room was simple. “Treylen!” the macht boomed, standing up from his chair. He had a hunk of meat in one hand, and a napkin tucked into the collar of his shirt. His breeches were leather and showed hard use, his boots old and worn down. He took Treylen’s arm and guided him to the table. “Come here. Sit down. You look like you could use something to eat.” 
 
    Treylen sat and soon there was a plateful of food in front of him as well. He picked up a chicken leg and took a bite. 
 
    “What brings you to the palace? How is Aislin doing with her lessons? Has she learned how to use that sea power yet? What was that stuff called again?” 
 
    “Seaforce, sire. Yes and no.” 
 
    Rome set his food down and fixed him with a look. “Explain.” 
 
    Treylen told him about how quickly the child had learned to summon Seaforce. “Unfortunately, she isn’t having much luck controlling it so far. Which is a nice way of saying that she could accidentally level the palace.” 
 
    “That could be bad, really bad,” Rome mused. “What do you need from me?” 
 
    Treylen hesitated. Macht Rome was a good king, well-loved by his people. Not the kind to go locking people up or executing them for no good reason. Still, there was no telling how people would respond when their children were involved. 
 
    “Speak up, man. I don’t bite.” 
 
    “It’s about her lack of control that I’ve come. Her control is bad because she can’t concentrate. I think the reason she can’t concentrate is because of your daughter.” 
 
    “How’s that?” 
 
    “She hurt Liv’s feelings the other day, and although she pretends she doesn’t care, I know she feels really bad about it. I didn’t come up to the palace alone, macht. I came here with Aislin, so she could see Liv, and they could work it out.” Rome’s brows drew together, and Treylen hastened to continue before he could interrupt. 
 
    “She needs to be around Liv. Your daughter helps her more than you realize, I think. But I also realize that being around Aisin might not be the safest place these days.” 
 
    “Lowellin could show up and try to grab her again,” Rome said. “If Liv is there…” 
 
    Treylen nodded. “That’s why I came to talk to you.” 
 
    Rome sat back in his chair. “What I want to do is order the two of you out of the castle. I want her as far from Liv as possible. Not just because of Lowellin, but because of the Seaforce. That’s the father in me.” He sighed. “But the Abyss is involved, and there’s no way anything but bad can come of that. It seems that little girl is our best hope of surviving what’s to come. Our only hope probably.” He sighed again. “And if my daughter can help her, and that keeps my people safe, even if it puts my daughter at risk…” He shook his head. “This is a shit job sometimes.” 
 
    “I can only imagine.” 
 
    “Thank you for bringing this to me, Treylen. I’ll talk to Bonnie. She won’t like it, but she’ll understand.” He stood up. Treylen did as well. Rome gestured him back down. “Finish your food, man. You’ve got no more meat on you than a bird. I’ll make sure someone comes and finds you when Aislin is ready to leave.” He started for the door. 
 
    “Thank you, macht,” Treylen said. 
 
    “You’re thanking me?” Rome countered. “You saved this city once before, when the Children were coming under our walls, and now you’re training our next champion. I’m the one who should be thanking you.” 
 
    “When you put it like that…” Treylen said with a smile. 
 
    “I know I’ve asked before, but are you sure there’s nothing I can do for you?” Rome asked. “A bigger house? Food? Maybe a servant?” 
 
    Treylen waved him off. “Thank you, but I don’t need any of those things.” 
 
    “You’re an odd bird, you know that?” 
 
    “So I’ve been told.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    Part way to the fish pond Aislin’s steps slowed and then came to a halt. This was a mistake. Surely Liv hated her now. Liv was going to yell at her and tell her she never wanted to see her again. She should have stayed down at the sea. She should leave right now. 
 
    But the thought of leaving gave her a strange ache in the middle of her chest, and it made her feel like crying, which angered her. She hated crying. She was the sea. The sea never cried. 
 
    She gritted her teeth and trudged onward. She would get this over with, and then she would go back to the sea. 
 
    And she would not cry. 
 
    Liv was sitting by the fish pond running her fingers through the water. She didn’t see Aislin come up. Aislin stopped a few steps away, not sure what to do. Why did people have to be so confusing anyway? Why couldn’t they make sense like the sea did? 
 
    Finally, she simply said, “I guess I’ll go to your birthday party if you still want.” 
 
    Liv whirled, saw who it was and jumped to her feet. “Aislin! You came back!” She raised her arms as if to hug Aislin, then lowered them and restrained herself. “It’s very nice to see you,” she said formally, and inclined her head slightly. 
 
    “Is that it?” Aislin said, bewildered. This wasn’t going at all like she’d imagined it would. 
 
    Liv’s eyebrows rose. “Is what it?” 
 
    “Aren’t you going to yell at me?” Aislin was truly perplexed. This made no sense at all. 
 
    “No. Are you going to yell at me?” Liv had a worried look on her face that Aislin had never seen before. 
 
    “I don’t…you’re not making any sense at all!” Aislin blurted out. 
 
    Liv’s eyebrows drew together. “I’m not? My voice sounds all right to me.” 
 
    “That’s not what I’m talking about!” 
 
    “I’m confused.” 
 
    “Me too. Stop doing that.” 
 
    “Stop doing what?” Liv asked. 
 
    “Doing…that.” Aislin waved her hands around, unable to find the words she needed. “I was mean to you. You’re supposed to be mad and yell. It’s what people do.” 
 
    “But I’m not mad.” 
 
    “That’s what’s so confusing!” 
 
    Liv tilted her head slightly and regarded her friend. “Do you feel okay?” 
 
    “No,” Aislin snapped. “I don’t know what’s going on.” 
 
    “I’m not mad,” Liv said. “I missed you too much to be mad. I was sad, but now you’re here, and I’m not anymore.” 
 
    Aislin rubbed her eyes. She no longer knew what to think about anything. 
 
    “But if you want me to be mad…” Liv raised her fist and yelled, “I’m so angry at you, Aislin! Angrier than anyone ever!” She stomped her little feet and waved her arms around. “I’m so angry I could just…I don’t know, bite a pig!” Then she mimed biting something. 
 
    At first Aislin was taken aback, but once Liv started in on biting a pig something changed. She felt a smile appear on her face, followed by the urge to giggle. Liv saw the smile and turned it up even more. 
 
    “Somebody get me a pig right now! I’m going to bite it to show everyone how mad I am!” 
 
    A gardener passing by pushing a cart gave her a strange look, and that was all it took. Aislin started giggling first, then Liv joined in. Aislin’s giggles turned into full-scale laughter, and soon she was laughing so hard she couldn’t breathe and thought she might fall down. Liv did fall down. She flopped onto her back and flapped her arms as she laughed. 
 
    When the giggles had died away some time later, Liv sat up and wiped her eyes. 
 
    “I missed you.” 
 
    Aislin immediately felt uncomfortable. She looked away, her gaze going to the vine-covered tower, which made her think of what was below it, and what had happened down there. 
 
    “I don’t want him to hurt you,” she said in a small voice. 
 
    Liv got up and threw her arms around Aislin. Aislin stiffened but managed not to pull away. 
 
    “He’s not going to hurt me. I have you to protect me.” Liv pulled back, her eyes shining. “I saw what you can do now.” 
 
    “You did?” 
 
    “The glowing green balls that explode? I was watching from the wall.” 
 
    “You saw?” 
 
    “I’ve been sitting on the wall a lot since you left, watching you. Mommy—I mean Mother—wouldn’t let me go down there.” 
 
    “You’re not afraid?” 
 
    “Of course not. I’m the Black Wolf’s daughter, remember? I’m fierce and crazy, but not afraid.” And to prove it she let out a bloodcurdling yell and did a kind of crazy thing that might have been a dance and might have been her waving an imaginary sword. 
 
    “I think you are crazy,” Aislin said. She smiled when she said it. She’d learned that if you smiled when you said something kind of mean, people didn’t seem to mind as much. 
 
    “Can you do that thing with the green balls now? So I can watch?” Liv asked. 
 
    Aislin thought about Treylen’s warnings and shook her head. “I better not. Treylen says I don’t have good control. He might be right.” 
 
    “Oh.” Liv looked crestfallen. “Maybe my mother will let me go with you the next time you go to practice, and I can see then.” 
 
    “I hope so.” 
 
    Brecken, Liv’s older brother, came walking up then. He flicked his sandy hair out of his eyes and looked at Aislin. “I was on the wall. I saw what you did. That was really something, you know.” 
 
    Aislin simply stared at him, unable to reply. For some reason all she could think about was how blue his eyes were. She couldn’t seem to look away from them. 
 
    All at once she realized they were both looking at her, waiting for her to say something, and she felt her cheeks grow hot. She jerked her gaze away and muttered something that didn’t even make sense to her, something she immediately regretted. Now he probably thought she was an idiot. 
 
    “If I could do that…” Brecken said, shaking his head. “Let’s just say the Karthajinians would stop talking tough and stay off our land. Bang! A couple of those fireballs over their heads, and they’d straighten up fast.” 
 
    “They’re not…” Aislin trailed off. 
 
    “What was that?” he asked, looking at her. 
 
    “They’re not fireballs,” she mumbled. “It’s Seaforce.” 
 
    “Seaforce, huh? What’s that?” 
 
    “Don’t you have something else to do, Brecken?” Liv said irritably. “We’re talking here.” 
 
    Brecken crossed his arms and gave his little sister a haughty look. “Well, I wouldn’t want to interrupt your important talk. You can go back to talking about dresses or something. I don’t care.” He stalked away. 
 
    “Ooh, he makes me so angry sometimes,” Liv said. 
 
    Aislin was staring after him, wondering why she was wishing he would have stayed. “He doesn’t seem so bad to me.” 
 
    Liv looked at her in surprise. “You’re only saying that because you don’t know him yet. If you did, you’d agree with me.” 
 
    “Maybe.” Aislin realized she was still staring and wrenched her gaze away. 
 
    Liv tapped her chin. “Maybe we should talk about dresses.” 
 
    Startled, Aislin turned to her. “What?” 
 
    “For my birthday party.” 
 
    “What does that have to do with dresses?” 
 
    “It’s my twelfth birthday. I want to look pretty for it, don’t I?” Liv put one hand behind her head and did a slow twirl. 
 
    Aislin looked at her as if confronted by a complete stranger. “Why would you want to look pretty?” All she could think about was the time they’d played with the makeup and how silly they’d all ended up looking. If that was being pretty, she wanted no part of it. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Liv said, a little blush appearing on her cheeks. She looked away. “There’s this boy. His father is a merchant or something. He comes with him to the palace sometimes.” She scuffed her foot on the ground. 
 
    Aislin frowned. Was this still Liv? What had happened to her? 
 
    Aislin was suddenly suspicious. “I’ve never been to a party. What will it be like?” 
 
    “Oh, you know, lots of people—” 
 
    “Lots of people?” 
 
    “Heaps,” Liv said happily, unaware of the dismay growing on Aislin’s face. “It’s my twelfth birthday, which is a big deal for a girl as you know.” 
 
    That was something Aislin definitely did not know. 
 
    “And then because I’m a princess pretty much everybody will be there, officers from the army, merchants, respected people, and their children if they have anybody near my age. It’s a coming-out thing, you know.” 
 
    Aislin started shaking her head. “No. No, no, no. I’m not going to that.” 
 
    “What? Why not?” Liv asked, surprised. 
 
    “That sounds terrible.” 
 
    “But you have to go!” Liv cried. “You’re my best friend. I’ll die if you aren’t there.” She took hold of Aislin’s hands. “Please, please, please.” 
 
    “I don’t like people looking at me. I don’t like it at all.” 
 
    The water in the fish pond was starting to move. Liv glanced at it, then back at Aislin. “It won’t be a party if you’re not there. I won’t know hardly anyone. It’ll be awful. You have to change your mind.” 
 
    Aislin hesitated. Liv was clearly upset. She didn’t like seeing her upset. It made her feel bad. “Maybe I could sit in the back?” she said doubtfully. “By the door?” 
 
    “You don’t want to sit up front with me?” 
 
    Her words alarmed Aislin. The water in the pond foamed a little higher. She couldn’t even speak. All she could do was shake her head. 
 
    “Okay, you don’t have to if you hate it that much,” Liv said. “I just want you there somewhere. You can sit wherever you want.” She got a mischievous look in her eye. “What if you sit under my table? Then no one could see you, and I could hand you food whenever you want it.” 
 
    It took Aislin a moment to realize Liv was joking. “You’re being silly.” 
 
    Liv laughed. “I know! Isn’t it so much more fun than not being silly?” 
 
    “Are you sure you have to have this party?” 
 
    “You don’t understand. I want to have this party. I can’t wait.” 
 
    “But…why?” 
 
    “Because it’s my party.” Liv grinned. “It’s my day. It’ll be like I’m the king.” 
 
    “Don’t you mean queen?” 
 
    Liv shook her head. “No.” 
 
    “I hope I never have a twelfth birthday party.” 
 
    “You don’t mean that. Once you see how much fun mine is, you won’t be able to wait for your own.” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “You know what will get you in the mood?” She waited, and when Aislin didn’t reply, she said, “A new dress!” 
 
    Aislin looked down at the dress she was wearing. “What’s wrong with mine?” It had a few little rips and some smudges, but it seemed fine. 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with it for doing this,” Liv said. “But for a party you have to have a new dress.” 
 
    “If you say so.” 
 
    “Of course, I do. It’s my party, and I get to have it just how I want.” Her smile drooped a little. “Mostly, anyway. I saw a man with a trained bear down at the park, but Mommy—I mean Mother, I’m too old to call her Mommy now—said absolutely not when I asked if he could bring the bear to the party to do tricks.” 
 
    “That sounds fun.” 
 
    “See? You’re already liking this. C’mon.” She grabbed Aislin’s hand and tugged on her. “You’re going to love getting a new dress. It’s going to be so much fun.” 
 
    Aislin pulled her hand away. “Maybe another day, okay? Can we just play for a while instead?” 
 
    For the next few bells they played. It was almost like old times, except that Liv kept bringing up her party over and over, and Aislin really didn’t want to think about it. Finally, she told her friend she needed to go back down to the sea and practice with Seaforce some more. 
 
    A servant fetched Treylen. There was a carriage waiting to take them back to the sea. Once they got out of the carriage, she took off for the water. She walked in until the water was up to her knees, and then she simply stood there and stared into the waves. Within moments she could see Seaforce, within and somehow behind the water itself. It was a deep, emerald green color, so bright and strong it was practically vibrating. An almost imperceptible hum came from it. Standing there, she had a feeling of limitless power just waiting there for her to reach out and take it. 
 
    She pulled at the Seaforce, and it came free of the water easily, a glowing fog that shimmered above the waves. She raised her hands and began to shape the power into an orb. She realized she didn’t really need her hands for what she was doing. They weren’t actually necessary at all. It was all something she did with her mind. But using her hands made it easier somehow. 
 
    “Easy now,” she heard Treylen say from behind her. 
 
    She pressed in on the glowing orb, packing the power tighter. It crackled and sputtered, and she could feel it trying to escape her grasp. It was like holding onto a living thing. She bit her lip, concentrating. The more she pressed in on it, the harder it was to control. 
 
    But then, out of nowhere, something she hadn’t thought of suddenly occurred to her. Brecken will be at the party. 
 
    That was all it took… 
 
    The orb slipped away from her. She grabbed for it, almost got it back under control— 
 
    There was a flash of green light and a sudden shockwave of power. 
 
    Treylen yelled. She turned to see him slapping at sparks in his hair. Once they were out, he said, “I thought you talked to Liv.” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “Are you still fighting?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then what’s wrong?” 
 
    Aislin looked away. “I don’t know. Nothing.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    She picked off some seaweed that was stuck to her leg and tossed it out into the water. “I don’t think I’m going to go to the party.” 
 
    He frowned, then his expression smoothed as he figured out what she was talking about. “The princess is having her twelfth birthday party.” Aislin nodded. “And naturally she wants her best friend there.” 
 
    “She says I have to wear a new dress and everything.” 
 
    “That explains a lot,” he said, ruefully rubbing the burned patch in his hair. “Why don’t we stop for the day? While I still have some hair left.” 
 
    Aislin set her jaw. “I can do this.” 
 
    “I know you can. But it’s been a long day, and it’s late. There’s always tomorrow. I can’t help you if I’m unconscious.” 
 
    Aislin looked down at the waves breaking over her legs. Usually when she was near the water her thoughts felt clear. But right now they felt all muddy. She was excited about the party and terrified of it at the same time. The thought that Brecken would be there was terribly confusing. She both wished he wouldn’t be and hoped he would be. 
 
    Without looking at Treylen, she asked him, “How come you never got married? Had kids and stuff?” 
 
    He was quiet for a while before answering. “I think I’m married to the sea. There’s not room for other women.” 
 
    Aislin thought about this for a bit. “That’s the way it should be.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    She didn’t have any answer to that. Shortly thereafter her mother showed up. She touched Aislin’s hair gently and asked, “How did it go today?” 
 
    Aislin shrugged. Treylen said, “Aislin tried to give me a haircut.” 
 
    Netra looked at the burned patch in his hair. “There’s probably safer ways of getting a haircut.” She had a little smile on her face when she said it. 
 
    “Aislin is a little distracted by the party, I think,” Treylen said. Aislin frowned at him, but it was too late. 
 
    “You’re going to go to Liv’s party after all?” Netra asked. “Did you two make up?” 
 
    “We played,” Aislin admitted. “I told her I might go to the party.” 
 
    “We’ll have to get you a new dress. A girl’s twelfth birthday party is kind of a big deal.” 
 
    “You too?” Aislin said. “What is it with people and dresses?” 
 
    “Usually people like to wear nice clothes to parties.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know if I will. I think maybe parties are dumb. I might change my mind about going.” 
 
    “No one’s forcing you to go to the party,” Netra said. “It’s your choice.” 
 
    “I know that,” Aislin snapped. She turned away. “Liv is really excited about it. It’s all she talks about.” 
 
    They went to Treylen’s hut and ate a simple evening meal. When they were done, Netra asked Aislin, “Do you think tomorrow night you’ll be ready to stay in our home again? At the Tender estate?” 
 
    Aislin thought about it. “I guess.” 
 
    “It’s a lot closer to Liv.” 
 
    The next morning when they went down to the sea, Treylen said, “For today, why don’t we practice a little differently? I want you to try taking hold of very small amounts of Seaforce.” 
 
    “I’ll need a lot to fight Lowellin,” Aislin reminded him. 
 
    “That’s true. But what if he’s in a roomful of people? What if your mother or Liv are nearby?” 
 
    Aislin frowned as it occurred to her what he was saying. “They could get hurt.” 
 
    “That’s right. There are times when it’s better to be able to use a small amount of Seaforce, directed to the right spot than it is to let loose with a lot.” 
 
    For the rest of the morning Aislin practiced summoning very small quantities of Seaforce, orbs the size of marbles. She started with only one, making it dance through the air. It was actually fun. 
 
    “Look,” she told Treylen. “I can do this with my eyes closed.” And she did, making the tiny orb fly around them faster and faster, then flinging it out over the sea and letting it explode in a tiny spray of light. 
 
    After that she added others, two, three, four, holding them aloft as if she were juggling them. 
 
    “Impressive,” Treylen said. “Can you shoot them one at a time at different things?” 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    “Hit that rock,” he said, pointing at a large rock down the beach. 
 
    Aislin concentrated. She chose one of the orbs and willed it to fly at the rock, while holding the rest where they were. 
 
    It worked. Mostly, anyway. The one she fired struck the rock all right, knocking a flake of stone away as it detonated, but then she lost control of two of the remaining orbs, and one shot by Treylen’s head, a little too close for comfort. 
 
    Aislin practiced on and off for the rest of the day and got to the point where she could reliably control six of the little orbs of Seaforce at once and fire them off rapidly at different targets. 
 
    “I don’t think I have anything left to teach you,” Treylen said. “All you need now is practice.” 
 
    “Good. Because I want to go see Liv again tomorrow.” 
 
    Randel came walking across the beach toward them. The young guard was shaking his head in disbelief. “That was sure something to see,” he said. “Is there anything you can’t do?” 
 
    “She learns fast,” Treylen said. 
 
    “Your mother sent me to fetch you,” Randel said. “Are you ready to head back up to the estate?” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    “Go up the stairs,” the servant said. “Turn right at the top and go to the first hallway on your left. I saw the princess down there talking with some other children not two minutes ago.” 
 
    Aislin paused. Other children? Maybe she should have gone to the sea instead. Maybe today wasn’t a good day. 
 
    “Would you like me to show you, miss?” the woman asked, misunderstanding her hesitation as confusion. 
 
    “No. I can find her.” Aislin hurried away. 
 
    At the top of the stairs she hesitated again. She didn’t really want to meet any other children. If Liv was busy, she could come back another time. She didn’t want to bother her. 
 
    But when she looked back down the stairs she saw the servant woman standing there looking up at her, and she didn’t want to answer the woman’s questions if she left, so she turned back and continued on. 
 
    When she got to the hallway the woman had told her about, she stopped and peeked around the corner. There was Liv all right, halfway down the hall with several other girls that Aislin didn’t recognize. Liv said something that Aislin couldn’t hear, and the others all laughed. She wondered what they were laughing about. Then she wondered if they were laughing at her. 
 
    One of the girls looked to be about the same age as Aislin was, but the others were all at least a year or two older. For the first time in her life, Aislin noticed how other children were dressed. All of them had nice dresses, all bright colors like butterflies, clean, no wrinkles or tears in them. They wore shiny shoes, and two of them had ribbons in their hair. 
 
    Aislin looked down at herself and saw bare feet. The fabric of her dress had faded so much that it was hard to tell the original color, and there was a rip in it. Suddenly she felt very shabby. She started to back away. There was no way she was going out there now. They would make fun of her for sure. 
 
    But whether it was the motion of withdrawing or something else, right then Liv’s head turned, and she saw Aislin. “Hey!” she yelled. “It’s Aislin! Come here, Aislin. I want you to meet some people.” 
 
    Aislin froze as all the girls turned to look at her. “I…you’re busy…” She took another step back. 
 
    “No, you’re not leaving,” Liv said firmly, and before Aislin knew what was happening she’d hurried over and taken hold of Aislin’s hand. She pulled her towards the others. “This is Aislin. She’s my friend, but she’s a little shy. Say hi, everybody.” 
 
    The girls all said “Hi” politely enough, but Aislin could feel them looking at her clothes and bare feet. She felt she could see herself reflected in their eyes, and what she saw shamed her. She quickly lowered her face and looked away. 
 
    “Aislin is my best friend in the whole world,” Liv said, oblivious to Aislin’s discomfort. “We do everything together. We’ve even been to the sea, lots of times.” 
 
    “You go to the sea?” one of the girls asked. She was very thin with a prominent nose and narrow lips. The way she said the words made it clear she wouldn’t be caught dead near the sea. 
 
    “It’s so much fun,” Liv said. “I’m sure you’d love it.” 
 
    But the girl was already shaking her head. Then one of the others spoke up. 
 
    “I have to go. I told Mother I’d be right back.” Others chimed in with similar words and within moments they were all hurrying away. Aislin heard whispers between them as they went, and one of them laughed, a sharp sound that cut surprisingly deep. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Aislin said when they were alone. 
 
    “For what?” Liv asked in surprise. 
 
    “You were all talking, and then I came and ran them off.” Aislin was staring at her feet, hating them, hating everything about herself. 
 
    “Oh, that? Good riddance, I say.” 
 
    That confused Aislin. She peeked at her friend to see if she was joking, but she didn’t look like she was joking. “But you were laughing and having fun.” 
 
    “With that lot? I don’t think so.” 
 
    “But they’re your friends, aren’t they?” 
 
    “I doubt it.” 
 
    “But they acted like…and you…” 
 
    “They were faking. I was faking. Everyone was faking,” Liv said, throwing her arms wide. “It’s the palace, you know?” 
 
    Aislin shook her head. “No. I don’t.” 
 
    Liv gave her a look. “You really don’t, do you?” Aislin shook her head again. “It’s like this. Their fathers are rich and important. My father is the king. That’s why they’re faking.” 
 
    “They pretend to be your friends because your father is the king? Why?” 
 
    Liv laughed. It was a clear, happy sound. “Oh, Aislin, there’s so much you don’t know. It’s like a game everyone plays. People pretend to be nice to you, so they can get more for themselves. My mother warned me about it long ago.” 
 
    “It’s a game?” Aislin said doubtfully. 
 
    “Well, they take it seriously. But it’s a game to me. I know what they’re doing.” 
 
    “What are they trying to win?” 
 
    Liv shrugged. “I don’t really know. They all have money, so that’s not it. Power, maybe?” 
 
    Aislin eyed her doubtfully. “Still, maybe I should go, and you should play with them.” 
 
    Liv’s eyebrows came together. “Why would you say that?” 
 
    Aislin struggled to explain. “They’re all…they have fancy dresses and shoes, and you do too and I…” She looked down at her feet and wondered why she felt like crying. 
 
    “This?” Liv said, holding her skirt out. “Mother made me wear this this morning. It wasn’t worth fighting about. I don’t care about this.” 
 
    “Still…” 
 
    Liv’s eyebrows shot up in sudden understanding, and she grabbed Aislin’s hands. “Now I understand! You think that you, because you aren’t…” She shook her head. “Don’t you see? They’re so fake. They’re not like you. I like you because you’re real.” 
 
    Aislin blinked at her. “You do?” 
 
    “Yes. You’re not after anything. You just want to be friends.” 
 
    Aislin wasn’t quite sure how to respond to that, so she settled for saying, “Okay.” 
 
    Several servants went by then, all of them carrying trunks and bags. “There’s more people here than usually,” Aislin said. 
 
    “It’s for my party,” Liv said. “They’re coming in from all over the place. Country estates, Thrikyl, everywhere. That’s why Mother wanted me to dress nicer. She said she didn’t want people to mistake me for one of the servants.” 
 
    A new, frightening thought occurred to Aislin. “Those girls are going to be at your party, aren’t they?” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    The next morning when Aislin got up, instead of simply grabbing the dress she’d worn the day before, or whatever dress was closest to hand, she went to the trunk that contained all their clothes and opened it. She had three other dresses, and her hand went automatically to her favorite one, the fabric so thin from use that it was like wearing nothing at all. But then she remembered the other girls she’d seen, and she changed her mind. 
 
    Unfortunately, the other two weren’t much better. She settled for one that still looked a little yellow and put it on. Then she picked up her shoes and sat down to put them on. She could barely get her feet into them, and when she stood up her feet hurt. 
 
    “These hurt my feet,” Aislin announced. 
 
    Netra looked up from the food she was cooking, and her eyes got round. “You’re wearing shoes.” 
 
    Aislin sighed loudly. “Of course I am, Mama. I’m going to the palace today. Don’t act like I never wear shoes.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I was a little surprised is all.” She came over and looked at Aislin’s feet. “You’re growing. I guess it’s time for new shoes.” She sounded oddly happy about that, which made no sense to Aislin. 
 
    “We’re going shopping for a dress today. Maybe I can get new shoes then,” Aislin said. 
 
    Netra’s mouth actually dropped open. “You…you’re going shopping for a dress?” 
 
    “Don’t act so surprised,” Aislin said irritably. 
 
    “I am surprised. I thought you didn’t care about dresses.” 
 
    “I don’t,” Aislin snapped. “But I have to have something to wear for the party, don’t I?” 
 
    “Yes, you do. I don’t know what I was thinking.” Netra had a big smile on her face. Aislin frowned, and she put her hand over it to hide it. “Can I come with you?” 
 
    “No. It’s just me and Liv.” 
 
    “Oh.” The smile faded. “Are you sure you wouldn’t like some help?” 
 
    “I’m sure.” 
 
    When Aislin got to the gates of the estate, Randel came out of the little guard hut and greeted her. “Good morning, Aislin. You look smashing today.” 
 
    Aislin frowned at him. “What?” 
 
    “The good morning part, or the smashing part?” 
 
    “Smashing.” 
 
    “I said you look smashing today. That means you look pretty.” 
 
    “Why? Is it because I’m wearing shoes?” 
 
    Randel looked down. “Why so you are. I hadn’t noticed.” 
 
    “Then why did you say that?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Because women like when you tell them they look pretty?” 
 
    “I don’t. Can we go now? I have to be at the palace.” 
 
    “Of course. Right away.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Liv was sitting on the front steps of the palace when Aislin and Randel arrived. Liv stood up and gave Randel a big smile. 
 
    “Hi, Randel,” she said. 
 
    Aislin noticed that Liv seemed to be blinking a lot while she was looking at Randel, and the way she said his name sounded funny. She shrugged it off. There were so many things that weren’t making sense these days. “Are you sure you still want to do this?” she asked her friend. On the way up the hill she’d started to have doubts. Maybe it would be better to not go to the party at all. A dress sounded like a lot of trouble. 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” Liv cried. “I couldn’t sleep I’m so excited. This is going to be the best day ever!” 
 
    Aislin sighed and decided to keep her fears to herself for now. 
 
    Right then there was the sound of a wagon approaching up the driveway. Aislin turned to look. It was an open cargo wagon. There was a long table in the back. Sitting in the back steadying it were two burly workmen. 
 
    As the wagon neared the palace, the doors opened suddenly and Bonnie, Liv’s mother, came bustling out. She barely glanced at the girls or Randel as she hurried down the steps. “I thought you were going to be here earlier,” she said to the wagon driver. 
 
    The man took off his hat and ducked his head. “The table is powerfully heavy, my lady. We had trouble getting it into the wagon.” 
 
    “You didn’t scratch it, did you?” Bonnie asked, looking the table over with a critical eye. 
 
    “No, ma’am.” 
 
    “Come on,” Liv said to Aislin in a low voice. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Wondering why her friend was suddenly trying to be so quiet, Aislin followed her as they skirted the wagon. But they didn’t get far before Bonnie’s voice rang out. 
 
    “Where are you two going?” 
 
    Liv turned and gave her mother a sunny smile. “Look, Mother. Aislin and I are best friends again. Isn’t it great?” 
 
    “That’s wonderful,” Bonnie agreed, except from the way she said it, Aislin wasn’t sure if she really thought it was. “But you didn’t answer my question.” 
 
    “We’re going out. Into the city.” 
 
    Bonnie tapped her feet. The workmen stood there frozen, watching. “Still not an answer.” 
 
    “Aislin needs a new dress,” Liv said in a low voice. 
 
    “Does she?” 
 
    “It’s my party. Of course she does. Don’t be difficult. Not now.” 
 
    Bonnie looked at Aislin. “What do you say about it?” 
 
    Aislin shrugged and looked away. Liv’s mother made her kind of nervous. 
 
    “She doesn’t mean it,” Liv protested. “She’s only being shy, and she doesn’t know how much fun it will be.” 
 
    “Fine, Liv. I agree with you. She should have a new dress.” Bonnie turned back to the workmen. “Watch the legs when you unload the table.” 
 
    “Okay, bye!” Liv took Aislin’s hand and began pulling her away. “Let’s go. Hurry.” She said this last softly, clearly not wanting her mother to hear. 
 
    “Hold on right there, young lady,” Bonnie said. 
 
    “What is it now?” Liv groaned. 
 
    “I’m going with you.” 
 
    “Why? We can do this. We have Randel to protect us, don’t we Randel?” Randel shrank back like he didn’t want to be involved in whatever was happening. 
 
    “Yes, you do. How are you at picking out dresses, Randel? Have a lot of experience at it, do you?” 
 
    Randel gave her a sickly smile. “None at all, ma’am. Not a lick.” 
 
    Liv’s face fell. “But you’re so busy here.” 
 
    “No, I’m not.” 
 
    “And you’ve been so tired lately.” 
 
    “It’s from raising you, child. You’re more than a handful, you’re both handfuls.” 
 
    “Motherrrr,” Liv complained. 
 
    Bonnie gave her a sharp look. “So it’s ‘Mother’ now, is it? Done with Mommy now?” 
 
    Liv kicked at the ground. “I’m not a little girl anymore.” 
 
    Bonnie looked her up and down as if determining the truth of what she was saying. “No. I suppose not.” 
 
    “Do you have to go with us?” 
 
    “Try to contain your excitement.” 
 
    Liv crossed her arms. “Are you going to be grumpy?” 
 
    “That depends. Are you going to be willful?” 
 
    Liv’s nose crunched up. “What’s that?” 
 
    “It’s little girls who don’t mind their mothers.” 
 
    Liv rolled her eyes. Before she could speak again, Bonnie held up one finger and stopped her. 
 
    “I’m going, and that’s final.” She looked at the wagon. “I suppose I can get Opus to supervise this.” She turned to a nearby servant. “Go find Opus.” 
 
    Right then the palace door opened, and Opus emerged as if on cue. 
 
    “How you do that I don’t know,” Bonnie said, “but I’m glad to see you. Can you take over here?” 
 
    Opus bowed. His white gloves were as spotless as ever. His black coat and breeches were neatly pressed, every hair on his head and his mustache waxed into place. “I’d be happy to, my Lady.” 
 
    A few minutes later they were riding down into the city in a carriage. Bonnie looked at Aislin. “Are you excited about the party?” 
 
    Aislin squirmed in her seat. “Uh…I guess.” 
 
    “You look excited.” 
 
    “Will there really be a lot of people there?” Aislin asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Do I really have to dress up nice?” 
 
    Bonnie laughed. Aislin thought she seemed a lot nicer when she laughed. “It’s funny. Rome said the same thing. I’m not looking forward to forcing him into something other than breeches and a tunic.” She leaned forward and patted Aislin on the knee. “You’ll survive it, and so will he. I’ll tell you what I told him this morning when he was complaining about it. Put a smile on your face and grit your teeth. It will be over before you know it. Who knows? You might even enjoy yourself.” 
 
    Aislin frowned and looked out the window. Right then she was really glad she wasn’t a princess. Actually, she couldn’t think of a single time that she’d wanted to be a princess. All she wanted to do was swim in the sea and play with Liv. Why did that have to be so complicated? 
 
    The next couple of bells were kind of a running battle between Liv and Bonnie, while Aislin and Randel watched and tried to stay out of the line of fire. Over and over Liv found a dress she liked, and over and over Bonnie vetoed it. Aislin found herself feeling glad that Bonnie had come along since most of the dresses Liv liked were really bright—bright orange, bright yellow, bright red—and Aislin hated the thought of how much they’d make her stand out. She wanted to be invisible, not have everyone look at her. 
 
    Early in the afternoon they entered a shop that was at the end of a narrow, winding street, a small, quiet, stone building. Liv ran inside first. They found her standing inside the door, an irritated look on her face. 
 
    “Why are we here? There aren’t any dresses in here. Not a single one.” 
 
    “I know that,” Bonnie said calmly. 
 
    “Then how come you brought us here?” 
 
    “We haven’t been having any luck finding the right dress for Aislin. Maybe it’s time we have one made for her instead.” 
 
    Liv’s mouth dropped open. “That’s a fantastic idea.” 
 
    “Would you look at that?” Bonnie said to Aislin. “My daughter and I agree on something. Truly it’s a day for miracles.” 
 
    If it really was a day of miracles, Aislin thought, then the party would disappear, and she’d never have to go. Randel was outside the shop still, sitting down leaning up against the wall. She should go out and join him. Her shoes were making her feet hurt terribly, and she didn’t think Liv or Bonnie needed her for this. They hadn’t actually asked her opinion on a single dress yet. She wondered if she could talk Randel into sneaking away and heading down to the sea for the rest of the day. 
 
    “Come here, Aislin. I think I found what we’re looking for.” 
 
    Reluctantly, Aislin shuffled over to where Bonnie was standing. She didn’t look up. Whatever it was, she was going to say okay. All she wanted was for this whole ordeal to be over. 
 
    Bonnie held some fabric up to Aislin’s cheek. Liv walked over, and her eyes lit up. “That’s it, Mommy—I mean Mother. You found it.” 
 
    That surprised Aislin. They hadn’t agreed on a single thing the whole day. 
 
    “What do you think, Aislin?” Bonnie asked. 
 
    Another surprise. Bonnie was asking her opinion. Aislin looked at the fabric for the first time and got yet another surprise. 
 
    She liked it. It was a light blue-green, the colors seeming to shift slightly as Bonnie moved the fabric. The color made her think of the sea. For the first time she thought maybe this wasn’t going to be so terrible. 
 
    “Well?” Bonnie asked. 
 
    “It’s pretty,” Aislin admitted. 
 
    “It brings out your eyes,” Bonnie said. 
 
    Aislin didn’t know what that meant. Liv was bouncing up and down and grinning. 
 
    “It’s incredible, Aislin! It’s the perfect color for you. I still like the orange one I found, but this one is good too. Everyone there is going to be so jealous of you.” 
 
    Aislin wasn’t sure why anyone would be jealous of someone else’s clothes, but she kept that to herself. Earlier she’d asked why it was so important to find the right dress, and she’d gotten a lecture from both Liv and her mother about it. She didn’t feel like repeating that. “Does this mean we’re done?” she asked hopefully. 
 
    “You still need shoes,” Liv said, causing Aislin’s hope to wither. 
 
    “It doesn’t have to be today,” Bonnie said right away. “I’ve had about enough shopping. How about you, Aislin? Are you ready to be finished?” She had a little smile on her face as she said it, like she already knew how Aislin felt about more shopping. 
 
    She carried the fabric up to the counter, and while she haggled with the shop keeper Liv turned to Aislin. “It’s early. I bet if we hurry we still have time to go see old Anelda.” 
 
    “Who’s that?” 
 
    “She’s the best seamstress in the palace. She’s going to make your dress.” 
 
    “Why do I have to go see her? Can’t you give her the cloth for me? I think I need to go back to the sea.” 
 
    Liv laughed merrily. “I never know when you’re joking, Aislin. You say the funniest things sometimes.” 
 
    Aislin frowned. “Why is that funny?” 
 
    “She can’t make you a dress without measuring you.” 
 
    “I have to be measured? Can’t you just tell her how tall I am?” 
 
    Liv shook her head. “There’s so much more to it than that. You’ll see. And we still need to decide the cut of the dress and…” She rambled on about things like necklines and hems that Aislin had never heard of or dreamed existed. It all sounded terribly dull and frankly a little alarming. She had a sinking feeling it might take longer than the shopping had. Then Liv said something about pins and how hard it was to stand still for that long, and how one time Anelda accidentally poked her with one of the pins, and finally Aislin had had enough. 
 
    “I changed my mind. I will sit under the table.” 
 
    Liv broke off her chatter and looked at her curiously. “Are you joking? You’re joking, aren’t you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “But then no one will see your beautiful new dress.” 
 
    “Then I won’t need a new dress. It won’t matter what I’m wearing.” 
 
    “You’re silly. Look, Mother bought the cloth.” She dragged Aislin over to her mother. “Can we go see Anelda now? Can we?” 
 
    Bonnie took one look at Aislin and shook her head. “Honey, I think that Aislin has had enough for one day, don’t you?” 
 
    “I’m sure she’s fine. If we hurry—” 
 
    “Liv.” There was a warning in that one word. 
 
    “Okaaaay.” 
 
    They went back to the castle then. Aislin held the fabric while they rode in the carriage. She had to admit that it was pretty. She touched it tentatively and discovered that it was quite soft as well. Maybe having a new dress made wasn’t such a bad idea, although she still didn’t like the thought of being poked with needles. 
 
    Brecken was sitting on the front steps of the palace when they got there, sharpening his knife. He looked up when they walked up. 
 
    “Where have you been?” he asked them. He looked at Aislin, at the fabric she was clutching to her chest. She suddenly felt very self-conscious. “What’s that?” 
 
    “It’s cloth for the new dress Aislin is wearing to my party,” Liv said proudly. “It’s going to be gorgeous.” 
 
    What Brecken did next completely surprised Aislin. Instead of scoffing or making some dumb joke, he stood up, looked at the fabric, looked at Aislin, and said, “It brings out your eyes.” Then he sheathed his knife and walked away. 
 
    Aislin stared after him, wondering why her heart was pounding. She was still staring when Liv pulled on her arm. “Hey, aren’t you listening to me?” she asked. 
 
    Aislin blinked and looked at her. “What?” 
 
    “I said do you want to go to the stables and see the new foal?” 
 
    No, Aislin did not want to do that. What she really wanted to do was…what? She wasn’t really sure. She felt terribly confused and angry for some reason. 
 
    “I think I need to go back to the sea,” she said. 
 
    “Why don’t you let me take that?” Bonnie said and plucked the fabric from Aislin’s arms. “I’ll make sure Anelda gets it, and you can come up tomorrow for a measurement.” 
 
    Aislin walked with Randel back to the estate. He talked the whole way, but she heard almost none of it. In her mind she kept replaying the scene with Brecken, the casual way he said what he did. Why did he do that? Why did she care about it so much? And why did she feel so strange all of a sudden? What did it all mean? 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    “We’re going to see Anelda and get her to start on your dress,” Liv said as soon as she saw Aislin the next morning. She was holding the fabric they’d bought yesterday, and she grabbed Aislin’s hand and began tugging at her to follow. 
 
    Aislin tried to free herself. “I was thinking about that. I’m not sure I want—” 
 
    “Oh, pish. We already decided this,” Liv said. “Why are we still talking about it?” 
 
    Aislin gave up resisting and let herself be led upstairs, around a corner and down a hallway she’d never been in before. At the end of the hallway was a door. Liv turned the knob and dragged Aislin inside. 
 
    The room they entered was large and dimly lit, and it took a moment for Aislin to realize what was in there. When she did, she came to a halt and stared. The room was filled with people, dozens of them. But why were they standing so still? Why weren’t they talking? 
 
    Then she realized they weren’t people at all. They only looked like people. They were made of wood, nothing more than torsos and heads mounted on metal stands. It was the clothes that fooled her, as they were dressed in all manner of dresses, skirts, blouses. A fair number of them had wigs, and many sported hats with lacy veils, bright feathers, and so on. 
 
    “It’s a little creepy the first time, isn’t it?” Liv said. Her voice was quieter than usual, as if the room had a subduing effect on her as well. 
 
    “What are they?” Aislin asked. 
 
    “They’re dummies.” 
 
    “Why are they here?” 
 
    “A place to put dresses? I don’t know.” 
 
    Liv started to make her way through them, but Aislin stayed where she was. She didn’t want to do this anyway, and this only made her want to do it even less. Why didn’t this woman keep her dresses in a trunk like everyone else? What was really going on here? 
 
    Liv came back and grabbed her hand again. “Come on. Hurry up.” 
 
    Aislin let herself be pulled across the room, careful not to touch any of the dummies as she went. It bothered her that they had no eyes, no faces. She wished there was more light in the room. 
 
    On the far side of the room was a small doorway with a curtain hanging across it. Liv pushed the curtain aside, and they went through. This room was brightly lit by sunlight pouring in through the large window. There were tables and shelves covered with swaths of fabric of every color imaginable. There were scissors of various sizes, jars filled with pins and needles, and several more dummies wearing dresses in different stages of completion. The floor was covered with scraps of cloth. 
 
    Standing by one of the tables, peering at a bolt of cloth, was an elderly woman. She was bent with age. Her hair was pure white and long enough to reach her waist. She turned at their entrance and looked them up and down. 
 
    “What?” Her lips were pursed. She clearly was not happy to see them. 
 
    For the first time, Aislin saw her friend at a loss for words. “Umm, we have…I mean—” 
 
    “Out with it, child. I’ve got three dresses to finish in time for the royal brat’s birthday party. I don’t have time to stand here all day while you two stare at me like moon calves.” 
 
    “Hey,” Liv said, some of her natural confidence returning. “Don’t call me a brat.” 
 
    Anelda shuffled closer and eyed Liv up and down. “It’s you, isn’t it?” 
 
    Liv straightened up as tall as she could. “It is me, and I don’t like being called a brat. I’m the princess.” 
 
    “Humpf. When you get to my age, all children are brats. Princesses are no exception.” 
 
    Liv put her hands on her hips, a gesture made harder since she was still holding the fabric. “You shouldn’t talk to me that way,” she said sternly. 
 
    “This is my shop.” Anelda gestured at the room around them. “I’ve been here for sixty years. I’ll talk however I please, and if you don’t like it you may find your own way out and get someone else to make your dress. That is why you’re here, isn’t it? To have me make you a dress? Or is this strictly a social call?” 
 
    At first Aislin thought Liv was going to yell at the old woman. She opened her mouth and raised one finger. Anelda leaned forward, her eyes glittering. 
 
    “Come on. Out with it, child. Let’s hear what you’ve got.” To Aislin it looked like she wanted Liv to yell at her. 
 
    Instead, Liv lowered her hand. “My friend needs a dress made for my party.” 
 
    Anelda’s gaze turned to Aislin for the first time. “This little wisp of a thing?” 
 
    Aislin took a step back. Liv reached for her arm and clamped on. 
 
    “Please, Anelda,” Liv said, giving the old lady a smile Aislin had seen before. It was a smile Liv used when she wanted people to do things for her. It pretty much always worked. 
 
    But Anelda waved her off. “First you order, then when that doesn’t work, you simper. I’ve seen it all, child, and I’m not impressed.” 
 
    Liv’s temper showed up quickly. “This is my father’s palace. You have to do what he says when you’re here,” she snapped. 
 
    “So, we’re back to ordering again, are we? Run out of ploys already, have you?” 
 
    Now Liv looked perplexed. Anelda wasn’t doing this right at all. “What’s wrong with you?” 
 
    The old lady rubbed her hands. Her knuckles were swollen, her fingers bent at odd angles. “My hands hurt, for one. So’s my back. There’s a pain in my foot I’m certain is gout. But I’m used to all those. I pay them no more mind than I would a fly. But right now, I have a new pain, one a lot worse than all the rest. It’s right here, and it’s really getting to me.” She pointed to her rear. “It’s caused by spoiled, bossy children, if you want to know.” 
 
    Liv stared at the old woman with utter confusion. “You can’t…but…” 
 
    Anelda smiled, showing yellow teeth. “Not quite sure how to take that, are you? Never had anyone really tug on your reins, have you?” 
 
    “Why are you so mean?” Liv asked. 
 
    “Why are you so rude?” 
 
    “I’m not rude.” 
 
    “Yes, you are. You come barging in, not so much as a good day from you, start tossing demands around. What else should I label that but rude? Go on, tell me.” 
 
    For once Liv’s natural confidence seemed to desert her. “I never thought about it like that,” she said quietly. 
 
    “You’re thinking now. That’s progress, I suppose.” The old lady’s eyes were very bright, and Aislin got the feeling she was enjoying this, though she couldn’t imagine why. 
 
    “I only wanted to have you make a dress for my friend for the party,” Liv said, looking down. “The one you made me is so pretty, and I want her to have one just as nice.” Then she added something Aislin had never heard her say before. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Now then, was that so difficult?” Anelda asked. “Did the words hurt your throat?” Liv shook her head. The old lady took the fabric from Liv and held it up to the light. “It’s a lovely weave, that’s for sure. I’m sure I can tease something out of it.” 
 
    Liv looked up hopefully. “Then you’ll…you’ll make Aislin a dress?” 
 
    “I’ll make her a dress.” 
 
    “Yay!” Liv said, clapping her hands, her exuberance returning instantly. “Thank you, thank you.” 
 
    Anelda made an irritated noise. “You’re doing it again, raising my pain levels.” 
 
    “Oh, sorry.” 
 
    Anelda made a shooing motion at Liv. “Go on with you, then.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I said, go on with you. Leave.” 
 
    “Can’t I stay and watch?” 
 
    “A chatterbox like you? Definitely not. Now scoot before I change my mind about this dress.” 
 
    “Okay.” Liv looked at Aislin. “I’ll wait out in the hall for you.” 
 
    Aislin began to feel alarmed. “You can’t go. You can’t leave me here alone.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Anelda asked Aislin. “Afraid I’ll bite?” She bared her teeth and chuckled. 
 
    “I’ll be outside,” Liv said. With a last, backward look, she left the room. 
 
    Aislin turned back to Anelda. The old woman was grinning evilly. “All mine now, aren’t you?” She chuckled. Aislin took a step back, only a heartbeat away from running after her friend. 
 
    “Come, child,” Anelda said, the evil grin disappearing. “I’m only having a bit of fun with you. Don’t go all rabbit on me.” She sounded completely different than moments ago. Her voice was gentler, the look in her eyes softer. 
 
    “Come over here into the light, child, so I can get a better look at you.” Aislin hesitantly moved closer to the window. Anelda followed and held the fabric up to her cheek. She nodded approvingly. “I don’t see this often. Most people have all the color sense of a pig in a pottery barn, but this is exactly the right color for you. You’re going to shine like a sunbeam in your new dress.” 
 
    “Like a…sunbeam?” Aislin was still having trouble grasping how quickly the woman had changed. She seemed almost like a different person. Anelda must have grasped her confusion because she patted Aislin on the shoulder and smiled. 
 
    “You thought I was all piss and vinegar, didn’t you? No surprise, I guess, after what you witnessed with your friend. See, I need my teeth now and then. Most of them who come in here looking for a dress are all full of themselves. Think they’re the most important person in the world. Think they can run over old Anelda to get wherever it is they’re in such a hurry to go. I have to chew on them a little to put them back on their heels.” She patted Aislin again. “But you’re not like them, are you? Not even a little bit.” 
 
    “I don’t live in the palace,” Aislin said. 
 
    “No, it’s clear you don’t. Spend a lot of your time down at the sea, don’t you?” 
 
    “How did you know?” 
 
    “Even in here I hear things. People like to talk about the wild child who swims in the sea all day.” 
 
    “They do?” 
 
    “Aye. They’ve never seen your like before. I think you scare them a little.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Yes. Myself, I can’t imagine why anyone would want to go into the sea. If the gods wanted us swimming around out there they’d have given us fins, and they didn’t. But I like that you upset them. It’s good for them. Makes them question things.” 
 
    Despite herself, Aislin found that she was relaxing around the old woman. “I don’t really understand what you’re saying.” 
 
    “No, you wouldn’t. You’re quite young still.” 
 
    “I’ll be twelve soon.” 
 
    “And only slightly less young. Now stand up here and let me get my measuring tape or we’ll be yammering here all day. Won’t that upset all the little pretties dying for their dresses?” 
 
    Aislin went where Anelda pointed, stepping up onto a low pedestal made of wood that stood near the big windows. Anelda rummaged around on a table and returned with her measuring tape. “Hold still now,” she muttered, and began measuring Aislin. 
 
    After she was done she stepped back, looping the measuring tape around her shoulders. 
 
    “Is that it?” Aislin asked, relieved. That didn’t seem to be too bad. “I can go now?” 
 
    “Sure, if what you want is for me to make you a sack,” Anelda replied. 
 
    “A sack?” 
 
    “That’s what a dress with no flair is, a sack.” 
 
    Aislin looked down at the dress she was wearing and wondered if it was a sack. 
 
    “There are other decisions to be made first,” Anelda added. “The things that make a sack into a dress.” 
 
    “There are?” 
 
    “Come with me.” Aislin followed the old woman back into the outer room. “Sleeves, for one,” she said, plucking at the sleeve on a long, red velvet dress. “Will yours be short or long? Puffy? Lacy? Which do you prefer?” She swept her hand to encompass the room. Aislin realized that the sleeves on every dress in there were different. The choices were overwhelming. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said. “I never thought about sleeves before. I don’t get cold very often.” 
 
    “This isn’t about getting cold, child. It’s about making a statement. It’s about what to show and what to hide.” 
 
    “I don’t want to make a statement.” 
 
    “Then you’ll go elsewhere, because I do not make sacks.” 
 
    “It’s confusing.” 
 
    “Not really,” Anelda said. “It’s all about what you’re trying to say with your dress.” She leaned closer and winked. “It’s all about who you’re trying to catch.” 
 
    Aislin felt her cheeks grow hot, and she stepped back. “I’m not trying to catch anyone.” 
 
    “Sure, you’re not.” 
 
    “I’m not.” 
 
    “You said you’re almost twelve. It’s been more years than I care to admit since I was twelve, but I seem to remember it was right about then I began to notice a certain stable boy with the most beautiful eyes.” 
 
    When she said that Aislin suddenly got a picture of Brecken’s eyes. Her confusion and embarrassment doubled instantly. 
 
    “Oho, I was right!” the old woman chortled. “There is a boy.” 
 
    “No, there isn’t,” Aislin said weakly. 
 
    “Ah, child, but you already gave yourself away.” 
 
    “I don’t…” But Aislin had no idea what she meant to say and couldn’t finish the sentence. 
 
    Anelda grinned at her. “He’s older than you, isn’t he?” 
 
    “What?” Aislin said, horrified that the old woman seemed to be reading her mind. “No, he isn’t.” 
 
    “Yes, he is. Most likely tall. Dashing. Has he noticed you yet? I wonder.” 
 
    Aislin felt close to panicking. “It’s not true,” she said desperately. 
 
    “Who is he? The brother of a friend, maybe?” 
 
    “You don’t know anything,” Aislin blurted out. She headed for the door, pushing her way through the sightless dummies. 
 
    “Don’t worry, child,” Anelda called after her. “I’ll make you a dress he’ll be sure to notice!” 
 
    Aislin ran out into the hallway and nearly tripped over Liv, who was sitting right outside the door. Liv jumped to her feet. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Aislin? Are you okay?” 
 
    “Nothing’s wrong,” Aislin said, but she couldn’t meet her friend’s eyes. 
 
    “What did that old witch do to you?” 
 
    “Nothing. I don’t want to talk about it. Let’s go somewhere else.” Aislin hurried away and Liv followed. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twenty-one 
 
      
 
    Aislin and Liv were sitting on the wall behind the palace overlooking the sea. They’d come here often enough that the height no longer bothered Aislin as much as it used to. She’d discovered that she liked watching the waves crash against the base of the cliffs far below. 
 
    “I know Anelda is—” Liv began, but Aislin cut her off. 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about it.” 
 
    “Still?” 
 
    “Still.” 
 
    “Okay.” Liv tossed a pebble and watched it make its long fall. “How are your lessons going?” 
 
    That was something Aislin did like talking about. “I’ve gotten a lot better. Even Treylen says so.” 
 
    “What can you do now?” Liv asked. “Show me.” 
 
    “I don’t know. Treylen says I shouldn’t play with my power, that it’s not a toy.” 
 
    Liv looked around. There was no one in sight. The fruit trees shielded them from most people on the palace grounds, and there were no gardeners working in the gardens. “No one will know,” she whispered. “Can’t you show me a little of what you can do?” 
 
    Aislin hesitated. She really did want to show her friend what she could do. Maybe she didn’t know all about dresses and stuff like the other girls, but this was something they knew nothing about. “Well, I guess a little bit can’t hurt.” 
 
    “This is so exciting.” Liv’s eyes sparkled. “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “Watch.” It was easy to find the glow of Seaforce under and behind the waves. Aislin barely had to try. She held her hands out, palms down, and concentrated. She called Seaforce to her, and it began to rise. As it rose, she shaped it into an orb. Soon the glowing orb was hanging in the air in front of them. It wasn’t a large orb. Aislin was mindful of that part of Treylen’s warning. 
 
    Liv stared at it in awe. “Ooh,” she breathed. “It’s so pretty. What is it called?” 
 
    “It’s Seaforce.” 
 
    Liv frowned. “I never heard of that before.” 
 
    “It’s the power in the sea. It’s in all water actually.” 
 
    “In all water?” 
 
    “All water.” 
 
    “I drink water. Does that mean it’s in me too?” 
 
    Now it was Aislin’s turn to be perplexed. “I think so. I’ll have to ask Treylen to be sure.” 
 
    “What can you do with it?” 
 
    Aislin scowled. “I can hurt Lowellin with it, the next time he shows up.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Like this.” Jutting out from the cliff below them was a long, narrow finger of rock. Aislin pointed at it. The orb shot at it, striking the finger near its base. There was a faint boom as the orb detonated. The finger shivered, then broke loose and fell into the sea. 
 
    Liv stared openmouthed. “That was incredible! Boy, is he going to be sorry he ever messed with you!” 
 
    Aislin looked down at the beach. She could see Treylen down there. As she watched, he got up from his seat and walked down to the shore. It was hard to tell from this distance, but she was sure he was looking up at her. She winced. He was going to say something about that when she saw him next. 
 
    “Do it again,” Liv said. 
 
    “I better not. I’m supposed to be careful with it.” 
 
    Liv got a crestfallen look on her face. Aislin cast about for something else she could do to impress her. Then it hit her. 
 
    “There is something else I can do. I only learned it a little while ago.” 
 
    She drew more Seaforce from the sea—a much smaller amount this time—and lifted it up to their level. Soon there was a glowing orb of Seaforce about the size of her head floating a few feet away. She concentrated, and it split up into a half dozen smaller orbs. Biting her lip, she made them spin in the air. 
 
    Liv clapped her hands. “You’re like a juggler, but you aren’t even touching them. Is it hard to do?” 
 
    “Kind of,” Aislin admitted, staring fiercely at them. “They keep trying to get away from me.” 
 
    “If you let go of them what would happen?” 
 
    “They’d fly off in all directions, I guess.” 
 
    Liv turned to Aislin. “Use them on something.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I should…” Aislin said, thinking of Treylen. 
 
    “But they’re so small. Maybe he won’t even notice.” When Aislin still hesitated, Liv begged her, and finally Aislin relented. 
 
    “But this is the last time.” Aislin looked around, wondering what she could use them on. Her gaze fell on the tower standing near the edge of the cliff behind the palace. Only the top half was visible, the rest hidden behind the wall built around it. It was thickly covered in vines with huge leaves. Surely it wouldn’t hurt to blast that a little, would it? The vines were a bad thing after all. 
 
    She focused on one of the circling orbs and sent it speeding at the tower. It struck near the top, there was a small flash, a muted crump, and a section of vine was torn away and fell to the ground. A small fresh scar showed on the stone. 
 
    Liv jumped to her feet. “Take that, evil vines!” she yelled. “Do it again, do it again!” 
 
    Aislin beamed with pride, happy she’d been able to get such a response from her friend. In rapid succession she sent four more orbs flying at the tower and tore away four more patches of vines. 
 
    She had one orb of Seaforce left and was planning where, exactly, she wanted to place it—maybe where the vine mounded at the top of the tower—when there came a voice nearby. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    Aislin turned, saw that it was Brecken—she’d been so engrossed that she hadn’t noticed his approach—and lost control of the last orb. 
 
    It slipped out of her grasp, shot past Brecken, and struck a rainwater barrel that was standing under a gutter against the back wall of the palace. The barrel exploded in a spray of splinters. 
 
    “Wow,” Liv said in a hushed voice. “That was so awesome. Did you see the way that barrel exploded?” 
 
    But Aislin wasn’t listening to her. She was staring at Brecken, her hand over her mouth, waiting in horrified fascination for his response. What would he think of her now? What would he say? 
 
    Brecken stared at the remains of the barrel for a couple of seconds, then turned to Aislin. One eyebrow rose. 
 
    Aislin froze inside. 
 
    Then he smiled. “Small, but mighty, aren’t you?” 
 
    Aislin felt her face grow instantly hot, and she looked away. She wasn’t sure whether she should be happy or mortified, but she wanted to be very far away right then. 
 
    Liv said something, but Aislin didn’t hear her. 
 
    “Father said you were strong, but I had no idea you were that strong,” Brecken added. 
 
    Aislin peeked at him from under her hair. It was hard to tell what he was thinking. He still had a little smile on his face, but that didn’t always mean something good. Was he standing further away now? Was he afraid of her? Did he think she was weird? 
 
    “I told you she was special,” Liv said. “She’s a real, live hero, like in the old stories, or like Daddy and Quyloc.” 
 
    Brecken looked back at the remains of the barrel, then up at the tower. He turned back to Aislin. “You should probably be more careful. Someone could get hurt.” With that he walked away. 
 
    Aislin felt herself shrivel at his words. He clearly thought she was some stupid little girl now. Why wasn’t she more careful? Why did she even come up here today? She should have gone to the sea. She wished she could jump off the cliff into the water and swim away. 
 
    “He’s so rude,” Liv said. “Don’t let him bother you.” 
 
    But Aislin could barely hear her. There was a rushing sound in her ears. The water that had spilled from the rain barrel began to steam and evaporate. A faint green glow was visible above it. 
 
    “Ow,” Liv said. “My head hurts.” 
 
    Aislin turned and saw Liv holding her head. “I’m…I’m sorry,” she said, her voice quavering. 
 
    “For what? For being amazing?” Liv managed a smile and gave her a hug. “Don’t ever be sorry for that.” 
 
    That calmed Aislin down quickly. The spilled water quit steaming. Liv blinked and said, “It’s going away now. That’s good.” 
 
    A door opened, and Opus emerged. He glanced briefly at the remains of the barrel, and then his gaze turned to the girls. He walked over to them. 
 
    “I believe the macht will want to speak with you, young miss,” he said to Aislin. He bowed slightly and gestured at the palace. “If you would come with me?” 
 
    Aislin and Liv climbed down off the wall and followed Opus as he headed for the palace. “How did he know?” Aislin whispered to her friend. 
 
    “He always knows,” Liv whispered back. “I don’t know how, but he always does.” 
 
    They entered the palace, and Aislin began to feel a mounting dread. What would Rome say? Would he be really mad? More than ever she wished she were somewhere else. 
 
    She realized Liv was talking and tried to make herself listen. 
 
    “…and this one time I was playing in one of the bedrooms hardly anyone ever uses, and I broke this little glass figurine that was on this table. I shoved the pieces under the bed. I thought no one would ever know, but the next day Opus showed up, and he had the pieces, and he knew I did it. I still don’t know how he knew. It’s like he has magic or something.” 
 
    She barely paused before heading into her next story. Aislin tried to listen, but she couldn’t. She was getting more and more nervous with every step. Her knees were shaking and all she could think about was running. She probably would have run for it, but she didn’t know this part of the palace very well, and she wasn’t sure she could find the way out. Being lost and wandering the halls would only make everything worse. 
 
    Opus led them to a pair of large, fancy doors that were carved with some kind of mythical creatures with gems for eyes and golden teeth. There were two men guarding the doors. They were wearing brightly polished breastplates chased in gold, helmets that matched, and black uniforms with Rome’s wolf head symbol stitched on their cloaks. 
 
    When Aislin saw that, her heart sank even further. 
 
    One of the guards opened the doors, and Opus motioned the girls to follow him through. Aislin froze and stared wildly about for an escape. She probably would have run then, if Liv hadn’t taken hold of her hand. 
 
    “It’s okay. It’s only the throne room. Come on.” She pulled Aislin after her through the doors, which closed behind them with a hollow boom. 
 
    The room was huge. Tall windows in the far wall let light in, reflecting off polished marble floors and lighting up the huge tapestries that hung on the walls. Copper-clad columns rose to a ceiling far overhead that was covered with an elaborate mural. 
 
    At the far end of the room was the dais with the throne on it. Wulf Rome sat on the throne. Beside him stood Quyloc, the chancellor seal hanging around his neck. Beside him stood Brecken. A half dozen guards stood at attention along the sides of the room. At the foot of the dais to one side sat a scribe, a portable writing desk balanced on his knees. Several men in rich clothing stood before the throne, one of them gesturing as he talked. 
 
    The men concluded their business and walked away as Opus and the girls approached. Somehow Aislin made it to the edge of the dais without tripping or panicking and running away. She’d never seen the macht look so…so much like a king before. He was wearing the crown, a simple band of gold that somehow looked very impressive on him. He wore a black leather tunic and black pants tucked into black boots that were shined to a high gloss. And when he looked at her there was no sign of his usual devilish grin. 
 
    “Approach,” Quyloc said to Opus, who bowed and stepped up onto the dais. In a low voice that Aislin couldn’t hear, he spoke to the two men. Then he bowed again and left the room. Quyloc bent over the throne, and he and Rome conferred for a moment in low voices, then Quyloc turned to Aislin. 
 
    “Opus tells us you had a mishap recently. Some damage was done, though no one was hurt. What do you have to say for yourself?” 
 
    Aislin’s mouth went dry, so dry she couldn’t swallow or speak. She lowered her eyes and stared at her feet. She felt terribly small and stupid. Why, oh why did she have to show off? What was she thinking? 
 
    On a table nearby stood a number of bottles, several glasses and a pitcher, a servant in livery waiting beside it. The bottles and pitcher began to vibrate. There were clinking sounds as the bottles rattled against each other. 
 
    Rome looked at the table and exchanged a glance with Quyloc. “Hey, easy now, Aislin,” he said. He stood up, started toward her, then turned back, took off his crown and put it on the throne. He came down off the dais and squatted down before her. “It’s okay. No one’s going to yell at you. We only want to talk.” 
 
    Aislin squeezed her eyes shut and tried futilely to stop herself from trembling. 
 
    Rome reached out, put his fingers under her chin, and gently lifted it. She opened her eyes. 
 
    “It’s normal to do what you did. Who doesn’t want to show off a little for their friends now and then?” He glanced over his shoulder at Quyloc, who had moved closer. “Except for Quyloc, of course.” In a loud whisper he said, “He’s not normal. Don’t tell anyone. If I hadn’t been there to see it, I’d think he was never a kid at all.” 
 
    Aislin’s fear subsided slightly. The bottles stopped rattling. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to,” she said in a small voice. 
 
    Rome grinned. “I know that. In fact, I bet I know what happened.” He gave Liv a look of mock sternness. “Someone egged you on. ‘Do it again! Do it again!’” He looked back at Aislin. “Am I right?” 
 
    “Daddy!” Liv said. 
 
    “Are you telling me that’s not what happened?” 
 
    Liv winced. “Well…” 
 
    Rome turned back to Aislin. “We just want to make sure no one gets hurt. That’s all. I’m sure that’s what you want too.” 
 
    Aislin nodded vigorously. 
 
    “So how about this? Keep the fireworks down at the sea where there aren’t so many people around. Can you do that?” 
 
    Aislin nodded again. 
 
    “Maybe we’ll all come down and watch one day. How about that?” 
 
    Aislin took a small step back and shook her head. 
 
    “Okay, bad idea. Maybe only Quyloc and me. In a few days.” Rome stood up, his knees popping loudly. 
 
    “You’re getting too fat, Daddy,” Liv said. 
 
    “It’s all muscle. Let me show you.” He snatched Liv up and swung her around while she squealed with delight. 
 
    When he set her back down, she smoothed her hair and said, “Really, Daddy. I’m much too old for that.” But her eyes were sparkling. 
 
    “We will come down. It is important that we know what you are capable of,” Quyloc said. “For the time that is coming.” 
 
    He sounded so somber and serious that even Liv’s smile faded. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    “All in all, that went pretty well, don’t you think?” Liv said after they left. 
 
    Aislin gave her a sidelong look. She still felt like running. 
 
    “I thought we were going to get into lots of trouble, but in the end it was nothing.” Liv tossed her hair casually. 
 
    “It was terrible.” 
 
    Liv laughed and put an arm around her. “I can see you don’t have much experience getting into trouble. Not if you think that was terrible. You should have seen how my mother acted when I accidentally kicked over one of the paint pots when the workers were repainting the dining hall. She was so mad!” She chuckled. “There was paint everywhere. One of the men fell down in it. I couldn’t stop laughing.” 
 
    “You think this is fun? Getting into trouble?” 
 
    “Maybe not fun. Or at least not all the time. But it’s better than being bored.” 
 
    It occurred to Aislin that she and Liv were nothing alike. She wondered why Liv liked being her friend. There were plenty of other children around. Why didn’t she play with them? 
 
    “Did Anelda say when your dress would be ready?” Liv asked. “Or do you still not want to talk about dresses?” 
 
    “Dress?” Aislin asked, having trouble making the switch to a new topic. 
 
    “Dress. Women wear them, remember?” Liv said with a smile. “I can’t wait to see it.” 
 
    “She didn’t say.” 
 
    “Better not bug her too often,” Liv said. “When she was making mine, I went by every day to ask her about it. Finally, she yelled at me and threw an empty spool at my head. Almost got me too.” Liv grinned at the memory. “I love that old lady.” 
 
    “You…like her?” 
 
    “I do. She doesn’t care about anything or what anybody thinks.” 
 
    “But she was mean to you.” 
 
    Liv shrugged. “Better than pretending to be nice to me because I’m the princess.” Liv pivoted to a new topic. “How are you going to do your hair?” 
 
    Aislin looked at her in alarm. “I have to do something to my hair too?” 
 
    “Of course, silly. What did you think, that you could go like that?” 
 
    Aislin’s hand rose to touch her hair. Her heart fell at the thought that she’d have to endure some new torture now. 
 
    Liv must have seen how she felt from her expression, because she quickly said, “Don’t worry, with hair like yours, I’m sure whatever you do will look incredible.” She touched Aislin’s hair. “I’d kill to have hair like yours. I don’t know how you do it.” 
 
    “I don’t do anything.” The truth was, Aislin had never given the slightest thought to her hair before. At least not until now. 
 
    “Now you’re being mean,” Liv said. 
 
    “I am? Why?” 
 
    But Liv was already off on another topic, happily prattling away while Aislin tried to keep up with her. They came around a corner, and Liv came to a stop suddenly, putting out her hand to stop Aislin too. She pulled her back around the corner and then peeked around it. 
 
    “Ugh, let’s go a different way,” Liv said, making a face. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I hate those girls.” She pointed at three girls who were standing in a cluster outside an open door. Aislin didn’t know them. They looked to be a couple years older than Liv and Aislin. “They’re so mean. That one in the middle, the tall one with the black hair? That’s Tessa. She acts like she’s my friend, but I know what she says about me when I’m not there. One of the servants told me. She says I’m low born, little better than a farm girl.” 
 
    “Is that bad?” Aislin asked. There was so much she didn’t understand. “What’s wrong with being a farm girl?” 
 
    “I said it wrong. There’s nothing wrong with being a farm girl. But it’s the way she says it. She acts like she’s so much better than everyone else. I wish she wasn’t coming to my party. I wish none of them were. But Mother said I had to invite them because their parents are rich and important. I think that’s dumb. Daddy is the macht. Who could be more important than that? But Mother said it’s part of being a princess. You have to do things you don’t want to sometimes.” 
 
    Aislin had never even considered the things Liv was talking about. Once again she found herself glad that she wasn’t a princess. She didn’t want to be anything at all. Dresses and hair? 
 
    “You want to know why Tessa is going to my party? The real reason? She likes Brecken. She wants to impress him.” Liv made a disgusted sound. 
 
    Right then Aislin decided she didn’t like Tessa either. 
 
    “The worst part?” Liv continued. “She doesn’t like Brecken. She only likes that he will be macht someday. She wants to be queen and push everyone around.” She pulled Aislin back the way they had come. “Come on. Let’s get out of here before they see us.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twenty-two 
 
      
 
    When Aislin reached Anelda’s apartments she hurried through the outer room with its spooky dummies, pushed through the curtain and into the brightly-lit sewing room. Anelda was sitting at the low table by the window, bent over, sewing. Aislin stopped partway across the room, unsure what to do. Long moments passed, and the old woman never acknowledged her. Maybe she hadn’t heard her come in. 
 
    “Hello?” Aislin said hesitantly. When Anelda didn’t respond she tried again, louder. “Hello?” 
 
    “Settle down,” Anelda snapped. “I’ll get to you. Can’t you see I’m busy?” 
 
    Aislin shifted restlessly from one foot to the other and looked around the room. It was unbelievably cluttered. She didn’t know how Anelda found anything. Every table was stacked with things. The shelves were stuffed. There was a cabinet that was so full the doors wouldn’t close. What would it be like to spend every day in here? She thought she would go crazy. 
 
    At last Anelda stood up. Aislin realized that she’d been working on her dress the whole time. At least she thought it was hers. It was the same fabric anyway. 
 
    “Don’t stand there gawking, child. Hop up there, and let’s see how this fits you,” Anelda said in her raspy voice. 
 
    Aislin got up on the little pedestal. 
 
    “Put your arms up over your head.” Anelda slid the dress down over her head and plucked it into place. Aislin shifted around, trying to get a good look at the dress to see how it looked on her. 
 
    “Quit squirming, child,” Anelda said, pinching her on the arm. 
 
    “But I want to see how it looks.” 
 
    “You will. When I say it’s time.” Anelda walked around her, examining the dress critically. “Hmm,” she said. On her wrist was a little cushion with a bunch of pins stuck in it. She took some pins from the cushion and pinned the dress in a couple of places. Again, Aislin shifted, trying to see what she was doing. 
 
    “Hold still, child. Otherwise, this could happen.” She jabbed Aislin with a pin. 
 
    Aislin jumped. “Ow! Why did you do that?” 
 
    “To show you what would happen if you don’t hold still.” 
 
    “Couldn’t you just tell me?” Aislin said, rubbing the spot. 
 
    “I could, but you wouldn’t have listened. Young people never do. You have to get their attention first and this—” She held up the pin. “—is a good way to get it.” 
 
    “You’re not very nice.” 
 
    “But then it’s not my job to be nice, is it? It’s my job to make dresses.” 
 
    “Being nice isn’t a job.” 
 
    “And that’s where you and I disagree. Being nice is the hardest of jobs and one I gave up a long time ago. It takes too much effort.” 
 
    Aislin didn’t know how to respond to that, so she didn’t try. Carefully, trying not to move, she looked down at the dress. It was a really pretty color, that was for sure. But she wasn’t sure how she felt about it other than that. The sleeves were short and kind of puffy, with lace at the ends. There were buttons down the front, but when she pulled at one she realized they weren’t real buttons. 
 
    “You’re moving again.” 
 
    “These aren’t real buttons. They don’t come open.” 
 
    “No, they don’t.” 
 
    “Then why are they there?” 
 
    “Same reason the lace is. Decoration.” 
 
    Aislin frowned. “I still don’t understand.” 
 
    “Think of yourself as a flower, child. And this boy you like, he’s a bee. What bee wants an old, dusty flower with no color?” 
 
    Aislin pondered this. It still didn’t make any sense to her, but she resolved to not say anything more about it. 
 
    Anelda stood back and studied her with a critical air. She nodded. “It looks like I did it again.” She looked at Aislin. “You’re going to have so many bees swarming around you.” 
 
    Aislin didn’t like the sound of that. There was only one boy she wanted to notice her, and yet, at the same time, she didn’t want him to notice her either. Why did she feel this way? She had a sudden urge to ask Anelda about it. She was so old. She must know the answers to a great many things. 
 
    Then, to her horror, Anelda got a big smile on her face and said, “I know that look. You want this boy to notice you, but you also are afraid that he will.” 
 
    “What? No. How did you know?” 
 
    Anelda came closer. “I’ll let you in on a secret. I was a little girl once too.” She tapped her temple. “I still remember.” 
 
    “It’s not like that.” 
 
    “Oh, then how is it?” 
 
    “I’m only going to the party because Liv wants me to.” 
 
    Anelda nodded, grinning wickedly. “Sure. That’s all it is.” 
 
    “Are we done yet? Can I go now?” 
 
    Anelda was still laughing when Aislin fled the room. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twenty-three 
 
      
 
    Rome and Quyloc were sitting at the table in the map room. The windows were open, and a breeze riffled the maps littering the table. With them was a man with bushy red hair and a giant red beard. He was dressed in buckskin stained from years on the road. On the table before him was a broad-brimmed leather hat, covered in dust. 
 
    “I came straight here,” the man said. “I knew you’d want this information as quickly as possible.” 
 
    “You told his chief about my offer, Roland?” Rome asked. 
 
    Roland—the man known as Firehair to the Sertithians—nodded. “I did.” 
 
    “I gave you permission to increase the offer,” Quyloc said. 
 
    “I know. I didn’t bother,” Roland said. 
 
    Quyloc frowned. “Why not?” 
 
    Roland scratched his beard, and a shadow crossed his face. “They’ve got problems up there on the steppes. Big problems. The terl isn’t going to let his tlacti leave now. Not a chance.” 
 
    Rome leaned forward. “What kind of problems?” 
 
    “An old friend of yours has resurfaced. A certain Guardian known as Kasai.” 
 
    “Kasai has invaded the steppes?” Quyloc said. He and Rome exchanged a look. A suddenly active Kasai wasn’t a good sign. 
 
    “I don’t know that I’d call it an invasion. Not yet anyway. More like exploratory probes, it seems like.” 
 
    “This isn’t good,” Rome said. “Kasai’s been quiet for years. Why is he moving now? What’s on the steppes that he wants?” 
 
    Roland shrugged. “I have no idea. I’ll tell you one thing, though. I have a hunch he feels threatened by the boy, Karliss. It looks to me like Kasai is targeting him.” 
 
    “The boy is that powerful?” Quyloc asked. 
 
    “I saw him hold back a dust storm, biggest one I’ve ever seen. And I heard a dozen variations of how he defeated one of Kasai’s lieutenants. He was throwing some serious power around that day. I think he’s only scratched the surface too.” He shook his head. “There’s something about him, something different. I don’t know. This will sound strange, but it’s like only half of him is here with us.” 
 
    “And the other half?” 
 
    Roland pointed up. “Up in the clouds.” 
 
    “I want to know more about this word of power you said he’s searching for,” Quyloc said. 
 
    “I don’t know that much. The Sertithians get a little tightlipped when it comes to their gods and such, and that weird storm during the ritual of appeasement got them all spooked. But the idea is that if there is one word of power, there might be more. It’s risky, but Kasai has them worried. They think he’s going to come after them.” 
 
    Quyloc looked at Rome. “I think it’s clear that this boy is one of the ones Ya’Shi spoke of.” 
 
    “I was thinking that too.” 
 
    “The question is, why is Kasai after him?” 
 
    “Do you think Kasai is working for the Devourers?” 
 
    Quyloc shrugged. “He could be.” 
 
    “He unleashed the ingerlings on Tu Sinar,” Rome said. 
 
    “I think that was revenge,” Quyloc replied. “He was getting back at those who made the prison.” 
 
    “Then why is he going after the Sertithians? Is he expanding his territory? There’s not much up there but grass and horses.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s it. But it must have something to do with what’s coming. We just don’t have enough information yet.” 
 
    “I wish you had a spy in Fanethrin,” Rome said. Quyloc had twice sent men to Fanethrin—Kasai’s capital—to see if he could learn anything about Kasai’s doings, but both men had never been heard from again. He’d given up after that, and Qarath had settled for keeping a wary eye on the Guardian from a distance. 
 
    “How do we get the boy to come to Qarath?” Rome asked. 
 
    “The boy said he would come once Kasai was dealt with,” Roland said. He stood up, his knees popping. “If we’re done for now, I’d like to go home and see my wife. Maybe scrape off some of this dirt.” He left the room. 
 
    “All we need to do is defeat Kasai then,” Rome said, cracking his knuckles and giving a wry smile. “How hard can that be? After all, we beat him before.” 
 
    Quyloc didn’t answer. He had gotten up from his chair and was looking out the window, a distant look in his eyes. Rome poured himself a glass of water and kept quiet. He knew when Quyloc needed to think. 
 
    “Maybe if I led some men up there,” Quyloc said after a while. 
 
    “What are you going to do against Kasai?” Rome asked. “If you’ll recall, you threw the rendspear into the vine.” 
 
    Quyloc drummed his fingers on the table. “The spear would be helpful.” He rubbed his eyes. “Sometimes I can feel it in there. Unless I’m imagining it.” 
 
    “It’s too bad you can’t travel in the borderland like you used to,” Rome said. The borderland was what they called the dunes under the velvety darkness, where the Veil between the normal world and the Pente Akka was. 
 
    A shadow passed over Quyloc’s face at the mention of the place. “It was getting too dangerous anyway. I don’t want to get captured by the hunter again. I think twice is enough.” He lapsed back into thoughtful silence. 
 
    “Are you thinking about trying to get the spear back?” Rome asked him. 
 
    “Without it there’s nothing I can do against Kasai.” 
 
    “Let’s put that idea on hold for a while, okay?” Rome said. “I can think of all kinds of ways that could go wrong.” 
 
    “I never thought I’d live to see the day when the fearsome Black Wolf counseled caution,” Quyloc said with a hint of a smile. 
 
    “I’m more comfortable than I used to be.” 
 
    “You mean old.” 
 
    “What’s the news on Aislin’s progress?” Quyloc had a man keeping an eye on the girl, watching her training with Treylen. 
 
    “Let’s put it this way. I’m glad she’s on our side.” 
 
    “She’s that strong?” 
 
    “Stronger. The problem is control. She doesn’t have a lot of it.” 
 
    “You’re saying she might wipe us all out by accident?” Rome said lightly. 
 
    “Or if she gets angry,” Quyloc said soberly. 
 
    Rome frowned. “You’re serious.” 
 
    “Dead serious. She’s far too young to have so much power. And I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but she’s at that age where little girls start to turn into young women. In my experience that can be an emotional time for them.” 
 
    “You’re telling me,” Rome said. “I have a girl that age, remember?” 
 
    “Now imagine her with the power to level this palace.” 
 
    Rome winced. “What do we do?” 
 
    “There’s not a lot we can do. Keep an eye on her. Try to keep her calm. I wish we didn’t have to push her so fast. But we might not have much time left before the Devourers make their move. Lowellin’s attack makes me think that time is coming sooner rather than later.” 
 
    “Not too soon, I hope. We don’t have the wind boy here yet, and we still have no idea where the kid is with stone power.” Rome scratched his chin. “I miss the days when it was you and me handling this stuff. I don’t feel so good about trusting everything to three kids barely out of diapers.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twenty-four 
 
      
 
    “What do you think?” Anelda asked Aislin. Aislin’s new dress was finished, and she was trying it on for the first time. There was a full-length mirror in Anelda’s sewing room, and Aislin was standing in front of it, looking at herself. “If I may toot my own whistle, I outdid myself on this dress,” the old woman said. 
 
    Aislin turned one way, then back the other. She liked the way the dress swirled around her legs when she did that, the way the fabric shifted and caught the light. But for the rest of it? She had no idea. Though recently she’d begun paying attention to the dresses that the women in the palace wore, they were still so alien to her. She had no real sense of how they were supposed to look. 
 
    “I like the color,” she said finally. 
 
    Anelda snorted. “The most beautiful dress I’ve ever made, and she likes the color. Well, child, you’ve done your bit in keeping me humble this day. Come on now. Off with it and I’ll wrap it up for you to take with you.” 
 
    While Aislin put her old dress back on, Anelda wrapped the new one in a piece of scrap cloth and tied it up with a piece of twine. She handed it to Aislin. “If this doesn’t turn his head, set your sights on a different one, because that will mean he can’t be got.” 
 
    Aislin mumbled her thanks and left the room. She was walking through the dim room filled with the dressmaker dummies, the package containing her new dress clutched under her arm, when the door opened. Without thinking she ducked behind one of the dummies, then peered around it. 
 
    Through the door came three figures that she quickly recognized. She frowned. Why did it have to be them? 
 
    “I can’t believe you’re having that old crone make your dress, Tessa,” one of the girls said. She was the shortest of the three, stout, her blond hair curled in tight ringlets. 
 
    Tessa gave an exaggerated sigh. She was quite a bit taller than the other two girls, her black hair long and straight. “Me either. But Mother insisted, and I couldn’t change her mind. If Father was here…but he’s away for days still. He might not even make it back in time for the party.” 
 
    “It’s so creepy in here,” the third girl said. She had brown hair and was holding one hand to her face, her expression twisted as if she smelled something rotten. 
 
    “It’s horrible, is what it is,” the blond girl said, her eyes flicking to Tessa’s face, gauging her reaction to her words. 
 
    “She does make nice dresses though,” Tessa said, fingering one, a floor-length dress of black silk. 
 
    “Hopefully she doesn’t die while making yours,” the brown-haired girl said with a snigger. 
 
    “She better not. If she wants to die, she can do so after finishing my dress.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll be the prettiest girl there,” the blond girl said. 
 
    Tessa snorted. “How difficult will that be? Have you seen the cows roaming this city? Yuck.” She tossed her hair. “Brecken is as good as mine.” 
 
    Aislin’s ears perked up when she heard his name. Her dislike of the girl grew instantly more intense. 
 
    “The poor guy has no chance,” the blond girl said. “He’ll be clay in your hands.” 
 
    “Once he is, I simply have to get him to do something with his hair. It’s so irritating how he’s always shaking it out of his eyes.” Tessa turned away from the dress she was looking at, and that was when she saw Aislin. 
 
    “Who’s there?” she called out. “What are you doing sneaking around and spying on me?” 
 
    Aislin stepped out from behind the dummy. “I wasn’t spying on you,” she mumbled. 
 
    “What’s that?” Tessa snapped, striding over to her and towering over her. She was more than a head taller. “Speak up. What’s a servant girl doing in here anyway?” 
 
    That angered Aislin. She looked up into Tessa’s eyes. “I’m not a servant girl.” 
 
    Tessa raised one eyebrow. “You sure about that? You look like one.” 
 
    “I’m not,” Aislin repeated. She wished she had something else to say, but she couldn’t seem to come up with anything. 
 
    “My mistake,” Tessa said, looking her up and down. “You can’t be a servant. Even the servants here are dressed better than you are.” 
 
    The other girls laughed, and Aislin felt her face turning red. 
 
    “What are you doing here anyway? What is that you’re holding?” Before Aislin could react, Tessa had snatched the package from her. 
 
    “Give that back!” Aislin reached for it, but Tessa held it up out of her reach and pulled out the dress. 
 
    “Look at this,” she crowed. “Our little mouse has her own dress.” She looked down her nose at Aislin. “Why would a little girl like you have a fancy dress like this? Shouldn’t you be playing with dollies or something?” 
 
    “I’m not a little girl.” 
 
    “Says the little girl.” Tessa looked at her friends. “Isn’t she adorable? Like a little doll that squeaks.” 
 
    Aislin felt her anger start to rise, but she remembered what Rome said, and she fought to hold it back. She had to be careful not to hurt people. “I’m going to Liv’s party. She’s my friend,” Aislin said through gritted teeth. 
 
    “Now I remember where I’ve seen you,” the blond girl said. “You’re that little freak she’s always running around with. Honestly, I don’t know why the macht allows it.” 
 
    “Don’t call me that. I’m warning you.” 
 
    “Enough,” Tessa said abruptly. “You’re boring me. Take your dress, little girl, and go away.” She tossed the dress at Aislin’s head and walked away, the other two following her. 
 
    Aislin left Anelda’s apartments and stomped down the hallway. She paid no attention to where she was going, saw nothing around her. Her thoughts were filled with Tessa’s words. The few people who passed her got pained looks on their faces and hurried away. 
 
    When she next was aware of her surroundings, Aislin found herself at the end of a hallway. There were doors on either side, but no windows, making the area dim. Under crossed swords hanging on the wall was a low bench big enough to seat two. 
 
    Aislin slumped onto the bench and sat there shaking. She looked at the dress in her hand and suddenly hated it. All her troubles came from this stupid dress and the stupid party. She should never have agreed to go. What was she thinking? 
 
    Abruptly, she stuffed the dress under the bench, then lurched up and hurried away. A terrible desire to cry came over her as she did so, and she had to bite her knuckle hard before it went away. Why should she care about a dress so much? What was happening to her? 
 
    She wandered around for a bit then, trying unsuccessfully to find her way out of the palace. So many of the halls looked alike, and she never paid much attention to them anyway. She was getting close to breaking down and asking a servant for help, when she heard a shout from behind her. 
 
    “There you are!” It was Liv. She came running toward Aislin. 
 
    Aislin groaned inwardly. She didn’t want to see her friend right now. She was too confused, too upset. She only wanted to get out of here and go be by herself. 
 
    “I’ve been looking everywhere for you,” Liv said breathlessly. “I heard you were getting your new dress today, and I’m simply dying to see it.” She looked Aislin over and got a confused look on her face. “Where is it? Anelda said she was going to have it for you today. Didn’t you get it yet? You’re not anywhere near her apartments, you know.” 
 
    Aislin looked away. “I already got it,” she said in a low voice. 
 
    “Then where is it? Don’t tell me you lost it.” 
 
    “I didn’t lose it.” 
 
    “Girl, you are perplexing me,” Liv said. It was something Aislin had heard Bonnie say to Liv a number of times when she was irritated with her. 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about it.” 
 
    Liv’s expression grew concerned. “What’s wrong? What happened?” 
 
    “I said I don’t want to talk about it.” 
 
    Aislin tried to walk away, but Liv caught her arm. “What is it? You can tell me. I’m your friend.” 
 
    Aislin almost pulled away. She almost ran. But for some reason she found that she needed to talk about it. She needed to let it out. 
 
    “It was Tessa,” she snapped. 
 
    Liv’s eyes narrowed. “What did she do?” 
 
    Aislin stood there staring at the floor, her hands clenched into fists by her sides. “She…she…” The words hurt too much to say. 
 
    “She made fun of your dress, didn’t she?” 
 
    Surprised, Aislin looked up. “How did you know?” 
 
    “Because I saw her and her friends coming out of Anelda’s apartments, and I know how she is.” Liv’s eyes flashed. “Ooh, that girl makes me so angry. I want to go find her right now and punch her in the nose. She can’t treat my friend like that.” 
 
    Aislin blinked, surprised by how much better Liv’s words made her feel. 
 
    Liv grabbed Aislin’s hand. “Let’s go find her. Right now.” 
 
    Then Aislin surprised herself. “No.” 
 
    “Why not? You don’t have to say anything. I’ll take care of it.” 
 
    “Because I’m too angry.” As soon as she said the words, Aislin knew they were right. “I don’t know what I’ll do.” 
 
    Recognition crossed Liv’s features. “Right. Your power.” 
 
    “Maybe we should just go find my dress instead.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twenty-five 
 
      
 
    Aislin and Liv were sitting on the front steps of the palace when a cart drawn by a single horse pulled up. Sitting in the cart, holding the reins, was a boy a couple of years older than the girls. Aislin barely even glanced at him, but she realized Liv was staring at him. 
 
    “Hey!” the boy called, waving to them. He was browned by the sun, and the muscles in his arms stood out. “I have a load of ale and wine casks for the party. Where do I take them?” 
 
    Liv stood up and walked over to him. Aislin followed. When she got to the cart, Liv crossed her arms and scowled at the boy. “That is not the way you address the princess,” she said icily. 
 
    “What?” The boy got a confused look on his face. He glanced at Aislin, saw no help there, then looked back at Liv. “You’re the princess?” 
 
    Liv raised her chin. “I am.” 
 
    “Uh…sorry. I’m sorry.” He hurried to take his hat off and almost dropped it. “I meant no disrespect. I thought you were…you were…” He wasn’t able to finish the thought. 
 
    “What? A servant perhaps?” Which really wasn’t unreasonable. She and Aislin had been playing in the stables earlier, and she’d fallen and had a large streak of manure on her dress. 
 
    “No, no of course not,” the boy stammered. He looked around. “Is there…can you please tell me where to take these? I said I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Hmpf,” Liv said. “I guess that will have to do.” She pointed. “You need to go around to the side. You’ll find the servants’ entrance over there.” 
 
    Still apologizing, the boy snapped the reins and hurried away as fast as he could. Once he was gone, Liv turned to Aislin and beamed. Her irritation and imperious manner were completely gone. 
 
    “Isn’t he gorgeous?” 
 
    “What?” Aislin said. She had experienced Liv’s sudden mood changes a number of times, but they still caught her off guard. 
 
    “The boy I was just talking to. Are you blind? Did you not see him?” 
 
    “You think he’s gorgeous?” 
 
    “I do. I wonder if I could get him invited to my party.” 
 
    “You want him to come to your party? Why?” 
 
    “Why? Because he’s cute. Because I think I like him.” 
 
    Aislin tried to sort it all out. “But…I thought you liked Randel? Isn’t that what you said?” 
 
    “Randel?” Liv laughed. “He’s much too old. That was only a flutter, and I got over it a long time ago. I’ve moved on.” 
 
    Aislin frowned, confused. “You like that boy now?” 
 
    “Maybe. I think so.” 
 
    “But you weren’t nice to him.” 
 
    “Of course not.” 
 
    Aislin felt terribly frustrated. None of this was making sense. “I don’t understand at all,” she said crossly. “I thought you were supposed to be nice to people you liked.” 
 
    “Not if it’s a boy. Not at first anyway. At first you need to pretend you don’t like him.” 
 
    “But why?” 
 
    “He has to think he can’t have you. That makes him want you more.” 
 
    Aislin winced. “I don’t think I want to talk about this anymore. It doesn’t make any sense.” 
 
    “It probably will when you’re twelve.” 
 
    “You’re not twelve yet either.” 
 
    “No, but I’m awfully close.” 
 
    “I don’t think I want anything to do with boys. It seems like a lot of trouble.” 
 
    Liv laughed. “I don’t believe that, and neither do you.” She wagged a finger at her friend. “Don’t think I haven’t noticed you making calf eyes.” 
 
    Aislin’s heart fell into her stomach. Had Liv noticed her sneaking looks at Brecken? How? “I don’t…I don’t…” she mumbled. 
 
    Liv put an arm around her. “It’s okay. It’s totally normal.” 
 
    Aislin looked at her hopefully. “You don’t…mind?” 
 
    Liv’s smile disappeared and was replaced by a quizzical look. “Why would I mind? He’s only a stable boy and not my type at all.” 
 
    “Only a…who?” This was getting more confusing by the second. 
 
    “I don’t know his name. The stable boy we saw this morning. You like him, don’t you?” 
 
    Aislin felt a flood of relief. Her secret was still safe. “No. I don’t.” 
 
    Liv grinned. “See? That’s what I’m talking about. First, you have to act like you don’t like him.” 
 
    “But I really don’t like him.” She’d barely glanced at him and couldn’t even remember what he looked like. 
 
    “Sure, you don’t. Go easy on him, okay? Don’t break his heart too fast,” Liv said. “Especially when there’s so many other boys who’d love to have you like them.” 
 
    “You think…other boys?” The thought startled Aislin. 
 
    “Oh, come on. You’re adorable. And that hair.” Liv touched Aislin’s hair. “I’d kill for your hair. Of course, you still need to do something about it.” 
 
    Aislin winced. First the dress, then shoes. Now she was going to have to do something about her hair too? When would it all end? Why did being pretty have to be so much trouble? 
 
    “What do you mean, I have to do something about it?” Aislin had a feeling she wasn’t going to like Liv’s answer. 
 
    “I mean you’ll need to get it styled.” 
 
    “What is that?” 
 
    “It’s where they put your hair up and make it all fancy.” 
 
    “Can’t I skip that part?” 
 
    Liv laughed. “No, silly. Your hair is way too important to skip.” 
 
    Aislin sighed. “This better be the last party you invite me to. I don’t think I can go through this again.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    The next morning when Netra got out the hairbrush, Aislin didn’t try to run away. Instead she went and sat down without being asked. Her mother gave her an odd look, but didn’t say anything. While she was brushing Aislin’s hair, Aislin spoke up. 
 
    “I want to do something different.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I can’t go to the party with plain hair, Mama,” Aislin said with irritation. Sometimes she thought her mother didn’t know anything. 
 
    “But the party isn’t for a couple of days still.” 
 
    “You think I don’t know that? It’s all anyone talks about, I swear. Are you going to do my hair or what?” 
 
    “Of course.” For some reason Aislin didn’t understand, her mother got a big smile on her face. “Let me try something, and you see what you think.” 
 
    “It’s not going to take a long time, is it? Because I don’t want to sit here for a long time.” 
 
    “I know that, honey. Don’t worry. This won’t take long.” 
 
    Aislin sat there and tried not to fidget while her mother fussed with her hair, pulling it this way and that. Her mother hummed the whole time, which was strange. Why was she so happy all of a sudden? Aislin wondered. 
 
    “What do you think?” Netra handed her the mirror. 
 
    Aislin took it and looked at her reflection. The truth was, she didn’t know what to think. Her mother had put her hair into two strands that stuck out from either side of her head. She touched one. “What is this?” 
 
    “It’s called a braid.” 
 
    “Is this how it’s supposed to look?” 
 
    Netra laughed. “Yes, that’s how it’s supposed to look.” 
 
    “Why are there two of them?” 
 
    “That’s just the way that hair style is. I can change it if you like. We could try one braid in the back, like how I do my hair.” Instead of sounding disappointed, her mother sounded eager, as if she wanted to do Aislin’s hair again. 
 
    “No,” Aislin said, hopping down off the chair. “That’s enough of that for now. I have to go.” 
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    “Up to the palace to see Liv.” 
 
    “How about if I come with you?” Netra asked. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Netra shrugged. “I don’t know. For company?” 
 
    “No,” Aislin replied, missing the hurt look that crossed her mother’s face when she said it. Not wanting to talk about it anymore, she hurried out the door. 
 
    “Randel should be waiting for you at the gate,” Netra called after her, but Aislin didn’t answer. 
 
    Aislin touched the braids as she walked to the front gates of the estate. They felt weird to her. She found herself wondering if Brecken would like them, then frowned and pushed the thought away. She didn’t care what he thought. She didn’t care what anyone thought. It occurred to her that Randel was a boy, or at least he used to be. What would he say? Her steps slowed, and she glanced around, suddenly sure that everyone was looking at her. But the few Tenders and servants who were nearby didn’t seem to be looking at her at all. 
 
    “Where are we off to today?” Randel asked cheerfully as she got to the gate. Then he saw her hair, and he whistled. 
 
    “What?” Aislin said. “Why did you whistle?” 
 
    “Your hair.” 
 
    Aislin frowned at him. “Is that good or bad?” 
 
    “It’s good,” he reassured her. “You surprised me. You never…you know…” He scratched the back of his neck, an uncomfortable look on his face. 
 
    “Can we go? I don’t want to stand here talking about my hair.” 
 
    “Lead on,” Randel said, his smile returning. He bowed deeply and gestured toward the gate. “Your carriage awaits.” 
 
    “We’re going in a carriage? But I want to walk.” 
 
    “I was only saying that. Pretending to be fancy people.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “You’re going to a big party at the palace in a few days. I think that makes you fancy people.” 
 
    Aislin frowned as she thought about that. “I don’t want to be fancy people. I just want to be me.” 
 
    “That’s what you say now. But once you get a taste of it, you’ll change your mind. Everyone wants to be one of them.” 
 
    “Treylen doesn’t.” 
 
    Randel nodded in agreement. “But he’s probably the only one. Treylen’s a little different, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “And neither do I.” 
 
    He looked at her sidelong. “I should have thought of that. My apologies, m’lady.” He bowed again. 
 
    “Stop doing that. I’m only Aislin.” 
 
    “Okay, okay. What’s got you so touchy this morning?” 
 
    “Nothing. It’s you. You’re being silly, and it makes me angry.” 
 
    “That’s it for the silly then,” he said agreeably. For a while he didn’t talk, only whistled cheerfully. But as they neared the palace he said, “I hope I get to escort you and your mother to the party when you go.” 
 
    “You want to go to the party? You think you’d like it?” 
 
    He brushed off her questions. “There’s no way I’d get into the party. I know that much. I’d stay with the carriage, keep an eye on it. But it would be fun anyway, watching all the high and mighty people show up in their fancy clothes.” 
 
    Aislin couldn’t imagine why that would be fun. Sometimes Randel was weird just to be weird. 
 
    Randel greeted the guards at the castle gates, who waved them on through. He escorted her to the doors of the palace and then went off to find a place to wait. The doorman opened the door and Aislin went inside. A servant came by. 
 
    “I saw the princess on the top floor a little while ago,” the woman said. 
 
    Aislin headed for the stairs. There sure seemed to be a lot of people around, she thought. Servants bustled this way and that carrying boxes or baskets. Four workmen with ladders were hanging decorations in the entrance hall. Another man was crouched by the wall, painting. This party was making everyone crazy, she decided. 
 
    She climbed to the top floor, now and then touching her braids as she went. She wondered if Brecken would like them, then yelled at herself silently for thinking that. She hoped she didn’t even see him today. 
 
    Although she would kind of like to. It had been a few days since she last saw him. 
 
    Lost in her thoughts, Aislin came around the corner and didn’t realize anyone was standing there until she was almost on top of them. Then she came to an abrupt halt. 
 
    It was Brecken and Tessa. Brecken was leaning against the wall, his hands in his pockets, and Tessa was standing before him—way too close to him, in Aislin’s opinion—twirling her hair with one finger. They both turned and looked at Aislin, who wished suddenly that she could fall into a hole and disappear. 
 
    “Oh, it’s you,” Tessa said, rolling her eyes. “The little girl with the dress.” 
 
    At her words, Aislin felt her anger flare up. She drew herself up as tall as she could, but before she could reply, Brecken spoke up. 
 
    “Her name is Aislin,” Brecken said. “She’s Liv’s friend.” 
 
    Aislin looked at him, trying to figure out if there was anything underneath his words, whether he was being nice to her or not, but she couldn’t. 
 
    “That’s what I hear.” Tessa raised an eyebrow. “Did you get home okay with your dress, little girl? You didn’t lose it, did you?” 
 
    “Don’t call me little girl,” Aislin said through gritted teeth. “I told you not to.” 
 
    Tessa looked her up and down, as if she were a mouse that had suddenly growled at her. 
 
    “Easy, Tessa. Aislin’s all right. Don’t be mean,” Brecken said. Aislin’s heart lifted at his words. 
 
    Tessa smiled. It looked to Aislin like she had a lot of sharp teeth. “I was only joking, Brecken. You know that. You know how I like to kid around.” She gave Aislin a look. “All in good fun, right?” 
 
    Aislin glared at her. Tessa turned back to Brecken, dismissing Aislin as if she were no longer there. She put one hand on the wall beside Brecken, turning her back on Aislin. “You’re going to love my dress. The old lady says it’s the prettiest dress she’s ever made.” 
 
    “I bet,” Brecken replied. He sidled the other way, away from her hand. “Hey, I have to go take care of some stuff. I’ll see you later, all right?” He glanced at Aislin and nodded, then started to walk away. 
 
    “Right now?” Tessa said. 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “But you’re still going to save the first dance for me, right?” she called after him. 
 
    He looked over his shoulder. “Sure.” He waved and disappeared around a corner. 
 
    Once he was out of sight, Tessa stomped her foot and muttered something under her breath. She whirled on Aislin. “You ruined that. Why did you have to butt in?” 
 
    Aislin’s next words came out unplanned. “He doesn’t like you.” 
 
    Tessa glared at her. “What do you know about anything? You’re only a child.” 
 
    “He ran away, didn’t he?” 
 
    “Only because you came and stuck your big nose into our talk. We were doing fine until then.” She pointed one long finger at Aislin. “You better not do that at the party.” 
 
    “Why?” Aislin said defiantly. “What are you going to do about it?” 
 
    “I can make your life hard, believe me.” 
 
    “I’m not scared of you.” 
 
    “Well, you should be.” She started to turn away, then turned back. “A friendly word of advice.” She leaned in close. “If you don’t want people calling you a little girl, ditch the pigtails.” 
 
    “The what tails?” 
 
    “These.” Tessa flicked one of Aislin’s braids. 
 
    “They’re called pigtails?” 
 
    Tessa nodded. “And only little girls wear them.” 
 
    Aislin felt her face grow hot. 
 
    A big smile grew on Tessa’s face. “Pigtails are for little piggies.” She whirled and stalked away, laughing softly. 
 
    Aislin stared after her, hating her. She wanted to run out of the palace right then, but Tessa had left in the direction she needed to go to leave, and she didn’t want to see her again. Which meant she had to stand there. She was trembling all over, and her feelings were in a whirl. 
 
    She was glad Brecken had stood up for her. At least it seemed like he did. Was that because he liked her, or did he feel sorry for her? 
 
    At least he walked away. That meant he didn’t like Tessa, right? But what if instead it was like Liv said, and he was only playing hard to get? 
 
    Mostly, though, she was angry at Tessa. She felt ashamed and humiliated. Hoping she’d given Tessa enough time to get out of the way, she hurried down the hall and peeked around the corner. There was no sign of the girl, and she continued on. As she walked, she pulled at her braids, hating them, wanting to make them go away before anyone else saw them and laughed at her. 
 
    By the time she reached the castle gates she’d managed to get both of them out. She stomped through the gates, ignoring the guards. Soon there were running footsteps and Randel caught up to her. 
 
    “Hey, did you forget about me?” 
 
    Aislin ignored him and kept her gaze fixed on the ground in front of her. 
 
    “Okay,” Randel said cheerfully. “I don’t mind being forgotten.” He faked a sniffle. “Much.” 
 
    They walked for a bit in silence, then Randel said, “I knew there was something different about you. What happened to the braids?” 
 
    “I got rid of them because they were stupid!” Aislin snapped at him. “Why do you always talk so much?” 
 
    Randel held up his hands. “Whoa. Whatever I did, I’m sorry. Don’t bite me, okay?” 
 
    Aislin ignored him the rest of the way. When she got to the estate she went looking for her mother. She found her in their little garden, watering the plants. 
 
    “Why did you put my hair in pigtails!” she yelled. 
 
    Netra set the watering can down and looked at her. “What’s wrong with you?” 
 
    “You put my hair in pigtails.” 
 
    “I thought you liked the way they looked.” 
 
    “No, Mama. I didn’t. Pigtails are for little girls.” 
 
    Netra stood up and came toward her, her arms wide. “I’m sorry, Aislin. I didn’t mean—” 
 
    “Now everyone’s laughing at me,” Aislin snapped. She turned and stomped away before Netra could get to her. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twenty-six 
 
      
 
    All morning the day of the party wagons streamed into the castle carrying kegs and barrels of drink and crates and sacks filled with food. The kitchen was a frenzied morass of cooks and helpers scurrying this way and that in the nearly intolerable heat of the ovens. The halls of the palace were filled with workmen on ladders putting up last-minute decorations, while every servant who didn’t have something else to do swept and mopped already spotless floors and dusted furniture and art. 
 
    Through it all moved Opus like a general on a battlefield, calling in reserves where needed, issuing orders, nothing getting by his eagle eye. Trailing him the whole time was a young woman named Kester, his chief aide. She was an accomplished woman for all her youth, sharp and detail-oriented, and he’d been training her personally for the past couple of years, with an eye toward handing over his position to her someday. 
 
    “It’s coming off without a hitch,” she observed. 
 
    “At least without anything that couldn’t be handled,” he replied. There’d been one incident, when a hurrying worker slipped on a freshly-polished floor and dropped an entire keg of red wine, which broke open and spilled everywhere. “The biggest challenge is still to come.” 
 
    “The biggest challenge?” Kester asked, glancing at the sheet of parchment she carried, and the list of things to be done written on it. 
 
    “Getting Macht Rome in place, properly dressed, at the right time. Fortunately, we have the queen on our side for that, and I’m confident she will manage it properly.” 
 
    “Is he really that difficult?” 
 
    Opus looked at her. “Have you heard the story of his coronation?” She shook her head. 
 
    “He showed up late, wearing a torn shirt with horse manure on it. Said he was breaking a horse and forgot about it. Halfway through the coronation ceremony, while the priest was still talking, the macht stood up and said, ‘Enough. I’m bored. Give me the crown and let’s start the party.’” 
 
    “He did?” 
 
    “He did. The soldiers loved it of course, and it was mostly soldiers in attendance, scratching the floors with their rough boots. The priest turned white. He took to his bed for days after that.” 
 
    “What did you do?” 
 
    “What could I do? I made the best of it. That’s all I could do. The point of all this is that the macht is like the jester face on the dice. He can, and often will, do anything at any time. There’s no way to completely prepare. You can only do the best you can.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    “I still don’t see why we have to have this party,” Rome grumbled. 
 
    Bonnie had just spent a fair bit of time trying, unsuccessfully, to button a stiff collar around Rome’s thick neck. Now she stopped and gave him a gimlet eye. “We’ve been over this,” she said in an icy tone. 
 
    “What good is being macht if I have to go through this torture?” 
 
    “Really? This is torture?” 
 
    “What else would you call it?” 
 
    “I call it you acting like a child, that’s what I call it.” 
 
    “I’m not acting like a child,” Rome said sulkily. 
 
    “You’ve been complaining all day. Earlier I caught you trying to hide this collar in the rose bushes on the balcony.” 
 
    “I wasn’t trying to hide it. I was only moving it.” 
 
    “To a flower pot.” 
 
    Rome winced. “When you say it like that it sounds bad.” 
 
    “Because it is bad.” 
 
    “But I hate this stuff. Look at me,” Rome said, holding up his arms. His shirt was yellow, with puffy sleeves and lace cuffs and a triple row of brass buttons down the front. It was tucked into voluminous white pants that ended just past the knee. A long, light blue sash was tied around his waist, the ends dangling almost to the floor. On his feet were long, pointed felt shoes. “I look ridiculous. Everyone will be laughing for days when they see me.” 
 
    “Nobody’s going to be laughing. It’s the latest fashion.” 
 
    Rome scowled at her. “Are you sure? Or is this really a way to get back at me for accidentally knocking over that vase and breaking it?” 
 
    “You didn’t accidentally knock it over,” she said, putting her hands on her hips. “You did it on purpose, and you know it.” 
 
    “Why would I do that?” Rome asked innocently. 
 
    “Because you hated it. You hated it from the first day I brought it home. That was your way of getting rid of it.” 
 
    “You’re making me sound childish.” 
 
    “You are childish.” 
 
    “I don’t see what’s childish about not wanting to do stupid things like dress up in fool’s clothing and spending a whole evening putting up with a horde of petty, backstabbing nobility. I’d rather take on a whole tribe of Crodin nomads by myself than put up with that lot.” 
 
    Bonnie sighed and put her head in her hands. “The party is happening, Rome. Why not simply make the best of it?” 
 
    “This is me making the best of it.” 
 
    “Then I’m glad I don’t have to see the worst.” She took up the collar again. “Now hold still. I think I almost have it.” 
 
    “Can’t we just leave it off?” Rome asked with a pained expression. “It makes it hard to breathe. It really does. It’s too tight.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t be if you didn’t eat so much. And no, we can’t leave it off. The whole outfit would look foolish without it.” 
 
    Rome held up one finger. “And I say the whole outfit looks foolish either way.” Then he jerked back. “Ow. You pinched me.” He rubbed his cheek. 
 
    “You want me to pinch you again?” 
 
    “You fight dirty.” 
 
    “I fight to win.” 
 
    “That’s what I love about you, you know,” he said, grabbing her and pulling her to him. “You’re feisty. How about we take a little tumble and get some of that feistiness out?” He gave her a leer. 
 
    She gave him a little slap and pushed him away. “Do you know how long it took to get into this dress? No, you don’t. Because you were off hiding somewhere complaining about your daughter’s coming-out party. Well, let me tell you. It took most of the afternoon and three maids to get me into this. If you think I’m going to let you mess all that up, you have a lot of nothing going on in your skull.” 
 
    “There, that’s the feistiness I was talking about,” he said, reaching for her again. 
 
    She slapped his hands away, hitting hard enough to make it sting. “Don’t think I don’t know what you’re doing.” 
 
    “I thought it was pretty obvious what I was doing.” 
 
    “You’re trying to get out of this. As if there’s any stopping this now, with hundreds of guests on their way and mountains of food and drink already prepared and the staff having spent countless hours decorating. I don’t know how you think it would work. Perhaps you think you could accidentally tear your shirt once you got it off. Or maybe you want to hide out here during the whole party. But would you really do that to your daughter? Do you realize how much she’s been looking forward to this?” 
 
    “It’s a silly tradition,” Rome said sullenly. “She’s still my little girl, twelve or not.” 
 
    Bonnie raised an eyebrow. “Is that what this is all about?” 
 
    Rome pulled away and went out on the balcony. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    She followed him out there. “Your little girl is growing up, and you can’t handle it.” 
 
    “I know she’s growing up,” he grumbled. “But does it have to be so soon?” 
 
    Bonnie hugged him from behind. “I’m sorry, Rome. I know it’s hard.” 
 
    “You know what I saw yesterday? I saw her talking to a boy.” 
 
    “She’s been talking to boys her whole life. She’s your daughter. She talks to everyone all the time.” 
 
    “Not like this. I swear she was batting her eyes at him. She’s too young for that!” 
 
    “It’s still harmless. It doesn’t mean anything.” 
 
    “No, but it will. Way too soon.” 
 
    “She’s still going to be your little girl for a while yet,” she said soothingly. 
 
    “Not long enough.” He pulled away. “Nothing really changes, no matter how much I try to make it change. The old nobility and the wealthy merchants still scheme and jockey for power like they always did. They want to get their daughters married to Brecken and their sons to Liv so they can worm their way deeper into the palace and take over someday. And now I have to go down there and watch as the sons of those coyotes circle around Liv, filling her head with their pretty words, sweeping her away.” 
 
    To his surprise Bonnie started to laugh. 
 
    Rome pulled away and turned on her with a scowl. “What? What are you laughing about?” 
 
    “You. You’re too much. Do you really think your daughter is that empty-headed? You think she doesn’t know what’s happening?” 
 
    “I don’t know what to think. She’s so young.” 
 
    “But she’s been raised by us. We’ve taught her since she was a child, told her what to expect.” 
 
    “But did she listen?” 
 
    “Her best friend hardly ever wears shoes and roams around like a wild animal. You tell me. Would a girl caught up in the flattery of court have a best friend like Aislin?” 
 
    He gave her a look. “You’re okay with her spending time with Aislin now? Even after what happened?” 
 
    Bonnie’s expression grew troubled. “I don’t know. Not really. I still worry that Lowellin will make another try for Aislin, and Liv will get caught in the middle. But I understand the importance of Liv’s influence on Aislin, and I realize that if Lowellin comes for Liv it won’t matter where she is.” She looked back at him. “That’s not the point here. The point is that Liv is smart. Too smart to get swept away by some nobleman’s son looking to improve his father’s place at court.” 
 
    “Are you sure about that? Have you seen how excited she is about this party?” 
 
    “Yes, I have. But that’s because your daughter loves being the center of attention, and she loves getting her way.” She shook her head. “You should have seen how much she troubled me about having a trained bear at the party. As if there’s no way that could turn out badly. But it doesn’t mean she’s carried away by it. She’s just having fun.” 
 
    Rome sighed. “You’re probably right.” 
 
    She gave him a hug. “Of course, I am. Shall we try the collar again?” 
 
    Rome sighed. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twenty-seven 
 
      
 
    “Did you finish?” Netra asked. 
 
    The woman sighed and threw up her hands. “Mostly. I have to warn you though. This isn’t my best work. She won’t hold still, and she complained about everything.” 
 
    Netra had hired the woman to come do Aislin’s hair for the party. She’d warned her ahead of time that Aislin would be difficult, but even she hadn’t expected just how bad Aislin would be. Aislin had been in a terrible mood ever since she woke up. She hated breakfast. She hated her mother. She hated her dress—the same dress she’d said she loved only the day before—and she hated her shoes. 
 
    “I’m sure you did your best. Here’s your payment.” Netra put two silver coins in the woman’s hand, then added a third. “And a little extra for your trouble. Again, I’m really sorry.” 
 
    The woman put the coins away and patted Netra’s arm. “I have two girls of my own. I understand.” She shook her head. “Still, it’s a shame. With the hair that girl has, she would have been my masterpiece. Do me a favor, please? Don’t tell people I’m the one who styled her hair. It won’t help my business.” 
 
    She left, and Netra stood outside the small hut she and Aislin shared, not sure she wanted to go back inside. It was quiet and peaceful out here in the shade, a cool breeze lifting the heat of the day, birds singing in the trees. She was quite sure it wasn’t peaceful inside. Then she pinched the bridge of her nose, took a deep breath, and went inside. Unless she wanted to show up looking like a scullery maid, she needed to finish getting ready. 
 
    She opened the door to find Aislin staring at herself in the mirror. 
 
    “It looks great, honey,” Netra said, putting as much enthusiasm into her voice as she could. And it did look very nice. Aislin’s white-blond hair had been pulled up into an ornate bun on top of her head, an array of pins holding it into place. Pins that Aislin was fiddling with. “Don’t touch those,” she added hurriedly. “You’ll mess it up.” 
 
    Suddenly, Aislin started to cry. Netra went and put her arms around her. Aislin didn’t hug her back, but she didn’t pull away either. 
 
    “Why is everything so horrible?” Aislin said. 
 
    “It’s not. It only seems that way because you’re nervous about the party.” 
 
    “I never should have said I’d go. I already know I’ll hate it. People are going to be looking at me and laughing.” 
 
    “No one’s going to be laughing at you.” 
 
    Aislin turned her tear-stained face up to her. “You don’t know that. You don’t know how those girls are.” 
 
    “What girls?” Netra asked. 
 
    “Mean girls. They’re here for the party. They hate me.” 
 
    “I’m sure they don’t hate you.” 
 
    “You say that, but you don’t know. I’m not going. I’m staying here.” 
 
    Aislin reached for the pins in her hair, but Netra caught hold of her hands. “Stop. Don’t do anything you’ll regret.” Aislin pulled away and threw herself onto a chair. Netra followed and crouched before her, taking her chin in her hand. 
 
    “Are those girls friends of yours?” she asked. Aislin shook her head. “Then why do you care what they think?” 
 
    “I don’t. It’s not them. It’s…” 
 
    “Who? Is there someone else?” Into Netra’s mind flashed the idea that Aislin was acting this way because of a boy, but then she dismissed the thought. Surely her daughter was still too young to be thinking of boys. 
 
    Aislin opened her mouth like she was going to say something, then closed it and shook her head. “They’re mean,” she said again. 
 
    “People can be mean sometimes,” Netra agreed. “But you can’t let that stop you from doing what you set out to do. Liv is your best friend. She’d be broken-hearted if you didn’t show up.” 
 
    “She won’t even notice.” 
 
    “That’s not true, and you know it. She’s the one you should be thinking about. Not those girls.” 
 
    “I don’t want everybody looking at me.” 
 
    “They won’t be, trust me. I think Liv is going to make sure everyone is looking at her.” 
 
    “Why does she even have to have this party?” 
 
    “I don’t know, honey. It’s something rich people do.” 
 
    “Are we rich? Do I have to do that too?” 
 
    Netra laughed. “Look around, child. Does it look like we’re rich? No, you won’t have a party like this when you turn twelve.” 
 
    “Good. Because parties are dumb.” Aislin stood up. “Let’s go. I want to get this over with.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Pulled up by the gates of the Tender estate was an open carriage. Randel was waiting by it, wearing a new guard’s uniform, a Reminder—the symbol of the Tender Order—embroidered on the breast. His hair was freshly trimmed, and his goatee oiled down. He bowed as he opened the door of the carriage for them. 
 
    “Where’s the FirstMother?” Netra asked him. 
 
    “She’s still sick,” Randel said. “She won’t be able to make it.” 
 
    “I wish I was sick,” Aislin said glumly as she climbed awkwardly into the carriage. Her new dress made it difficult. She’d already stepped on the hem once, and when she went to sit down it felt funny, like it was bunching up underneath her. 
 
    “That’s crazy talk,” Randel said. “This is going to be so much fun.” He couldn’t seem to stop smiling. 
 
    “Why don’t you wear this dress and go to the party then?” 
 
    Randel stroked his goatee. “Hmm. It might be a little small for me, but I guess I could give it a try.” 
 
    “Stop complaining,” Netra said. “It’s not going to be that bad.” 
 
    Aislin didn’t answer. She stared out at the city as they bounced over the cobblestones. 
 
    The castle gates were flung wide, and the archway over them was festooned with streamers of brightly colored cloth. Carriages were passing through the gates in a steady stream. Inside, the huge, circular driveway before the palace already had dozens of carriages lined up on it, waiting to unload their passengers. The carriage at the front of the line rolled away, and a new one moved forward. Its passengers—an elderly man and woman draped in fine clothing—disembarked and headed for the doors. 
 
    “Wow,” Randel said. “Look at that.” He stared avidly, taking in the ornate carriages, the richly-dressed guests, the liveried servants bustling around. Over and over he pointed out things, saying things like “That’s something to see, isn’t it?” Neither Aislin nor Netra answered him, which didn’t seem to diminish his enthusiasm. 
 
    When it was their turn, Randel jumped down quickly, and then turned to offer his hand to Aislin. She pushed it aside and jumped down too, but underestimated the effects of the long skirt, got tangled up in it, and would have fallen if Randel hadn’t grabbed her quickly. She glared at him, and he responded with a big smile. 
 
    “I’ll see you when it’s time to leave,” he told them, and climbed back into the carriage. The driver snapped the reins, and the carriage rolled away. 
 
    “Are you ready?” Netra asked her. 
 
    “No.” Aislin felt a sudden, unexpected urge to take her mother’s hand, but she resisted it. She was not a little girl, she told herself. 
 
    For some reason her eyes went to the tower, its vine-wreathed top visible behind the palace. She squinted at it, thinking for a moment that she saw movement in the leaves, but there was nothing, and she looked away. 
 
    Servants in black and white livery, Rome’s wolf head emblem sewn to their breasts, flanked the front doors, bowing to the guests as they ascended the stairs. 
 
    Inside, there were decorations everywhere. Aislin had vaguely noticed the servants and workmen putting up the decorations in the preceding days, but she’d paid no real attention to them, so it was like she was seeing them for the first time. Bright ribbons adorned doorways and walls. Fresh-cut flowers spilled out of crystal vases. 
 
    They followed the procession of guests down the wide hallway, up a low flight of stairs, and through a pair of massive, double doors which opened onto the main dining hall. Aislin had been in the room before while playing in the palace with Liv, but she’d never seen it like this, and despite her misgivings she was struck by how impressive it looked. 
 
    The great chandeliers were all lit, and they filled the huge room with radiance. Ribbons wrapped around the thick columns that supported the high ceiling. At the front of the room was a long, low platform, and on that platform was a single table where the royal family would sit. Perpendicular to that were several long rows of tables for the guests. The tables were covered in white tablecloths and laden with silver, glassware, and fine china. Everywhere there were vases bursting with sprays of flowers. Their fragrance filled the air with a heady perfume. 
 
    Music played softly and liveried waiters with spotless white gloves moved amongst the tables, bringing wine and other refreshments to the guests who were already seated. 
 
    About half the tables were already filled with men and women of all ages, along with quite a number of their children, though clearly not the younger ones. Looking around, Aislin had the sick feeling that she might be the youngest person there. 
 
    Netra gave their names to a servant in a tight black jacket waiting inside the door. He consulted a list he carried, then dispatched another servant to guide them to their spots. As Liv had promised, their seats were at one of the tables on the edge of the room. Aislin relaxed marginally after they sat down. At least no one seemed to be staring at her. 
 
    “I have to admit, I am impressed,” Netra said, leaning close to Aislin. “I’ve never seen anything like this.” She touched her hair as she spoke, as if making sure it hadn’t gotten mussed on the way there. 
 
    More guests came streaming steadily in. The seats on either side of them filled. Aislin couldn’t help but notice that everyone seemed to be dressed so much finer than they were. Despite the warmth of the afternoon, many women had furs draped over their shoulders. Bright feathers and even brighter ribbons adorned their hair. Their dresses sparkled as they moved. The men were only slightly less showy, showing off shirts with ruffled collars and jeweled buttons, wearing thick gold rings. 
 
    The woman to Aislin’s right had several diamond-encrusted pins sticking out of her hair. Her dress was made of some shiny fabric that reflected the light as she moved. Her face was heavily made-up, her lips bright red, the corners of her eyes painted blue-green. Rings glittered on every finger, and a heavy diamond pendant hung around her neck. She caught Aislin staring at her, and her lips twitched upward in what might have been a smile, except that her eyes were utterly cold. Aislin quickly looked away. 
 
    Aislin looked over and saw that Tessa and her parents had arrived. Tessa looked so tall and elegant. A net threaded with gemstones covered her lustrous black hair. Her dress was cream-colored, slashes in the skirt showing pink tints. The dress left her shoulders bare, and with her hair tied back it made her neck look impossibly long. 
 
    Aislin stared at her, wanting nothing more than to slide under the table and disappear. She felt so small and stupid. Try as she might, she couldn’t touch the floor, even with her tiptoes. Her mother saw her sliding down in her seat and hissed at her to straighten up. Then Netra’s eyes fell on Aislin’s glass. The water in it was trembling. Netra took hold of her hand under the table. 
 
    “Calm down, Aislin. Don’t let yourself get too upset.” 
 
    “I’m trying, Mama,” Aislin whispered. And she was, but it was difficult. She’d been secretly hoping that Tessa would look awful, but she didn’t. She looked beautiful. Everyone was looking at her. There was no way Brecken wouldn’t be swept away by her. She had a terrible urge to yank the pins from her hair and run screaming out of the room. 
 
    Opus appeared, seemingly out of nowhere. He bent over and placed a wrapped treat on the table beside Aislin’s plate. 
 
    “You’re being too hard on yourself, young miss. You are a vibrant hummingbird in a room full of self-obsessed peacocks.” 
 
    He walked away, and Aislin stared after him. Oddly enough, his words made her feel better. When she looked back at her glass, the water in it was still. She opened the treat. It was crusted sugar in the shape of a rose. She popped it in her mouth. 
 
    Sucking on the candy, she looked across the room to where Tessa and her family sat. She stuck her tongue out at the girl and felt even better. 
 
    “Don’t do that,” her mother said. 
 
    Soon the dining hall was filled, and no more guests entered the room. At some cue Aislin missed, the murmur of conversation ceased, and everyone looked to the front of the room. Moments later Liv emerged through an arched doorway to the side of the royal table. The red of her dress accented her red hair. The light sparkled off the tiara set on her head. She wore white gloves that came up to her elbows. A murmur passed over the room. 
 
    Liv beamed at the guests happily and mounted the low platform. Behind her came Wulf Rome and Bonnie. But Aislin noticed neither of them. Her gaze was fixed on Brecken, bringing up the rear. He wore black pants tucked into black boots and a white silk shirt open partway down his chest. A short black cape hung down his back. As he was sitting down, he glanced her way and quickly Aislin averted her gaze, her cheeks growing hot. 
 
    When next she looked up, she saw that Liv was staring at her, waving one hand to get her attention. Bonnie said something to her, and she stopped waving, though she beamed at Aislin and mouthed words Aislin couldn’t understand. 
 
    Rome stood up. People went still, everyone looking at him. His gaze swept the room and even Aislin could tell the smile on his face was forced. He obviously didn’t want to be here. For some reason that made her feel better too. 
 
    “Welcome,” he said in his booming voice. “Welcome to the palace.” He didn’t sound all that welcoming. “Thank you for coming to my daughter’s twelfth birthday. People of Qarath, may I present to you my daughter, Liv.” 
 
    Liv stood, her smile brilliant, and waved to the guests. The guests applauded, and there were a few whistles. 
 
    When the applause died down, Rome looked like he might say something else, but then he said simply, “Let’s eat.” He took his seat, and a stream of waiters entered the room from doorways on opposite sides of the room, bearing platters of food and tureens of soup. 
 
    The meal was a blur to Aislin. Plates and bowls were set down in front of her and later swept away. She ate very little. It all tasted strange to her, and she wasn’t hungry anyway. Her chair was hard and uncomfortable, and something was poking her in the back. She thought maybe Anelda had missed a pin, but when she tried to shift it, her mother told her to stop. 
 
    More than once she found that, quite without meaning to, she was staring at Brecken. One time he seemed to feel her looking at him and looked up from his plate straight into her eyes. When that happened, she froze. He grinned, and then turned to respond to a waiter who was holding out a tray of food. Aislin gulped and looked down at her plate. 
 
    The best part of the meal was the entertainment. An area in the middle of the room had been left open and a steady stream of entertainers swept in, performed, and were replaced by others. The first was a team of dancers, lithe, elegant men and women who twirled and spun rapidly. After them came jugglers, then tumblers. Aislin enjoyed them enough that she almost forgot to be miserable for a while. 
 
    The dinner seemed to take forever, but at last a waiter took her latest plate of untouched food away and didn’t replace it with another. 
 
    Rome stood up again. “And now, before my daughter dies of boredom, the dance.” He held one finger up. “To the ballroom!” Without further ceremony he helped his queen up, and they strode off the stage, Liv and Brecken following. 
 
    Servants swung open wide doors as the macht and his queen approached. People rose from their seats and began streaming after them. Netra and Aislin waited until almost everyone had left the room, then Netra looked at Aislin. 
 
    “How are you doing?” she asked. Aislin shrugged. “We could probably slip away now if you really wanted to.” 
 
    Aislin looked at her in surprise. “Really?” 
 
    “You made it through dinner. Liv saw you. I don’t think she’d be all that upset if you left now.” She paused. “And besides, you’re not interested in dancing, are you?” 
 
    Aislin started to say she wasn’t, but then the words wouldn’t quite come out. She had a sudden image of dancing with Brecken that left her feeling dizzy. But there was no way she wanted her mother to know. “Well…maybe we should go to the dance for a little while?” 
 
    Netra gave her a surprised look. “Sometimes I don’t know what to make of you.” 
 
    They walked into the ballroom. As much as the dining room was covered in decorations, the ballroom was even more extravagant. Curled, brightly-colored ribbons hung down from the ceiling everywhere. There were tables groaning with flowers in spectacular shades of red, orange and yellow. Sprinkled around the edges of the room were dozens of small, round tables. Against one wall was a long table covered in desserts on tiny plates. Next to it was another table with dozens of glasses of some pink drink. At the far end of the room a band was playing, the music filling the air. 
 
    Netra and Aislin stopped by one of the small tables that was unoccupied. There were no chairs. The table was high enough that Aislin had trouble seeing over it. A waiter came by with a tray on which were a number of dainty glasses filled with the pink drink. He held the tray out to each of them. After looking to her mother to see if it was okay, Aislin took one. Whatever the drink was, it had bubbles in it, and it burned on her tongue a little. The sensation was unexpected, but not unpleasant, and she took several more sips. Almost immediately she noticed that her head felt different, lighter somehow. 
 
    Rome and Liv walked out into the middle of the room and conversations ceased as every eye turned to them. The music stopped. Rome was carrying a garland in one hand. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen, I present to you my daughter, Liv!” 
 
    A cheer went up, and Rome set the garland on Liv’s head. The cheer grew louder and Aislin found herself joining in, which surprised her. She took another sip of the pink drink. 
 
    Rome gestured at the band, and they began to play. He held out his hand, and his daughter took it. They danced while everyone watched. When the song was over, other dancers moved out onto the floor. A boy Aislin didn’t recognize tapped Rome on the arm and held out his hand. Rome got a sour look on his face, and it looked like he would refuse, but then Bonnie was there glaring at him, her hands on her hips, and Rome handed Liv’s hand to him. The two began to dance, and for a moment Rome simply stood there watching them. Aislin thought he looked a little sad. Bonnie grabbed him and spun him away into the throng of dancers. 
 
    “This isn’t too bad, is it?” Netra said. 
 
    Aislin barely heard her. She was watching Brecken. He was across the room, his head bent as he listened to an older man who was telling him something. Aislin wished he would look up and notice her. She touched her hair gently, wondering if it still looked okay. 
 
    Finally, the man walked away, and Brecken was left standing by himself. He looked around the room. Aislin stood up as straight and tall as she could. She found herself curiously torn between conflicting emotions. On the one hand she desperately hoped that he would come over and ask her to dance, but at the same time the thought terrified her, and she wasn’t sure that she wouldn’t simply run from the room if he did. The conflicting feelings raged inside her. It was truly agony. 
 
    “Aislin,” her mother said, then repeated her name louder when she didn’t respond. Finally, Aislin glanced at her, irritated. Netra pointed at the glass Aislin was holding. Aislin looked down at it and realized the liquid in it was bubbling. 
 
    “Okay, Mama,” she said, and set the glass down. 
 
    She looked back at Brecken, and her heart fell. Tessa was talking to him. A moment later he held out his hand, she took it, and they walked out onto the dance floor. Aislin glared at her, wishing she would trip over her feet and fall on her face. 
 
    Netra’s hand fell on her shoulder. “I’m sorry, honey,” she said softly. 
 
    Aislin pulled away. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she snapped. 
 
    The song seemed to take forever, and every note was torture for Aislin. Brecken and Tessa looked perfect together, her dress flaring around her as he spun her, the light winking off the gems around her throat. Finally, it ended. After that Brecken danced the next two songs with different girls. Aislin didn’t like that much either, but at least they weren’t Tessa. Eventually those songs ended as well, and Brecken returned to his spot. A couple of young men came by, and the three of them talked. Then they walked away, and Brecken was left alone. 
 
    Aislin had a sudden, mad idea. Brecken just couldn’t see her, that was all. She was too short, and there were too many people between them. “I want some dessert,” she told her mother and hurried away before she could reply. 
 
    She chose a path that would take her near Brecken. When she got near him she kept her eyes fixed straight ahead, placing each foot carefully, afraid she would trip over her dress and make herself look stupid. Each step was agony as she waited for Brecken to notice her and say something. 
 
    But he didn’t. 
 
    She made it to the dessert table and grabbed onto it, holding onto it like she was drowning. She felt dizzy. She squeezed her eyes tightly shut for a moment, gathering herself before opening them and turning to look at Brecken. He was still standing there, but an old woman, bent over, leaning on a cane, was talking to him. Relief flooded her. He’d been busy was all. 
 
    She waited until the old woman walked away, and then she walked toward him again, this time taking a path that took her even closer to him. She took each step with her heart in her mouth. Suddenly she was sure this had been a terrible idea. What was she thinking? 
 
    “Hey, Aislin.” 
 
    Aislin froze, not sure if she’d heard Brecken say her name, or if she was imagining it. She couldn’t seem to move or do anything. 
 
    “Over here.” There was laughter in his voice. 
 
    She managed to turn without falling down, but she did wobble a little. “Oh, hi,” she said, as if just noticing him. She meant to sound grown up and cool, but her voice came out horribly squeaky and high. She clamped her hand over her mouth. 
 
    “Did you eat too much too?” he asked. A smile hovered at the corners of his mouth, and his blue eyes looked into her. 
 
    “Yeah, uh, no. I think so. Maybe?” 
 
    He chuckled, and she cursed herself. She was making herself look so stupid. What was she doing? She should have stayed where she was. 
 
    “It’s a little much, if you ask me,” he said. 
 
    She swallowed and managed to get some more words out. “What is?” 
 
    He waved at the room. “All this. I can’t say I like it all that much. It all seems so…I don’t know. Fake or something.” 
 
    “You don’t like it?” she squeaked. 
 
    Brecken chuckled again. It surprised Aislin, that his laugh didn’t make her feel stupid or angry. “You feeling okay?” he asked her. 
 
    “I’m…” She faltered, not sure how she felt or what to say. 
 
    Then came the hated voice. 
 
    “There you are, Brecken. Are you avoiding me?” 
 
    Aislin looked up to see Tessa come walking up. No, she didn’t walk, she glided. She looked so tall, even taller than Aislin remembered. She laid one long-fingered hand on Brecken’s arm. 
 
    “Of course not, Tessa,” Brecken replied, smiling at her. 
 
    The smile broke Aislin’s heart. She felt tears start in her eyes, and she felt a strong urge to flee. 
 
    Then Tessa seemed to notice her for the first time. She turned a perfect, utterly false smile on Aislin. “Well, look at you,” she exclaimed. “All dressed up like a big girl. That’s so cute. Isn’t that cute, Brecken?” 
 
    Aislin’s hands clenched into fists, and she glared at Tessa, fear turning into anger in the space of a heartbeat. But Tessa was no longer looking at her. She’d turned her attention back to Brecken. 
 
    “We simply must dance the next dance,” she purred, shifting her position so that she was between Aislin and Brecken, at the same time turning her back on Aislin. 
 
    Aislin couldn’t hear Brecken’s reply over the roaring in her ears. She turned and stomped away, pushing through the dancers, not caring who she bumped into. Behind her, perfectly coinciding with the end of the song, she heard Tessa’s laugh rise up. It was echoed by Brecken. 
 
    She was suddenly sure they were laughing at her. 
 
    She started to run, wanting only to find the door and get as far away as she could. People kept bumping into her, knocking her around. She was trapped in a solid mass of moving bodies that blocked her at every turn. 
 
    Finally, she broke free of them. She looked around wildly, trying to find the exit. But she couldn’t see it anywhere. 
 
    She could feel eyes on her, could hear people talking about her. They were laughing. It was unbearable. 
 
    She ran behind one of the stone columns and crouched down in the shadows, covering her head with her arms. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twenty-eight 
 
      
 
    Netra was watching the dancers, especially a young man who was very fluid and graceful in his movements, when she suddenly felt that something was wrong. She looked around the room, wondering what it was. It didn’t take her long to figure it out. 
 
    Her drink was frothing wildly. It rattled on the table, coming close to tipping over. There was a crash as a glass fell off a nearby table. 
 
    Aislin. 
 
    More crashes as other glasses fell off tables. Cries of alarm from people as the drinks they were holding suddenly started foaming and bubbling. Several people dropped their glasses. The punch in the crystal punchbowl geysered into the air, causing the people standing nearby to back away quickly. One woman tripped on her skirts and fell. 
 
    Netra scanned the crowd, looking for Aislin, but there was no sign of the child. 
 
    A few people began heading toward the exit, but most of them stayed where they were, unsure what was happening. A few even applauded, obviously thinking this was part of the evening’s entertainment. As Netra made her way through the crowd, calling out Aislin’s name, it got worse. Every glass in the room that had liquid in it began to rattle violently. In rapid succession a number of them exploded loudly, glass flying everywhere. A woman screamed and clapped her hand to her cheek as flying glass cut her. 
 
    The last people who were still treating it as humorous stopped laughing then. More people headed for the doors. 
 
    In the distance, from somewhere behind the palace, came a loud crashing sound as of a stone wall collapsing. 
 
    Netra realized that sweat was streaming down her face. It was uncomfortably hot in the room all of a sudden. Around her people began to loosen collars and unbutton coats. 
 
    This was Aislin’s doing also, she realized. As the heat increased, she began to feel dizzy. She grew frantic, pushing her way through the crowd heedlessly, screaming for Aislin. 
 
    At last she found her. She was curled up behind one of the columns, her arms wrapped around her knees, face buried. Netra crouched beside her and shook her. 
 
    “Aislin! Aislin!” 
 
    Aislin raised a tear-stained face. 
 
    “You have to stop!” Netra cried. “You’re hurting people!” 
 
    Next to them an elderly man gasped, put his hand on his chest, and collapsed to the floor. His wife wailed and went to her knees beside him. 
 
    “Stop, Aislin. Before it’s too late,” Netra implored her. 
 
    “I can’t, Mama,” the little girl said. She was shaking uncontrollably. “I tried, but I can’t.” 
 
    “You have to.” Netra grabbed her face in both hands and turned it up to her. “Focus on me, honey. Look at me.” Aislin’s eyes focused on Netra. “Take a deep breath.” 
 
    Aislin tried to, but her breath came in sharp gasps, and her eyes kept sliding away, taking in the rising horror around them. 
 
    More people collapsed. Those who were left upright were stampeding madly for the doors. Netra felt like she was burning up from the inside. She was sweating profusely, and her vision was fading in and out. 
 
    “Stop,” she pleaded. 
 
    One of the servant’s doors was thrown open violently, and a soldier burst into the room, his sword in his hand. “We’re under attack!” 
 
    As if out of nowhere, a creature from a nightmare appeared behind him. The thing was human-shaped and taller than him by a head. It was completely black except for burning red eyes. Though she had never seen it before, Netra knew instantly what it was. 
 
    It was the hunter, the dread assassin of the Pente Akka. 
 
    One arm flashed forward. Long, knife-like claws extended from its fingers as it swiped across the back of the soldier’s neck. The soldier fell to the floor, nearly decapitated. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twenty-nine 
 
      
 
    For a moment the room was utterly silent, as everyone there grappled with what they had just seen. Then people began to scream, and the crowd surged away from the nightmare creature, people knocking each other down and stampeding for the doors. 
 
    The hunter’s head turned, and its gaze fixed on Quyloc, who was standing near the macht. All around him people were fighting to get away, but Quyloc was motionless, staring at the hunter. The hunter raised its hands, and black shadow blades appeared in each of them. 
 
    Quyloc turned and disappeared through a narrow doorway behind him. The hunter charged after him. People went mad trying to get out of the creature’s path. One old man, leaning on a cane, was unable to move quickly enough, and the hunter cut him down with one swing. 
 
    The hunter ran through the doorway after Quyloc. 
 
    Wulf Rome was shouting orders. Soldiers ran into the ballroom, weapons drawn. He pulled two of their number and sent them to escort his wife and daughter to safety. Then he ran out of the room, the rest of the soldiers following. 
 
    The liquid in the glasses and bowls had subsided. The oppressive heat and dizziness were gone. The appearance of the hunter had been enough to shock Aislin out her agitated state. She was once again in control of her power. 
 
    “Come on, Aislin,” Netra said, standing and pulling on her arm. “We have to get out of here.” 
 
    But Aislin had felt the taint of chaos power coming off the hunter, and she realized that this attack had a deeper purpose. “No, Mama. I can’t. Not yet.” 
 
    She jerked her arm out of her mother’s grasp and ran to the tall windows that overlooked the gardens, her mother close behind. Outside was chaos. The wall around the tower had a huge hole in it. Broken stones lay everywhere. Bizarre creatures seethed around the base of the tower and surged toward the breach in the wall. More were emerging from the tower’s windows and streaming down the sides. 
 
    A handful of soldiers carrying swords and axes, wearing helmets and light chain mail, had formed up before the breach in the wall, trying to stem the tide. There were less than a score of them, and they were led by a captain in a black surcoat who shouted orders that could only dimly be heard through the closed windows. 
 
    Running hunched over, using their hands to help propel them, two ape-like creatures with yellow eyes and long, curved teeth burst through the breach and charged the soldiers. The captain stabbed the first one in the chest, but the creature’s charge didn’t slow. It kept coming, the sword passing all the way through it and out its back. It grabbed the captain’s neck with one huge hand, jerked him close and bit half his face away. The soldiers to either side closed on it, hacking at it. 
 
    The other ape-like creature jumped into the air as it drew close to the soldiers, a mighty leap that landed it square in their ranks. The soldiers tried to react, but it was a tactic they were unprepared for, and most of their attacks struck their own comrades rather than the creature. It tore the arm off one and began using the limb as a club, beating down two more soldiers before the rest swarmed it and hacked it to death. 
 
    A low-slung, scaled creature with a segmented body and dozens of legs scurried through the breach after the ape-like things, followed quickly by another. The first one closed on the soldiers, its long, gray, barbed tongue flicking out. The tongue wrapped around a soldier’s neck. The soldier was jerked off his feet, blood spraying from his neck. The creature’s jaws opened, triangular teeth flashed, and his head was bitten off. 
 
    The second one’s tongue wrapped around a soldier’s legs. The man screamed as he was lifted into the air. He was dangled upside down over the creature’s open mouth, his head bitten off. The corpse was thrown into the remaining soldiers, further battering their unraveling ranks. 
 
    Then, something new. Out of the vine encasing the tower flying insects began to emerge, huge wasps the size of a man’s head with fat, yellow bodies and orange, translucent wings. 
 
    A soldier managed to knock the first of the wasps out of the air with his sword. It went to the ground, wings buzzing madly. He reversed his blade quickly and stabbed through its body, pinning it to the ground. It writhed and died. 
 
    The soldier next to him wasn’t so lucky. A wasp darted around his swing and stung him in the face. He screamed, dropped his weapon and reeled backwards. Almost instantly his face turned a dark red color and swelled up so that his eyes were only visible as sunken holes. His screaming stopped as the swelling continued downward and sound could no longer make it out of his mouth. Blood and a viscous, yellow fluid began to leak from his face. More wasps found their targets, and more soldiers went down, the venom swiftly eliminating them from the fight. 
 
    After them came things that looked like mosquitos—with spindly legs, bloated bodies covered in stiff black hairs, and long, thread-thin proboscises—except they were the size of sparrows. A cloud of them dove straight at the few remaining beleaguered soldiers, who were still trying to counter the attacks of the segmented creatures and the wasps. A mosquito landed on a soldier’s head. The soldier flailed wildly at it, but instead of knocking it loose, all he managed to do was knock off his own helmet. The mosquito’s head snapped forward, its proboscis jammed through his eye, and it began to feed. Two more found prey, one landing on a soldier’s back, the other on the side of a man’s neck. 
 
    The mosquitos were the final straw. Those soldiers still upright broke and ran. Behind them, dozens more creatures surged through the breach, some hopping, some slithering, some flying. A yellow and black striped snake, its body as big around as a man’s torso and dozens of paces long, caught one of the fleeing soldiers, fangs sinking into his leg. The soldier swung wildly at it with his sword, managing to open two cuts across its blunt head, but that was it as its mouth opened, and he disappeared into its gaping maw. 
 
    Just when it appeared that the castle would be overrun by the creatures, Rome appeared. He was still wearing his finery from the party, but there was a helmet clamped on his head, and he had a huge war axe in one fist. With him came fifty or so soldiers, and they followed without hesitation as he charged at the creatures. 
 
    “Macht Rome will take care of it,” Netra said. “We need to go. It’s not safe here.” 
 
    “But he doesn’t know what’s really happening,” Aislin insisted. “This isn’t important. The gromdin wants him distracted while it gets the key.” 
 
    “The gromdin is here? How do you know that?” 
 
    “I can feel him. He’s going down to the vault right now.” 
 
    “But there’s no way you can get to him. You can’t get through that,” Netra said, pointing at the mass of soldiers and creatures locked in mortal combat. The battle had spilled away from the area right before the breach, raging in the gardens and amongst the fruit trees. 
 
    “I could with Seaforce.” 
 
    “If you use that here, you’ll kill our people too. You’ll kill Rome.” 
 
    “Then I have to go another way.” Before her mother could stop her, Aislin pushed open one of the windows and jumped through. 
 
    “Aislin, no!” Netra jumped out of the window after her. 
 
    Aislin was headed for the wall on top of the cliffs, but before she made it more than a few steps some nearby bushes shook madly, and something hairless, with long, yellow teeth and red eyes, shot out at her. 
 
    Aislin reacted without thinking. She sensed the presence of a small amount of Seaforce nearby, and she grabbed at it, instantly shaping a glowing orb from it and flinging it at the thing. 
 
    The orb of Seaforce exploded in the creature’s face, tearing its lower jaw away and killing it instantly. 
 
    Aislin turned to her mother, proud of herself for how quickly she’d reacted. Then she frowned. Something was wrong. Her mother was leaning against the wall, her face pale and sickly looking. 
 
    “Mama, what’s wrong?” 
 
    “That Seaforce…you took it from me.” She was trembling, and there was sweat on her brow. 
 
    That was something Aislin had never even considered. She’d never thought that people had Seaforce inside them, but now that she thought about it she saw that it made sense. People had a lot of water inside them, and Seaforce lay within all water. 
 
    “Will you be okay?” 
 
    Netra nodded and tried a smile. “Only…don’t do that again. I don’t think I could take another one.” 
 
    Aislin looked around. Her sense of danger was increasing. The gromdin was closing in on the vault. She was sure of it. 
 
    “I have to go, Mama.” 
 
    “Aislin, wait…” 
 
    But Aislin was already moving. She ran for the wall and nimbly climbed the crates stacked up against it, crates she and Liv had climbed so many times to get on the wall. At the top, she stood there for a moment, looking back over her shoulder at her mother. 
 
    “Aislin! What are you doing?” Netra wobbled toward her. 
 
    “I’ll be okay. Don’t worry.” 
 
    Then she jumped. 
 
    “No!” Netra screamed. She gained the top of the wall moments later and looked over, fearing what she would see… 
 
    Far below Aislin was plummeting toward the sea at terrifying speed. Netra put her hands over her mouth, certain she was watching her daughter’s death but unable to do anything about it. 
 
    A wave rose up. But no ordinary wave. It was like a giant hand formed of water. It intercepted Aislin halfway through her fall. She dove into it with only the faintest splash. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Thirty 
 
      
 
    Quyloc knew as soon as he saw the hunter that it was there for him. He also knew that if he was going to have any chance of surviving, he had to move, and move now. He took off running. 
 
    During the war, he’d fought the hunter several times and lost every time. But his previous battles with the creature had taken place in the Pente Akka. This time the battle was on his turf. Hopefully this time would be different. 
 
    The doorway opened onto a dim, narrow servants’ hallway. A dozen paces on, it made a sharp turn. As he rounded the corner, he heard the clawed feet of the hunter on the stone floor behind him. It wasn’t closing on him as fast as he’d expected. Had something slowed it? 
 
    Or was it not as fast here as it was in its own domain? 
 
    If the latter was true, then he had hope. He might survive this yet. 
 
    Past the corner was an open doorway, a serving woman emerging from it carrying a large crystal bowl of punch. Quyloc shoved her hard backwards through the doorway. The bowl flew from her hands and shattered into a thousand pieces, and she fell onto the floor. 
 
    “Stay down!” he yelled as he ran by her. “It’s right behind me!” 
 
    He skidded on spilled punch, regained his footing, and burst through a partially-open door into one of the palace kitchens. Servants were everywhere, moving about their tasks purposefully under the watchful eye of the head cook. Quyloc paused to slam the door behind him, dropping the bar into place. A large barrel stood beside the doorway, and he pushed it in front of the door. The servants stopped what they were doing, staring at him as if he’d gone mad. The cook spluttered. 
 
    “Get back!” he yelled as he ran through them for the doorway on the far side of the room. “It will kill you if you get in its way!” 
 
    The door groaned as the hunter hit it hard. Chopping sounds came from the other side as the creature hacked at it. Seeing it through the quickly-widening hole in the door, the servants screamed and scattered. 
 
    The hunter passed through them like smoke, one of its blades flashing as it cut down a servant who stood gaping in its path, frozen to the spot. 
 
    Quyloc gained the far doorway, passed through, and found himself in a storeroom filled with crates and kegs of all sizes. Cured meats hung from hooks on the ceiling, and fat bags of flour bulged on the shelves. As he ran through the store room, Quyloc knocked over kegs and stacks of crates, anything he could easily throw into the hunter’s path. He got lucky when the creature missed one of the smaller kegs in the dim light and stepped on it. It rolled under the hunter’s foot, and it lost its footing. Quyloc gained a precious moment. 
 
    Stone stairs led upward on the other side of the next door, stairs that Quyloc was very relieved to see. He hadn’t been through here in years, and he hadn’t been positive that his memory was accurate. If this had been a dead-end… 
 
    He heard the hunter’s clawed feet getting dangerously close as he reached the top of the stairs and slammed the door at the top behind him. The hunter hit the door a heartbeat later, and it shuddered dangerously. 
 
    Quyloc snatched up a chair sitting against the wall and jammed it under the door handle as the hunter slammed into the door again. A long, vertical crack appeared in the door, and one of the hinges bent. 
 
    Quyloc had left the servants’ passages and was in one of the main halls now, thick carpeting on the floor, arched ceiling, doors opening off to the sides. When he first fled the ballroom, he was only running. But along the way a plan had begun to crystallize in his mind. It might even work, but he would have to make it to his quarters on the next floor up for that to happen. 
 
    He took off down the hall at a dead run as the blocked door gave another loud crack. One of the doors opened as he approached it. A young, tipsy, well-dressed couple emerged, the woman giggling, the man fussing with his belt. 
 
    “Get back inside!” Quyloc yelled as he ran by. 
 
    The man stared after him in confusion. The door splintered the rest of the way. When she saw what was coming through, the woman grabbed the man and yanked him back into the room as the shadowy hunter came charging at them. 
 
    Quyloc took the stairs at the end of the hall three at a time. Because of the thick carpeting, he couldn’t hear the demon chasing him, but he could feel it. Its red gaze seemed to burn into his back. He passed a suit of armor on the landing, complete with a poleaxe, and considered taking the weapon and throwing it at the creature but gave the idea up almost immediately. It was unlikely to work and would only slow him down. 
 
    He reached the next floor. His rooms were close now, but they were at the far end of the hall, and in his gut he knew even in a dead sprint the hunter would catch him before he reached the door. 
 
    But this was his turf, and he knew it well. The apartment to his right consisted of several connecting rooms, all well-furnished. The shutters in the apartment would be closed against the sea air, and it would be dark in there, dark enough that the furniture would be difficult to see. His advantage was that he knew where all of it was. He might be able to stay ahead of the hunter in there. 
 
    He prayed the thing couldn’t see in the dark. 
 
    All this went through his head in a split second as he dashed for the closest door. He passed through into a sitting room furnished with large, heavy chairs and long couches, a long table laden with bottles of liquor along one wall. As he’d expected, the windows were shuttered, the heavy drapes drawn, making the room so dark the furniture were only dim outlines. 
 
    The next room over was the same, but even darker, since the window was smaller. As he slammed the door behind him, the hunter burst into the sitting room and charged at him. This room had several tables surrounded by chairs and large cabinets against the walls. He leapt over one table and ran to the door on the far side. 
 
    The hunter burst in as he was going through the next door, and Quyloc felt a surge of triumph as the creature barreled straight into the table he’d jumped over and went down with a crash of breaking wood. 
 
    The time he gained allowed him to make it through the next room, a bedroom, before the hunter could get after him again. The final room was a dressing room, and Quyloc tipped the heavy dresser over in front of the door a heartbeat before the hunter struck it. He spun and ran through a door and back into the hall. 
 
    His own rooms were right across the hall now. He ran through the door into his office, cut across it, then into his bedroom. In a rack against the wall were several spears. Quyloc snatched one up as he ran by, heading for the door that led out onto the balcony. 
 
    The balcony which overlooked the huge cliffs. 
 
    That was why he had come here. In a toe-to-toe fight he knew he could never defeat the hunter. But he might be able to get one shot in… 
 
    Once on the balcony, he jumped to the side and pressed his back to the wall. Now he could only wait with pounding heart and hope his crazy plan would actually work. If the hunter became suspicious and slowed, he was dead. If he wasn’t fast enough with the spear, he was dead. There were a litany of things that could go wrong. He tried to shut them out of his mind and focus on the task at hand. 
 
    He didn’t have to wait long. Mere moments after he pressed up against the wall, his spear held tight up against his chest, the hunter came running out onto the balcony. It ran to the railing and stopped, momentarily confused at the disappearance of its prey. 
 
    In that moment, Quyloc acted. 
 
    He stepped forward in one fluid motion, stabbing with the spear as he did so, a practiced motion honed over decades of practice with the weapon. 
 
    The hunter heard him or sensed him and turned as he was partway through his strike. It tried to parry, but it was too slow. 
 
    The bladed tip of his spear punched into its chest, all of Quyloc’s weight behind it. 
 
    The creature clawed wildly at the air as it started to overbalance backward, but it could find nothing to get hold of. 
 
    In the last moment, as it was starting to go over the railing, it switched tactics, cutting through the wooden shaft of the spear with one of its blades. 
 
    But Quyloc was ready for it. With what was left of the shaft he jabbed the hunter hard in the chest. 
 
    Over and down the hunter went. One blade rang off the stone railing as it flailed. It twisted in mid-air, the blades retracting into its arms as it tried desperately to catch hold of the wall on the edge of the cliff as it went by. But it was moving too fast by then, and though its claws scored the stone, it couldn’t hang on. 
 
    Then it was falling and falling, like a giant raven with broken wings. Quyloc leaned over the railing and watched it go. 
 
    “This is my world,” he said, tossing the severed spear shaft after it. “How do you like it?” 
 
    The hunter struck one of the jagged rocks that jutted from the foaming sea. Quyloc could see it lying there, broken, then the next wave lifted it and the hungry sea took it away to gnaw on. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Thirty-one 
 
      
 
    Driven by her will, the wave which had caught Aislin carried her around the base of the cliffs and up to the cave entrance. As she went, she gathered Seaforce, and by the time she was at the base of the stone steps, she had a large, brightly-glowing orb of it floating in front of her. 
 
    She didn’t let the wave go but used it to carry her up the rocky stairs, covering the distance far faster than she could have managed on her own two feet. 
 
    To this point she’d been acting on instinct, following an innate sense. The key was in danger, and she must protect it. In light of that, nothing else mattered. 
 
    But now, as she drew close to the crack that led to the vault, she slowed down. The water carrying her was making too much noise. It would be better if the gromdin didn’t hear her coming. The wave deposited her gently on the stairs. As the water sluiced away, she stood and listened. At first, she heard nothing, but then came a sound she’d learned to dread. 
 
    It was the sound of vines rustling across stone. 
 
    The last time she’d been down here the vines had been some distance from the crack still. They must have grown closer. 
 
    She took the orb of Seaforce and compressed it, making it small enough that she could close her hands around it. With her hands closed, most of the light was trapped, yet she could shift a finger and allow a beam of it to stream out and light her way. 
 
    She continued climbing the stairs, her way lit by a thin beam of emerald light. She hadn’t gone far before she turned a corner and saw the vines. They had indeed grown quite far since last she saw them, spilling down the stairs and disappearing into the crack that led to the vault and its precious contents. She stopped, not sure what to do next. 
 
    The vines were thick, the leaves a poisonous shade of green edged in crimson. She couldn’t see anything in the shadowed depths, but she could feel the malevolence. There were things in there, watching her, awaiting their chance. Things that meant her harm. 
 
    But she had to stop the gromdin, whatever it took. That was the imperative that drove her. 
 
    She approached the vines cautiously, watching them closely with each step. 
 
    When she was half a dozen steps below the vines, dog-sized creatures with long, hairless tails and huge, yellow eyes dominating their withered faces, burst out at her. Sharp canines curved down past their lower jaws, and all four limbs ended in long claws. 
 
    They launched themselves at her, hissing, claws extended, teeth bared, a half dozen of them. 
 
    But Aislin was ready. She’d prepared for this. A touch of her will and she released a tiny burst of Seaforce. Emerald light shot out in a wide arc. Sparks flew as the power scythed through the creatures, and they shrieked horribly. 
 
    A heartbeat later all of them lay on the floor dead, torn into bloody rags. 
 
    The vines shivered and slid forward. Aislin backed up, readying more Seaforce. 
 
    But the vines weren’t moving toward her. 
 
    They were moving further into the crack. The main stalks were as big around as Aislin’s wrist, and there were at least a dozen of them. They slid across the stone for a few moments, extending perhaps a pace or two further, then went still again. 
 
    She took a step closer. What was happening? Why were the vines moving toward the vault? 
 
    A tremor passed along the stalks, setting the broad leaves to vibrating. She had a sense of the vines tightening, flexing. 
 
    All of a sudden there was a flash of red light and a hollow boom from the crack. The stairs shook. The vines jerked and began to thrash around madly, like a snake with its head cut off. Aislin jumped back. Her nostrils picked up the odor of burnt greenery as the thrashing grew ever stronger. 
 
    The vines went still. The leaves swiftly turned brown, then gray. They began to fall off the vine, crumbling when they hit the floor. The stalks themselves turned a bleached-out white color, like old driftwood on the beach. 
 
    From the crack echoed a triumphant roar. 
 
    The gromdin had the key fragment. Aislin could feel it. 
 
    Her caution and fear dissipated like smoke in a high wind. She threw herself into the passageway, forcing her way past the dead vines. The leaves crumbled to powder at her touch, and the stalks snapped like long-dead twigs. 
 
    It didn’t take long before she emerged into the chamber containing the vault. 
 
    The vault was destroyed, shards and chunks of the glossy black rock sprayed everywhere. Blackened vines lay in a snarl in the debris. 
 
    The vines had been used to do what no person or creature from the Abyss could do: destroy the vault. 
 
    Standing in the midst of the wreckage was the gromdin, a huge, hairless, bloated thing, with blotchy skin and a hunched form. It was holding the key fragment in one hand, staring at it greedily. The red light that normally emanated from the fragment had gone out. 
 
    Aislin hesitated barely a heartbeat before she reacted. With a cry, she unleashed Seaforce. 
 
    But, mindful of what she’d learned from Treylen, she didn’t unleash all of it at once, lest she destroy the chamber and bury them both under countless tons of rock. Instead, she fired several marble-sized orbs of Seaforce. 
 
    The orbs punched through the bloated body of the gromdin, tearing holes in its flesh and staggering it. It roared and spun toward her. Aislin hit it twice more, tearing new holes in its rubbery, mottled skin. 
 
    It flung out one thick-fingered hand. From the ends of its fingers thin, black lines shot at Aislin. When they struck her, the impact lifted her off her feet and slammed her against the wall of the cavern. She screamed in pain. It felt like a fire was burning inside her, devouring her from within. The black lines held her there against the wall, suspended above the floor. 
 
    Then, something worse. 
 
    Small, white sparks began to leave her body, sliding down the black lines toward the gromdin. From her mother she’d learned about Selfsong, and she knew that was her Selfsong leaving her body. The gromdin would devour it, and soon she would be dead. 
 
    The realization panicked her, and she unleashed the rest of the Seaforce she held in a sudden, uncontrolled burst. It raced away from her and detonated. The gromdin was thrown back into the broken pieces of the vault. The black lines were devoured in an instant, and Aislin fell to the floor, where she lay, her ears ringing, her skin feeling burned everywhere. 
 
    Lying on her side, she saw the creature wobble to its feet, still holding the key fragment. It barely glanced at her as it shambled by and forced itself into the crack leading back to the stairs. 
 
    Aislin knew that she had to get up. The gromdin was getting away with the key fragment. She had to stop it, whatever the cost. She got her arms underneath her and managed to sit up. The motion hurt terribly, and she had to bite her lip to keep from crying out. From there she was able to lever herself to her feet. She stood there for a moment, weaving, fighting against the waves of blackness that threatened her. 
 
    Then she stumbled off down the crack after the gromdin. Back at the stairs she paused for a moment to catch her breath. She still felt dizzy, but it was receding, and the ringing in her ears was dying out. 
 
    She could see by the crushed remains of the vines that the gromdin had gone upstairs, running back to wherever it had emerged from. 
 
    She leaned against the wall and closed her eyes. She was so weak still. She didn’t have the strength for this. 
 
    But the Sea did. 
 
    She called the Sea, and it answered. Sea water rose up the stairs in a sudden flood. The water embraced her, renewing her, healing her. 
 
    When it receded, she was herself once again. She gathered Seaforce to her and started running up the stairs. She hadn’t gone far when she saw the first oily, black splotch on the stairs, the gromdin’s blood. Soon she found some more, and then some more. She’d injured the creature. 
 
    That meant she could kill it. 
 
    She came around one corner, and the gromdin was waiting for her. 
 
    Its wide, toothless mouth gaped open, and from it came a snapping, crackling mass of purple energy. She met the chaos power with a blast of emerald Seaforce. The two forces exploded in a sudden burst of light and energy that knocked Aislin to her knees and turned her vision to a mass of bright spots. 
 
    By the time she shook it off and stood up again, the gromdin was out of sight. She gritted her teeth and pursued it. The thing was running for its lair. She knew without a doubt that if it made it there, it would be too strong for her. It would escape, and she would have failed. 
 
    All the vines she encountered were utterly dead, which was fortunate because if Aislin had had to fight her way through the stuff, or stop to burn it away with Seaforce, she wouldn’t have been able to keep up. As it was, the gromdin smashed recklessly through the dead remains and cleared a path for her. That, along with the creature’s wounds—as evidenced by regular patches of its blood on the floor—slowed it just enough to allow her to keep up. 
 
    The stairs ended at metal rungs set into a stone wall, leading up to a trap door. The rungs had bent under the gromdin’s weight, and one had pulled out of the wall, but they held enough for her small weight. She poked her head up through the trap door. 
 
    And immediately saw another ball of crackling chaos energy come shooting toward her. She met it with Seaforce at the last moment, and ducked back down as the two detonated, most of the shockwave passing harmlessly overhead. A few sparks got in her hair, and she had to slap at them, but otherwise she was unharmed. 
 
    She stuck her head back up in time to see the gromdin going through a doorway. She climbed up and ran after it. 
 
    At the doorway, she was met by another attack of chaos energy and again she deflected it. She was on the ground floor of the tower. The gromdin was standing on the stairs leading upward, and it roared something at her in its own language and shook its fist, before continuing upwards. She let loose with a burst of Seaforce before it could get out of sight, punching a hole through one of its legs and eliciting a fresh howl of pain from it. 
 
    She chased it up several flights of stairs, never able to get another clean shot at it. It stopped on a landing and tried again to blast her with chaos power, but nothing came from its mouth when it tried to, and it settled for picking up a piece of loose stone and throwing it at her. Aislin easily deflected it but wasn’t able to counterattack before it dove through an open doorway. 
 
    Aislin made it to the landing and looked through the doorway. The light in the room beyond came from a window that faced toward the palace. The room and the window were choked with the dead vines. On one wall was a shimmering oval opening taller than a man, in which hung the tattered remnants of a massive web. A dark purple-black light emanated from the opening, and dimly visible on the other side was a world of massive, gnarled trees, water dripping steadily from their limbs. 
 
    The gromdin was passing through the opening, one leg and one arm already through. 
 
    This time Aislin held nothing back. 
 
    She unleashed every bit of Seaforce she still held, focusing it not on the gromdin, but on the opening. Emerald light flared as the Seaforce exploded. Though her innate connection to Seaforce shielded her from most of the blast, still it was strong enough to throw her back onto the landing. The detonation tore chunks of stone from the ceiling and walls, and the whole tower groaned and swayed. 
 
    Aislin climbed to her feet and peered through the cloud of rock dust into the room. She could see nothing at first and had to wait for the dust to settle. 
 
    The shimmering opening was gone. Only stone remained, a huge hole ripped in it. There was no sign of the gromdin. 
 
    Feeling sick at heart, Aislin stumbled across the room. She’d let it escape with the key fragment. She’d failed in her duty. There was nothing she could do now. 
 
    As she got closer, she saw something on the floor, something partially buried in broken rock. 
 
    It was one of the gromdin’s arms, still connected to the shoulder and a chunk of ribcage. 
 
    Gripped in its dead fist was the key fragment. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Thirty-two: Karliss 
 
      
 
    The three friends topped a low rise, and Batu turned in his saddle to look back. There was no sign of Tharn. The Guardian was truly gone. Batu turned back around and shook his head. 
 
    “Firehair wanted you to do a trick. Too bad he didn’t see that one.” Firehair was the trader from the south who’d told Karliss that the king in Qarath wanted to speak to him about the coming war. “He’d never believe it.” 
 
    “I saw it, and I’m not sure I believe it,” Hulagu said. “Where’d you get the idea to lift that thing up like that and drop it?” he asked Karliss. 
 
    Karliss managed a weak shrug. He was holding onto the saddle horn firmly, afraid he might fall off, he was so exhausted. “Nothing else was working. I didn’t know what else to try.” 
 
    “It’s strange that the creature quit like that,” Hulagu said. “It’s almost like it had lost before.” 
 
    “I’m just glad it did,” Karliss admitted. His hands were shaking, and he gripped the saddle horn tighter, trying to control them. 
 
    Hulagu looked at him and frowned. “You don’t look too good.” 
 
    “He’ll be fine,” Batu said lightly. “Heroes always are. And they don’t get more heroic than the great Karliss, master of the wind spirits.” He sketched a quick bow toward Karliss. 
 
    Karliss tried to smile. The truth was, he felt a long way from fine. He felt thin and hollowed out, like he might blow away at the first puff of wind. Using the second word of power had drained something vital out of him. It would be awhile before he got it back. 
 
    “Maybe we should stop and rest for a while,” Hulagu said, reining his horse closer to Karliss’. 
 
    “Not yet,” Karliss replied. “I want to put some more distance between us and Tharn first.” 
 
    “I agree,” Batu chimed in. “What if he changes his mind and decides to come after us again?” 
 
    Hulagu rummaged around in his saddle bags and came out with a piece of dried meat. He held it out to Karliss. “At least have something to eat.” 
 
    Karliss shook his head. “I don’t think I could get anything down right now.” It was true. Food sounded completely unappealing, even though they’d been on short rations long enough that he was constantly hungry. Also, he knew how close they were to being out of food, and he wanted to conserve as much as he could until they could get back down onto the steppes where food was more plentiful. 
 
    Batu was looking over his shoulder again. He pointed suddenly. “I think I see him. There he is.” He cupped his hands around his mouth and yelled. “And don’t come back! The great Karliss won’t be so easy on you next time!” He giggled. 
 
    “What’s wrong with you? Why’d you do that?” Hulagu asked. “Are you trying to make him mad?” 
 
    Batu held his hands up. “I’m only trying to have a little fun. Besides, maybe my words will make it into the song they’re going to write about Karliss someday. ‘And Batu, his plucky sidekick, shouted his defiance at the creature as it fled the scene of battle.’” He nodded. “I like it. Has a nice ring to it.” 
 
    “That’s how you see yourself?” Hulagu asked. “As the plucky sidekick?” 
 
    “Plucky. Funny. Always with a bit of cheer to lighten the mood.” 
 
    “You know you’re not really funny, don’t you?” 
 
    “Compared to you I am.” 
 
    Karliss gave Hulagu a wry look. “He’s got you there.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I’m sure you’ll make it into the song too,” Batu said. He started singing, his voice lacking even the most basic melody. “‘And Karliss’ other sidekick, Hulagu, he of the sour face who was determined to have no fun—” 
 
    Hulagu interrupted him. “You’re an idiot, you know that?” 
 
    “No, I’m the cheery, entertaining one. You’re the muscle. We don’t have any idiots in this crew.” 
 
    Hulagu groaned. “Why do I bother?” 
 
    Karliss smiled a little, listening to them bicker. It helped. It really did. The sound of their voices, the familiar jibes, it helped anchor him, bring him back to himself. His old teacher’s warnings about the danger of letting the spirits too far inside came back to him. He felt as if he’d been broken into hundreds of pieces and those pieces were flying on the wind. His mind was filled with the incessant chatter of the aranti he’d used against Tharn. It was hard to concentrate, hard to block them out and be himself. 
 
    He could feel the weight of the blue gem he carried in his pocket. Touching it had somehow allowed him to tap into memories that weren’t his own, memories belonging to the dead being in the cave—one of the masters—and memories from the Shapers when they first arrived on this world. 
 
    Between those memories and his close contact with the aranti, Karliss wasn’t quite sure who he was anymore. Which memories and feelings were his, and which belonged to them? Where was his voice in the babble of other voices? 
 
    He realized then that Batu was speaking to him and came out of his thoughts. “What did you say?” 
 
    “I said, I wish you could use some of your power to find food.” Batu rubbed his stomach. “Being a hero’s sidekick makes you hungry.” 
 
    “Is food all you ever think about?” Hulagu asked. 
 
    “And you’re not thinking about it? Karliss, couldn’t you command one of the spirits to go to the clan camp and bring us back some progis or something?” 
 
    “What?” Hulagu replied. “That’s the stupidest thing I ever heard.” 
 
    “No, it’s not. Besides, how do we know what Karliss can do if we don’t ask?” 
 
    “But using the spirits as servants?” 
 
    “Why not? It would make them a lot more useful.” 
 
    “I’m not talking about this with you anymore,” Hulagu said. 
 
    “At least admit that it’s a great idea.” 
 
    “I’m not admitting anything! I’m done talking.” Hulagu stuck his fingers in his ears. Batu turned to Karliss. 
 
    “What do you think about my idea?” 
 
    “You remember I told you what the aranti are really here on this world for, right? To protect the key from the Devourers?” 
 
    Batu nodded. “Of course, I remember. I’m not simple.” 
 
    “When it comes to food you are,” Hulagu said. 
 
    “I thought you weren’t going to talk anymore,” Batu said to Hulagu. “That’s why you put your fingers in your ears, remember?” 
 
    Hulagu took his fingers out of his ears. “It’s not working,” he grumbled. “I can still hear you.” 
 
    “So?” Batu said, turning back to Karliss. One eyebrow raised. “Food?” 
 
    “Stop bothering him with your ridiculous ideas,” Hulagu said. Under his breath he added, “Using the spirits to fetch food. I never heard anything so—” 
 
    “Unh-uh,” Batu said, holding one finger in the air. “They’re not spirits, they’re aranti. Weren’t you listening when Karliss told us—” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what they’re called!” Hulagu shouted. 
 
    “I bet it does to them.” 
 
    “Spirits. Aranti. Whatever. Using them as servants is foolish!” 
 
    “There’s nothing foolish about food,” Batu replied, his tone that of someone addressing a stubborn child. “Food is important. Food is everything.” He pointed at the piece of dried meat Hulagu was still holding. “Can I have that? I mean, since Karliss isn’t going to eat it?” 
 
    “No, you can’t have it. You’re unbelievable, you know that? We just got attacked by some kind of rock monster—” 
 
    Batu stuck his finger up again. “A Shaper is what I think you mean.” 
 
    “Shaper. Rock monster. Who cares? Stop interrupting me. Karliss nearly died, we all nearly died, and all you can think about is food.” 
 
    “You make that sound like a bad thing.” 
 
    “No, you do.” 
 
    Batu sighed. “It will be good to see Sube again. She understands me.” Sube was the girl who’d recently taken a shine to Batu, making him food every day and fluttering her eyelashes at him. Not that Batu saw the eyelash part all that much. He was generally enchanted by the food. 
 
    Hulagu tucked the meat back into his saddle bag. “And you’re not getting this. You already ate your share of the food for the day.” 
 
    “Okay, okay. I thought it couldn’t hurt to ask, since Karliss said no already. You can’t blame a guy for trying.” 
 
    “Ugh. I can’t do this anymore.” Hulagu deliberately turned away from Batu and faced Karliss. “I need to talk to an adult for a while. What’s next?” 
 
    Karliss rubbed his eyes. It felt like there was sand under his eyelids. It was hard to concentrate with so many aranti voices in his head. He needed to push them out, to start rebuilding his inner walls, but he didn’t have the strength for it yet. “I don’t know for sure. Head back to the clan. Report to the council. Try to find some way to fight Kasai.” 
 
    “Those stone soldiers you told us about. How long do you think until Kasai has them ready to go?” 
 
    Karliss frowned. “There’s no way to know for sure. A lot depends on how many he makes before he attacks. I should probably start scouting every day, so he can’t sneak up on us again like last time.” 
 
    “Not today though, okay?” Hulagu said, his broad face lined with concern. “Maybe not tomorrow either. You should recover some first.” 
 
    Batu made a dismissive sound. “He’s a hero, Hulagu. You keep forgetting that. He can do anything.” He looked at Karliss. “I think we both know which sidekick believes in you the most.” 
 
    Hulagu whacked Batu’s horse on the butt suddenly, causing the animal to jump. Batu had to grab onto the saddle horn to keep from falling off. Hulagu laughed and even Karliss managed a faint smile. “Not funny!” Batu cried. “Someone could have gotten hurt. I could have gotten hurt.” 
 
    Hulagu ignored him and turned back to Karliss. “What if Kasai decides to ignore us and just come after the key?” 
 
    Karliss winced. “Then why hasn’t he already done that? I don’t know what I could possibly do to stop him.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s what the glowing crystal is for,” Batu said. 
 
    Karliss thought about it, then shrugged. “I don’t know. I know it’s meant to keep the Devourers from getting the key. But I don’t know how it would affect Shapers like Kasai.” 
 
    “It’s a good thing we didn’t mess with it, then,” Hulagu said. He eyed Karliss. “You didn’t touch it, did you?” 
 
    “I already told you I didn’t.” 
 
    “Just making sure. You do rash things sometimes.” 
 
    “Rash things? Me?” Karliss smiled a little, trying to make it a joke. “When have I ever done anything rash?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Hulagu replied. “How about trying to run off during the night by yourself to find the words of power? Or breaking off a dead god’s hand to get the gem he’s holding and—” 
 
    “He wasn’t a god. He was a master.” 
 
    “You didn’t know that until after you broke off his hand,” Hulagu pointed out. 
 
    “Well, I didn’t touch the crystal. I think I’d be dead if I did.” 
 
    “Doesn’t anyone care what I think Karliss should do next?” Batu asked. When the others ignored him, he continued, “I think you should figure out how to use the words of power for the stone. Then you could ride on up to Kasai and snap! Break him in half.” He snapped his fingers for emphasis. “Just like that. No more problems.” 
 
    “Do you ever stop to think, or do you simply blurt out whatever comes into your mind?” Hulagu asked in disbelief. 
 
    “Thinking gets in the way of my best ideas,” Batu said loftily. “You wouldn’t understand. Don’t feel bad, though. It’s not your job to think. You’re here to swing a sword. I’m the idea guy.” 
 
    “I don’t think I’ll ever be able to use those words,” Karliss replied. He’d already tried the first one on the list, and it felt like it almost tore him in half inside. 
 
    “Then maybe we need to find someone who can,” Batu said. 
 
    “Great idea,” Hulagu said sarcastically. “How are you going to do that? Go around and ask everybody you meet to say the words and see what happens?” 
 
    “Now who’s full of stupid ideas?” Batu said. 
 
    Karliss saw Hulagu’s jaw muscles bunch and put up a hand to forestall him. “Then what is your plan for that?” he asked Batu. “Do you have one?” 
 
    “As it so happens, I do.” Batu drew himself up in the saddle, looking very pleased with himself. 
 
    “Well,” Hulagu growled. “Are you going to tell us, or are you going to sit there with a dumb look on your face?” 
 
    “You seem grumpy,” Batu said to him. “Maybe you’re not getting enough sleep.” 
 
    “Tell us your idea!” Hulagu shouted. 
 
    “Okay, okay. Calm down. I’m only trying to lighten the mood a bit. Sheesh.” 
 
    “Batu…” Karliss said. 
 
    “Right. My plan. Firehair said the king in Qarath is looking for three people with unusual powers.” He stopped, a satisfied little smile on his lips. 
 
    After a bit, Hulagu said, “So?” 
 
    “So obviously Karliss is one of them. He controls the wind. Maybe the other two can control the earth and water. Maybe they can use the other words.” 
 
    Hulagu started to retort, then got a surprised look on his face. “That’s actually not a terrible idea.” 
 
    “It’s a great idea.” 
 
    “But we don’t know if the king has found the other two or not,” Karliss pointed out. “And in the time it would take to get them up here it might already be too late.” 
 
    “I hadn’t considered that,” Batu said, deflating somewhat. He brightened a moment later. “Still, I don’t think you’ll have any problem handling Kasai’s stone soldiers, Karliss.” 
 
    “I’m glad you’re so confident for me. I wish I was.” 
 
    “It’ll be easy. Just pick them up and drop them like you did Tharn.” He made a crashing sound and chuckled. 
 
    “Not so easy. What if there’s a thousand of them?” Hulagu asked. 
 
    “See what I mean?” Batu said to Karliss. “See which one of us believes in you and which one doesn’t?” 
 
    “Stop it, Batu. The adults are talking,” Hulagu said gruffly. 
 
    “It’s not a bad idea, though,” Karliss admitted. “If it worked on Tharn, there’s no reason it won’t work on them.” 
 
    Batu gave Hulagu a triumphant look. Hulagu groaned. “You’re only encouraging him,” he said. “Don’t encourage him. It’s bad enough that Nergui and Sube do.” Nergui, the man who drove Karliss’ wagon for him, laughed at every joke Batu made, no matter how bad. 
 
    “Unfortunately, we don’t know what else those stone soldiers are capable of,” Karliss said. “And we don’t know what else Kasai has planned. If his army shows up with a dozen of those men on giant flying birds, shooting bolts of gray flame around, it could get ugly.” 
 
    “We can handle those guys, no problem,” Batu said. “We handled the last one all right.” 
 
    And then Hulagu asked the question that Karliss feared most of all. 
 
    “What if Kasai shows up with them?” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Thirty-three 
 
      
 
    The next morning Karliss woke before dawn. Batu was sleeping. Hulagu was sitting a dozen paces away, keeping watch. He sat up. He still felt scattered, a stranger in his own flesh. When he looked down at his hands he almost expected to see something else. His dreams had been extraordinarily vivid, dreams of flying over strange landscapes, dreams of living countless millennia. 
 
    But he felt better than he had the day before. The voices inside his head weren’t as loud as they were. He didn’t feel nearly as thin and hollowed out. Hulagu turned, saw him sitting up, and came walking over. 
 
    “You didn’t wake me for my watch,” Karliss said quietly. 
 
    “You needed the sleep.” 
 
    “What about you?” 
 
    Hulagu yawned and stretched. “I could use some too. But it’s like Batu said. You’re the hero here. It’s more important that you be rested than me.” 
 
    Karliss winced. “I wish you guys would quit calling me that. It makes me…” He couldn’t find the word. 
 
    “It’s what you are, though. Batu is irritating and annoying, but he’s right about this.” 
 
    A muffled voice came from beneath Batu’s blanket. “I heard that.” 
 
    “If anyone’s going to get us through this, it’s you,” Hulagu finished. 
 
    “I wish it wasn’t me. I miss being a kid and not having anyone expect anything from me.” He rubbed his eyes. “I don’t think I’m the right person for this.” 
 
    “Doesn’t look like you have any choice though, does it?” 
 
    “I envy the aranti. All they do is fly around and play. They never worry about anything.” 
 
    “Be nice if they would. They could be a big help if they were on our side.” 
 
    Karliss sighed and looked around. “I think I should go scout now.” 
 
    “You feel up to it?” 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    “You better be sure. We can’t afford to lose you.” 
 
    “I’m sure enough.” Karliss closed his eyes and whistled for an aranti. One showed up quickly, blowing through him eagerly. He let the creature pass through, then grabbed hold. There was the familiar tug, and he was jerked up out of himself and into the air. He glanced down at their camp from above. Batu had sat up. He was waving goodbye and yelling something. Hulagu gave him a shove. 
 
    At first Karliss simply let the aranti have its head and go where it wanted to. It felt good to be up here, freed from the pains and weaknesses of his body, limitless freedom stretching out around him on all sides. Part of him, maybe most of him, wanted nothing more than to stay here and never go back. He could hear the voices of aranti all over the world, chasing each other, exclaiming over something they’d seen, shaping the winds and the clouds as they willed. He could stay with them and never fear anything again. 
 
    Except that wasn’t entirely true. He knew the aranti feared Kasai. They feared other things too. Some were babbling about sorcerers and someone named Lowellin. Others wailed about some power that burned, power that came from a place they called the Abyss. 
 
    In the war that was coming, not even the aranti would escape unscathed. Not even they could hide from it. 
 
    Reluctantly, Karliss exerted his will and turned the aranti south. The first thing he wanted to do was find out where Spotted Elk Clan was. They certainly didn’t want to waste time wandering around the steppes looking for them. Instead of heading for the site of the Gathering, Karliss flew toward their normal grazing lands. He stayed high up where he could survey a large swath of land easily. With the speed the aranti was capable of, it didn’t take long to get to where he wanted to start looking. After that it was a matter of flying in steadily widening circles until he spotted them, camped beside a small lake ringed in rushes and cattails. 
 
    He nudged his mount down close and flew through the camp. Everything looked normal. No one seemed wounded, except one man who was limping around using a crutch. He saw his mother, Munkhe, standing outside the family yurt, and he flew over to her, wishing there was some way he could talk to her, let her know he was okay. 
 
    The wind from the aranti’s passing ruffled her hair and fluttered the light shirt she was wearing. He tried calling her name, but of course he could make no sound. He cast about, trying to come up with something. 
 
    As she turned to go back into the yurt, he got an idea. She opened the tent flap, and he hit it with a small gust of wind and closed it. She opened it again. This time she kept hold of it, and he had to blast it harder before she lost hold of it, and it closed again. Her brows drew together. She opened the flap again. He closed it. 
 
    She turned around slowly, scanning the sky. “Karliss?” 
 
    Karliss channeled a bit of wind and caused a small whirlwind to rise up before her. She looked at it, a mix of hope and worry on her face. 
 
    “Is that you, Karliss?” 
 
    Karliss made the whirlwind move side to side. 
 
    “If that’s you doing that, do it again,” she said. 
 
    He repeated the action. “Are you okay?” she asked. 
 
    Again he repeated the action. 
 
    She put her hand over her mouth, and a stifled gasp came from her. Tears brimmed in her eyes. “I’ve been so worried. What were you thinking, running off like that without protection?” Now she sounded angry. 
 
    Karliss had no idea how to answer to that. 
 
    She wiped her eyes. “What’s important is that you’re okay. Are you on your way home now?” 
 
    Karliss moved the whirlwind side to side. 
 
    “Thank the gods. Please hurry. I’m worried about you.” 
 
    Karliss dropped the whirlwind and raced a few circles around her. He was starting to feel stretched too thin again and knew he needed to return to his body soon. 
 
    “I’ll tell your father,” she called out as he rose up into the air. 
 
    He flew to the southwest. There was no sign of Kasai’s forces. He flew to the edge of the steppes to be sure, then turned back to where his companions waited. 
 
    When he got back to his body he felt strange, disconnected from everything. His friends spoke to him, and he did his best to respond, but he was no longer certain what the words meant, and he wasn’t sure he wanted to know anyway. Finally, they left him alone, and the three mounted up and rode south. The horse he rode felt terribly slow and heavy, and he looked at the sky often, wishing he could be up there among the clouds, flying free. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Thirty-four 
 
      
 
    The three companions got home one windy afternoon. Spotted Elk Clan was camped beside a broad, shallow stream that widened into a pool at that spot. The yurts were set up along the river. Smoke rose from cookfires. In the distance grazed herds of horses, yaks and goats, watched carefully by mounted men. 
 
    They were still some distance from the camp when a sentry rose up out of the tall grass. He was holding a spear and an unstrung bow was slung across his back. It was Otgon, a young man about the same age as Karliss and his friends. He’d never liked Karliss, and the feeling was mutual. 
 
    “You’re back,” he said flatly. 
 
    “I can see why they put you on sentry duty, Otgon,” Karliss said. “Nothing gets past you.” He knew it was childish, but he could never resist needling Otgon. 
 
    Otgon scowled. He was shorter than Karliss, but much broader, stronger than most of the young men in the clan. He’d thumped Karliss a few times over the years while they were growing up, and he looked like he’d like to do so again. 
 
    “You think you’re above everything because you’re the tlacti,” he said, “but you went too far this time. The terl will have your skin.” 
 
    “Are you sure about that?” 
 
    Otgon hesitated, confused by the question. “Why wouldn’t I be sure? Everyone knows how angry he was when he found you gone.” 
 
    “Angry, I get. But my skin? Why would he want my skin? I don’t think it would make a very good blanket.” Beside Karliss, Batu giggled, and even Hulagu grinned. That made Otgon’s face darken. 
 
    “Don’t be stupid. It’s just something people say. It means you’re in trouble is all.” 
 
    “You could have just said that.” 
 
    Otgon glowered at him. “If it was me, I’d exile you. Like that.” He snapped his fingers. 
 
    “You’d exile a genuine hero?” Batu said. “The man who defeated Kasai and Tharn?” 
 
    “Who’s Tharn? I never heard of him.” 
 
    “A huge monster. Like a rockslide come to life,” Batu said. “Fists bigger than your whole body.” 
 
    Otgon flicked a suspicious look to Karliss, then back to Batu. “You’re making that up.” 
 
    “I saw it too,” Hulagu said. “Karliss lifted him so far in the air you could barely see him. And then dropped him. He didn’t look so good after that.” 
 
    Otgon’s head swung from one to the other. “I hate you guys.” He pointed at Hulagu. “You didn’t use to be so bad, but you spend too much time with him.” 
 
    “Much as we’re enjoying chatting with you,” Karliss said, “I think I have information the terl will want to know. Can we pass?” 
 
    Otgon stepped aside and gestured with his spear. “Go on. I’m not stopping you. We’ll see how tall you stand once the terl is finished with you.” 
 
    They approached the camp. Children played and splashed in the river. Several women were baking bread in a domed oven made of baked bricks of river mud. Two men were repairing one of the large wagons the Sertithians used to haul their possessions from one place to another. Strips of meat hung over smoldering coals, drying. Two women were talking softly while tanning an elk hide. Nearby several men were shaping bows from wood stocks traded for from Striped Badger Clan. 
 
    It was a typical scene the three boys had seen countless times in their lives. It was completely ordinary, and yet completely different at the same time. Karliss exchanged a look with the other two. None of them needed to say the words out loud. Their journey had changed them. None of them would ever be quite the same again. 
 
    As the three rode into camp, everyone stopped what they were doing and turned to look at them. Whispers were passed. Two boys ran on ahead, yelling out the news. They hadn’t gone far before Batu’s mother came hurrying out from between two wagons. She all but ran to Batu’s horse, crying out as she came. Batu climbed down from his horse as she reached him. She threw her arms around him and squeezed him tight, the whole time murmuring about how worried she’d been. 
 
    Batu managed to extricate himself from her grasp somewhat, his expression clearly showing his discomfort, when there was a squeal from the other direction, and Sube came for him at a full run, her arms flung wide. Batu had time to throw a single, pleading look his friends’ way before she got to him. She nearly knocked him down in her enthusiasm. 
 
    Hulagu looked at Karliss. “I think we should keep moving.” 
 
    “I agree.” They started to ride on, ignoring Batu’s protestations not to leave him. Karliss looked back over his shoulder. Sube and Batu’s mother were scowling at each other. They each had hold of one of his arms, and it looked like they were trying to drag him in different directions. 
 
    The next to appear were Hulagu’s parents. But they didn’t run to their son, only walked toward him calmly. Hulagu climbed down off his horse. His mother took his hand and pressed it to her cheek briefly, then dropped it. His father turned to Karliss and touched his forehead in respect. 
 
    “Tlacti,” he said. 
 
    Karliss made a gesture of respect in return. Hulagu’s parents flanked him. As they walked away, Hulagu’s father put his hand briefly on Hulagu’s shoulder. His mother leaned in close and said something in a low voice that Karliss couldn’t hear. 
 
    For a moment Karliss sat there on his horse, looking after them, wondering why he suddenly felt so alone. It seemed like months that it had been only the three of them. They’d gotten sick of each other many times, and there were days when they hardly spoke to each other. But he’d grown used to having the two of them always there, knowing he could always count on them. It wouldn’t be the same without them. 
 
    Karliss didn’t make it much further before Narantse, his little sister, came tearing around a yurt, yelling at the top of her lungs. His mother, Munkhe, wasn’t far behind, though she conducted herself a little more calmly. Karliss could see on her face that it was a struggle though. She was walking fast, just a hair from breaking into a run, and her lips kept twitching as if she might break into a laugh. 
 
    He climbed down off his horse, and Munkhe embraced him tightly. He thought he heard a suppressed sob from her. Narantse howled at being excluded and wormed her way between them, wrapping her arms around Karliss’ waist. 
 
    “It’s so good to have you back!” the little girl exclaimed excitedly. “So much happened while you were gone. I got my first horse. You have to come see him.” 
 
    “Easy, little sparrow,” Munkhe said. “Why don’t we give Karliss a chance to eat first? He looks hungry to me.” She looked him up and down, taking note of how much thinner his journey had made him. 
 
    “Looks like I don’t have to come rescue you after all.” 
 
    Karliss turned to see Ganbold, his brother, walking up. Karliss put out his hand, but Ganbold pulled him in and hugged him. “I’m so glad you’re back,” he whispered in Karliss’ ear. “Ana has been beside herself with worry,” he said, referring to their mother. “Maybe now she’ll stop pecking at me all the time.” 
 
    Ganzorig, Karliss’ father, walked up then. At first, he gripped Karliss’ forearm formally, and his expression was impassive. Then he gave it up. His weathered face crinkled in a broad smile, and he pulled Karliss in and hugged him briefly. “Thank the gods of the four winds,” he said softly. He leaned in closer and in a voice only Karliss could hear, he added, “And thank you for letting your mother know you were okay. I don’t think she slept a single night through before that.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Karliss said to his mother. “I didn’t mean to…I didn’t think how hard it would be for you. I thought it was the best thing to do,” he finished lamely. 
 
    “Now that you’re back, I forgive you,” his mother said, “but if anything had happened to you…” She looked fierce as she said it. 
 
    “It’s not going to be so easy with Terl Dashin,” Ganzorig said. “I hope you found something that makes what you’re in for worth it.” 
 
    Karliss straightened his shoulders. He’d been expecting this. “I think so. I hope so.” 
 
    “Can’t he eat something first?” Munkhe asked Ganzorig. Ganzorig gave her a look, and she sighed. “Okay. But as soon as you’re done, you come find me. Promise me.” 
 
    Karliss promised her, and he and his father walked toward the terl’s yurt. “I know it was risky, but I didn’t want anyone else to—” 
 
    Ganzorig silenced him with a gesture. “It’s not me you need to convince. I know why you did it.” 
 
    “You do?” 
 
    “Ganbold told me.” 
 
    “Did he get in much trouble?” 
 
    “He’ll be on night herding for some time still.” 
 
    “I’m surprised he’s not mad at me.” 
 
    “I’m not,” Ganzorig said. “He understands why you did what you did.” He looked Karliss up and down. “You’ve changed.” 
 
    Karliss rubbed his stomach. “I haven’t been getting much to eat. We didn’t want to waste time hunting. We wanted to get back as soon as we could.” 
 
    “It’s not that. You look…older. This journey changed you.” 
 
    Karliss thought about this. “It did.” 
 
    “You’re a man now.” Ganzorig held up his hand to forestall Karliss’ protest. “It doesn’t matter whether you have completed the ceremony or not.” He spoke of the ceremony that all boys passed through to become men, after their trials. Karliss was right at the age where most boys went through it, though as tlacti he wasn’t expected to. “What you did proved that. I’m proud of you.” He put his arm across Karliss’ shoulders and squeezed him briefly. 
 
    The terl was sitting outside his yurt, sharpening his knife. Karliss’ father patted him on the shoulder and walked away, leaving Karliss to continue forward alone. Karliss crouched down before the terl. 
 
    Dashin didn’t look up right away. He continued sharpening the knife with smooth, even strokes. Karliss squirmed. Dashin tested the blade’s edge on his thumb, then scowled as he found something he didn’t like. He sharpened some more and tested the blade again. Only then did he look up at Karliss. 
 
    “Tlacti or no, you do not run off like that.” His expression was grim, and he bit off each word as he said it. 
 
    “My apologies, terl,” Karliss said, lowering his head, “but—” 
 
    “No. Not yet. I’m not done.” Dashin waved his knife to take in the whole camp. “What do you see here?” 
 
    Confused, Karliss looked around. “A camp?” 
 
    Dashin shook his head. “I see a responsibility. I see scores of people who look to me to make the decisions that will keep us safe. You don’t see that because you aren’t the terl. Which means you don’t make the decisions. I do. When you leave without telling anyone, against my orders, you endanger all of us. You make us all weaker. Without our tlacti, we might all die. Do you understand?” 
 
    Karliss lowered his head still further. “Yes, terl.” 
 
    “It would be within my rights to have the three of you whipped.” 
 
    “Yes, terl.” 
 
    “I still might.” The terl regarded him for a minute. “Did you find what you were looking for?” 
 
    Karliss raised his eyes and looked at his chief. “I did.” 
 
    Dashin’s gaze was piercing. He wasn’t the biggest man in the clan. He wasn’t the strongest. But there was about him a perceptiveness, an awareness that made it clear even to his potential challengers that he was the man to lead the clan. He paid attention. He saw things others did not. “But…?” 
 
    “I know how to speak the words, but most of them I don’t think I can use. They might kill me. The power might get away from me, and I don’t know what it would do then.” 
 
    “New weapons are dangerous until a warrior learns how to use them.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I will ever be able to learn how to use these. Not all of them anyway.” 
 
    The terl stood up and beckoned Karliss to follow him. They walked to the council yurt. They entered, and Karliss saw that the other members of the council were already there, waiting. His father and Chusin, the two warriors. Both men’s expressions were impassive. Henta, the elderly woman who’d never liked him, staring at him with barely concealed disgust. Next to her was Shria, nearly as old, her lips pursed in disapproval. Finally, Yeke, older than anyone in the clan. They all stared at Karliss as he took his seat. Barely had he done so before Henta started in on him. 
 
    “Of all the irresponsible, dangerous things you could have done, of all the stupid, reckless decisions you could have made, this is it. Will you never grow up and accept your—” 
 
    Dashin cut her off with a sharp gesture. “You will have your chance. Now is the time for our tlacti to speak.” He looked at Karliss. “Tell us what happened.” 
 
    “We found it. We found the cave where Unegen discovered the first word of power.” Karliss described the doorway they’d found, set into the glossy black stone wall, and the rooms they’d found on the other side. When he told them how the light came on by itself when he entered, Henta’s lips drew down in a thin line. 
 
    “You should not have done that,” she said. “Clearly that was the dwelling of Tung-alk, who dwells in the north. It might even have been the home of Erlik Khan, the mistress of the west winds.” 
 
    At her words Shria made the sign against evil—both index fingers pointing at the ground—and Chusin shifted uneasily in his seat. 
 
    “I said all along this journey was a bad idea, and now you prove that it was. What were you thinking, entering the home of a god?” she said. 
 
    “Let him continue,” the terl said. 
 
    Karliss shifted in his seat. It felt close, constricting, inside the yurt. He glanced around and took comfort from Yeke’s approving nod. “Inside, on a table, I found three tablets. On one was the word of power that Unegen brought back. There were other words as well, but I couldn’t read them. We began searching the place—” 
 
    “You searched the god’s home?” Henta said, her eyes widening. Shria hissed under her breath. 
 
    “What choice did I have?” 
 
    “To leave.” 
 
    “Empty-handed?” 
 
    “Better than the alternative.” 
 
    “Continue,” Dashin said, giving Henta a hard look. 
 
    “In another room we found a body.” Now they were all staring at him wide-eyed. Henta looked like she wanted to say something but got no words out. “It did not look like us.” He described it briefly, how it had four arms and different, inhuman features. 
 
    When he was done, the yurt was absolutely silent, except for Shria murmuring prayers under her breath. 
 
    Then, Henta said, “Desecration.” 
 
    The terl cut in before she could say more. “You told me you know how to say the words. How did you learn this?” 
 
    Karliss swallowed. This was not going to go well. “In one of the corpse’s hands was a blue gem. When I touched it—” 
 
    Henta went rigid. “You touched the body of a god? Are you mad?” 
 
    And finally, Karliss had had enough. He’d been through so much to bring the words back to his clan. He’d thought only of protecting them. He’d expected resistance, even anger, but not this. When he spoke next, he did so without thinking. 
 
    “It was not a god. It was one of the masters.” 
 
    Henta froze. “What did you say?” 
 
    Karliss knew right away he’d made a mistake, but it was too late to take the words back. They couldn’t be unsaid. “The body we found wasn’t a god. No god lives in the place we found or has ever lived there.” 
 
    “You find a cave unlike anything you’ve ever seen, a cave with the words of power in it—words that are used to control the spirits, servants of the gods—and still you say it does not belong to a god?” she said. 
 
    Karliss wanted to run and hide. Inwardly he cursed himself for his stupidity. He looked to his father but saw no help there. He couldn’t bear to look at the terl. He took a deep breath. There was nothing for it but to throw the tiles and accept what came next. 
 
    “They aren’t spirits. They’re aranti.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “What is that? Aranti?” 
 
    “It’s what they call themselves. And they don’t serve any gods. In all the years I’ve been listening to them they have never once spoken of any gods.” 
 
    The silence hung there. Its weight bore down on Karliss. Somehow he found the strength to continue, now only wanting to finish it, like squeezing the rot from a septic wound. 
 
    “They’re not gods. They’re Shapers. The masters put them here to protect the key from the Devourers. That’s what the words of power are for, so that the masters can control the Shapers and use them to fight the Devourers. The body I found was a master. The master was killed long ago, and there’s no one to protect the key now because the Shapers don’t remember who they are.” 
 
    The silence was even heavier this time. It was broken by a shrill, high-pitched sound, almost a wail, that came from Henta. She rose to her feet, one shaking finger pointed at Karliss. 
 
    “Blasphemer!” she howled. “Do you know what you’ve done?” 
 
    “I’ve spoken the truth,” Karliss said. His hands were shaking, but he held Henta’s enraged gaze. “If we’re going to fight Kasai, we have to know what it is we’re fighting.” 
 
    “You’ve brought the wrath of the gods down on us, that’s what you’ve done,” she hissed. 
 
    Karliss pulled the rolled parchment from inside his shirt and held it up. “I’ve brought us the weapons we can use to fight Kasai.” 
 
    “You little fool,” she spat. “Are you so arrogant in your power that you think to challenge the gods themselves?” 
 
    “Kasai isn’t a god,” Karliss said, but there was no strength in his words. 
 
    Henta looked them all over. “Don’t you see? This is why Kasai has attacked us over and over. It’s because of him.” She pointed at Karliss. “Kasai is here to punish us for his arrogance. He meddled in power that belongs to the gods, and we will all pay the price.” 
 
    Karliss was stunned into silence. This was something he’d never expected. He looked around the circle. There was sadness on his father’s face. Chusin wouldn’t meet his eyes. The terl’s face might have been made of stone. There was nothing there but hardness. Shria was looking at him like he ate babies. Yeke’s expression was sympathetic. 
 
    It was Yeke who spoke next. 
 
    “You don’t know that, Henta,” he said calmly. “There are other explanations. Kasai destroyed Long-striding Antelope Clan before we ever encountered him. Surely that had nothing to do with our tlacti.” 
 
    “I don’t care about Antelope Clan. I care about Spotted Elk Clan. I care what happens to us. And I say our future is dark because of this boy’s foolish actions.” 
 
    “Hold on,” the terl intervened. “It was the council’s decision to send him searching for the words of power. It was my decision.” 
 
    “You think I don’t know that?” she countered. “Ever since Ihbarha died, ever since Karliss killed him, you’ve let this young pup run wild. The blame for this also lies on you.” 
 
    Karliss felt sick. Did she blame him for Ihbarha’s death? What else could he have done? For a moment he flashed back to that awful moment when he sank the knife in Ihbarha’s chest. It was something he would never be free of. 
 
    But now Ganzorig had had enough. He stood up and faced Henta. “You go too far when you accuse my son of Ihbarha’s death.” 
 
    “Of course, you back him. After failing to rein him in as a child, what else would you do now?” She looked around at the rest of the council. “Mark my words. Kasai will not stop until we are all dead, until this affront against the gods is answered.” 
 
    “What would you have us do?” Yeke asked. He alone of all of them appeared calm. His gnarled hands were folded in his lap, and there was a distant sadness in his eyes as if he saw something coming that none of the rest of them did. 
 
    “Our only hope is to appease Kasai and turn his wrath. We must do whatever it takes, fires, sacrifice, blood.” She gave Karliss a dark look. “Whatever it takes.” 
 
    “You’re not suggesting what I think you are,” the terl said, standing and crossing his arms. 
 
    “I’m saying we do whatever it takes,” she said defiantly. “One person is not more important than the whole clan.” 
 
    “If you seek to turn our people against my son, you will—” Ganzorig began, but the terl cut him off. 
 
    “Enough,” the terl said. “I will not allow this to tear us apart.” He looked around the circle. “What Karliss has told us today is not to leave here. Is that understood?” 
 
    “You would hide this from our people?” Henta shrilled. 
 
    “I would keep them from panic. Karliss has told us what he believes. That makes it neither true nor untrue. But it will do our people no good to become frightened and turn on each other.” 
 
    Henta grumbled but did not openly defy him. Dashin looked at Karliss. “Tell your friends to say nothing.” Karliss nodded. “This meeting is over.” 
 
    The council members made their way out of the yurt until only Karliss, Ganzorig and Yeke remained. To Ganzorig, Yeke said, “I would like a moment.” Ganzorig nodded and left. 
 
    The old man leaned heavily on his staff. His back was bent so that he had to turn his head sideways to look up at Karliss. “That was foolish.” 
 
    “What else was I supposed to do? We need those words.” 
 
    “That’s not what I speak of.” 
 
    Karliss lowered his head. “I should have kept my mouth shut about the gods and the spirits.” 
 
    “She is frightened. We are all frightened. Those who are frightened are prone to do foolish things.” 
 
    “I was only telling the truth.” 
 
    “No, your interest was in defending yourself against someone who does not like you. There is truth, and there is sharing only what those who look to you for guidance can manage. Do you understand the difference? The tlacti is the one who intercedes for us with the gods. For you to tell us there are no gods, can you see how that frightens people? How it can make them do crazy things?” 
 
    “I hadn’t thought about that.” 
 
    “And now we must deal with it. It doesn’t matter what the terl told Henta. Word of what you said will spread. That sort of thing cannot be kept secret for long. And when it does it will spread fear in its wake. We must be prepared for that.” He gave Karliss a meaningful look. 
 
    “What should I do?” Karliss asked. He felt incredibly young and stupid. 
 
    Yeke tapped the parchment that Karliss was holding. “Figure out how to use those words. They are a powerful weapon, but one only you can hope to control.” 
 
    He left the yurt. Karliss stood there wondering how he could be so stupid. He’d let the old woman upset him, and now he’d gone and made everything worse. Yeke was right. He should have kept his mouth shut and only shared the information that the others needed to know. Maybe he shouldn’t even have told his friends. 
 
    He suddenly felt very tired, the strain and exhaustion of his journey hitting him all at once. He wanted nothing more than to lie down and sleep for a very long time. Maybe when he woke up things would be better. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    When Karliss walked up Nergui was working on the stays for Karliss’ yurt, hammering one of the stakes deeper into the ground. He glanced up, saw who it was, and jumped to his feet. 
 
    “Karliss! You came back!” Nergui dropped the hammer he was holding and charged Karliss, nearly knocking him down in his enthusiasm. “I’m so glad to see you!” 
 
    Karliss managed to extricate himself from Nergui’s embrace and gave him a smile that felt mostly genuine. “I told you I would, didn’t I?” 
 
    “But it was so long. It felt like forever.” Nergui’s old, battered felt hat was sitting askew on his head, and he was smiling broadly, showing the gap between his front teeth. 
 
    “The mountains are far away.” Karliss looked at his yurt. It was set up solidly, the door facing east. “You set up my yurt.” 
 
    “I did! How can you use it if it’s rolled up?” Nergui shook his head at Karliss’ foolishness. 
 
    “But how did you know I was coming back today?” 
 
    “I didn’t,” Nergui said stoutly. “I set it up every time we made camp. So it would be ready when you needed it.” 
 
    “That’s…” Karliss paused, feeling a little choked up. He was moved by Nergui’s simple enthusiasm and honest concern for him. “That’s really nice of you.” 
 
    Nergui closed one eye and looked at Karliss. “I kept an eye on everything the whole time. It’s all safe, you’ll see.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt that at all. No one is better at taking care of things than you are.” 
 
    “Yes. It’s true. You need Nergui. He takes care of the little things so that you can fight demons. Did you fight any demons while you were gone?” 
 
    “Not demons, but I did have to fight something.” 
 
    Nergui’s eyes got big. “Tell me. I want to hear everything.” 
 
    “I will. I promise. But first I’d like to lie down for a bit. I’m tired.” He turned to the yurt, but Nergui beat him there. He held the door flap back and motioned Karliss to look inside. 
 
    “Everything is set up the way you like it,” Nergui said proudly. 
 
    Karliss went inside and Nergui followed. His sleeping furs were laid out on a bed of fresh grasses. The boxes and sacks containing the materials for his rituals were set out neatly. There was even a skin of water hanging from the ceiling. 
 
    “It’s perfect,” he told Nergui, who beamed proudly. 
 
    “You need Nergui,” he said. “I take care of things for you.” 
 
    “You’re right. I do.” 
 
    “Do you need anything else?” 
 
    “Not right now. Maybe later.” 
 
    “If you need anything, you yell loud, okay?” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    Karliss waited for Nergui to leave, but the man stood there, grinning broadly at him. “There is one thing, Nergui,” he said at last. 
 
    “What? Anything.” 
 
    “I was going to lie down for a while…” 
 
    Nergui looked down at Karliss’ sleeping furs, then back at Karliss. Some of his smile faded. “Not enough grass?” 
 
    “No, the grass is fine.” 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    “I probably don’t need your help to sleep.” Nergui’s brow creased, but he didn’t move. “I want to be alone now,” Karliss said finally. 
 
    “Oh, right. That’s dumb of me. I should have thought of that.” Nergui walked to the door and stepped out. Then he leaned back in. 
 
    “I’m so happy you’re back. Everything is going to be fine now, I know it.” 
 
    He walked away, whistling happily. Karliss stood in the doorway of his yurt looking after him, wishing it was true. He looked around the camp. He’d missed all of this, the people going about their tasks for the day, the sounds of conversations and laughter. Two middle-aged women walked by, carrying a green hide between them. They both smiled at him and said, “Tlacti.” It felt good to be home. 
 
    But would it last? He’d come home worrying about what Kasai was going to do next. He’d never dreamed that he’d have to face what had happened with Henta in the council meeting. How long before it got around the camp? How long before the friendly smiles turned into something else? How many would turn on him? Yeke was right. He should have kept his mouth shut. 
 
    An elderly woman walked by carrying a leather pail of water. Her name was Irme, and she was a close friend of Henta’s. He greeted her, and though she greeted him in return, it seemed to him that she had a sour look on her face when she did. Was it already starting? Or was he imagining it? He closed the flap and went to his bed. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Thirty-five 
 
      
 
    Karliss lay down on his bed and stared at the ceiling. He’d spent so much effort getting home. He and his friends had talked about it incessantly the past few days, what it would be like to sleep inside again, to have enough to eat, to see friends and family. Now he was here, and he wished he was somewhere else. He could hear the aranti in the distance, babbling to each other, flitting about with no fears, no worries. He wished he was one of them. Then he could be free of all this. 
 
    He fell asleep for a time. When he awakened, he found a bowl with some meat pies wrapped in a cloth outside his yurt. The pies were still a little warm. Nergui must have left them. After taking the first bite, Karliss suddenly realized how hungry he was and polished the food off quickly. Once he was full he felt a lot more positive. Things would work out somehow, he told himself. Henta would calm down. He’d learn how to use the new words. It was even possible that Kasai would leave them alone now. After all, the Guardian had made no moves against the clan since the one attack. 
 
    He went looking for his mother. He found her down by the river, grinding seed pods and washing the husks away in the river. She set the basket down when he walked up and turned to him. 
 
    “You’ve gotten taller,” she told him. 
 
    “I don’t think so. I wasn’t gone that long.” 
 
    “No, I’m certain of it. You grew up. My boy went away, and a young man returned in his place.” She wiped her eyes. 
 
    “Don’t you think you’re being a little dramatic?” he asked, rolling his eyes. 
 
    She raised one eyebrow and smiled at him. “I’m your mother. I can be as dramatic as I want.” She patted him gently on the cheek. 
 
    “Walk with me.” She hiked up her skirts, and he followed her as she waded across the river. On the far side was a low rise, not high enough to be called a hill, but high enough that they could look out over the camp. 
 
    For a time they stood there. Munkhe said nothing, only stared off into the distance. Karliss shifted restlessly. He wondered why she’d brought him up here. “The grass is so dry this year,” he said, wanting to fill the emptiness with something. 
 
    “It hasn’t rained since the Gathering,” Munkhe replied. “The fires this summer will be bad.” Wildfires were a serious danger on the steppes when it was too long between the rains. Clans had been decimated by them before, when the wind shifted at the wrong time, and the flames caught them. She gave him a sidelong look. “People are saying it’s because Erlik Khan is angry with us.” 
 
    “After the way the ritual went, I’m not surprised.” During the ritual of appeasement, when it came time to sacrifice a horse to appease Erlik Khan, a lightning bolt killed the horse. 
 
    “They’ve been waiting anxiously for you to return. A lot of people have been frightened that you wouldn’t.” 
 
    Karliss felt the weight of his responsibilities pressing down on him. 
 
    “It’s a lot, isn’t it? Everyone looking to you to save them,” she said gently. 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “It’s strange for me. On the one hand you are our tlacti, and your power is undeniable. But at the same time I look at you and see my little boy, the one who was always getting into trouble.” 
 
    “I wish I was still him.” 
 
    She took his hand. “I do too.” 
 
    “Why did we come up here?” 
 
    She didn’t respond for a while, and when she did her voice was subdued. “Dark days are coming. We all know that. What we don’t know is how it will go. We don’t even know if we’ll survive.” He tried to interrupt her, to comfort her, but she stopped him. “No, let me finish. There’s no way to know what will happen. I accept that. I think I wanted to come up here with you, so I could spend a little more time with my boy before there’s no chance to do it again.” She squeezed his hand tighter and ruffled his hair with her free hand. “I wanted to have some moments with you before the world takes you away again.” 
 
    “Maybe it won’t be that bad.” 
 
    “Maybe not. Either way, all we can do is steal the moments we can.” 
 
    They stood there in silence then. Munkhe stared at the horizon where some birds were circling. Karliss looked at the camp, his people going about their everyday lives. It all looked so ordinary, so timeless. How much longer would it last? 
 
    Out of nowhere, Munkhe chuckled. Karliss looked at her. “I was thinking of the time you took your father’s basket, the one his mother made for him, down to the river and used it to catch fish in. Do you remember that? He was so angry, and I had to try so hard not to laugh. The look on your face, you couldn’t understand how he could not see that fishing was a perfect use for it.” 
 
    Karliss smiled, reliving the memory. “I remember. He didn’t stay mad for too long.” 
 
    “As I recall, he took you down to the creek and tossed you in, and you two ended up having a water fight. Ganbold got in on it too. Narantse cried because she was too little to join in.” 
 
    Once again, they simply stood there, enjoying the afternoon. It was unnaturally hot, but not unpleasantly so, and there was a touch of wind to cool things down. 
 
    “What’s that?” Karliss pointed to the western horizon. Far in the distance was a brown haze, a low-lying mass that looked almost like a fog bank, though it was the wrong color. 
 
    They stared at it for a while as it drew closer and larger. It was huge, covering half the horizon. All of a sudden Munkhe gasped. 
 
    “Locust swarm!” 
 
    Without waiting for Karliss, she ran down the slope toward the camp, shouting and waving her arms. Karliss followed. There’d been no locust swarm in his lifetime, but he’d heard the old people talk about them, how they stripped the land as they came, eating the grasses and other plants down to nothing. 
 
    That wasn’t all they did either. Their jaws were sharp, and they would chew on exposed flesh if given the chance. Karliss had grown up hearing stories about yak calves who weren’t old enough to run with the herd being found dead afterwards. And there was one particularly frightening story spread by the older boys about a little boy who tried to hide in some bushes when a locust swarm passed by. According to them, when they found the boy the next day there was nothing left of him but his bones. 
 
    By the time Munkhe and Karliss reached the camp, the word had already spread, and people were reacting. The men were racing towards the herds—most of them riding bareback, not wanting to lose the time needed to saddle their steeds—stirring the animals to flight. Women were gathering up their children and bundling them into the yurts, while others helped the elderly. There was a flurry of tightening of yurt stays and weighing down loose edges to keep the insects out. 
 
    Karliss hesitated when they reached the camp, not sure what to do. People were running everywhere. A young woman ran by calling for her children, while another went by in the other direction carrying a child under each arm. Munkhe saw his indecision and grabbed his arm. 
 
    “Grab as much food as you can and get it into a yurt!” she yelled, and then took off running, calling for Narantse. 
 
    Karliss ran for the cook wagon. The sound of the locusts was audible now, a low, whirring hum that got louder by the second. The swarm was swallowing the horizon, a blurred wall of flying insects too high to shoot an arrow over. He nearly tripped over a small child as he rounded a wagon. It was a little boy. He was crying and looking about in confusion. 
 
    Karliss came to a stop and doubled back. “Let me help you!” he cried, picking up the child. The boy wailed and squirmed in his grip. 
 
    But he didn’t know where to take the boy. He stood there looking around, wondering which yurt was his. A woman came running up, yelling, and the child reached for her. Karliss handed the boy over and headed for the cook wagons again. 
 
    Once there he joined others who were frantically grabbing sacks of seeds, dried meats, fish, and flour and carrying it into nearby yurts. 
 
    The hum of the swarm was louder now and mixed in with it was a new sound, a frightening clacking, snapping sound. Karliss was carrying some bags of flour when the day suddenly got darker. He looked up and saw that the swarm had blotted out the sun. The entire western horizon was black with the creatures, a dense wall of seething insects. 
 
    Briefly he considering calling the wind, wondering if he could use it to blow the swarm away. But the swarm was huge, stretching south and north further than he could see. There was no way he could push the whole thing back. And if he hit it with the wind, what would happen? Would it just swirl the bugs around? He might be able to put up a shield like he did when the sandstorm hit, but his new krysala was in his yurt and by the time he got it out and started the shield it would probably be too late. 
 
    He went back to hauling food. Every moment the swarm got closer. The day had grown quite dark. The sound of the locusts was a roar so loud it was deafening. He was picking up another sack when he felt a hand on his shoulder, pulling on him. He turned. It was his mother. She yelled something, but he couldn’t hear her over the deafening roar of the locusts. She put her mouth to his ear. 
 
    “Leave it! There’s no time!” 
 
    The leading edge of the swarm hit. Locusts smacked into him. One hit him in the eye. Another flew into his open mouth, making him gag. He spat it out and stumbled after Munkhe. One landed on his forearm, and a moment later he felt a sharp pain. He slapped the insect away and saw the spot of blood it left behind. Suddenly the danger posed by these things became much more real. 
 
    The locusts got so thick it was hard to see. Karliss ran with his eyes squinted down, his mouth clamped shut, trying to wave the insects away from his face. He almost ran into his mother when she stopped outside the family yurt. She yelled something at him and pulled the flap back. He dove inside. She jumped in right after him, and he helped her fasten the door securely. Narantse got up from where she’d been huddled on her sleeping furs and threw her arms around her mother. 
 
    “There’s not time for that right now,” Munkhe told her firmly. “Help me kill the ones that got in.” 
 
    “One bit me!” Narantse wailed. 
 
    “All the more reason to kill them,” her mother replied, smashing one that landed on her arm. “Use your shoe if you don’t want to touch them with your hand, but get busy killing them or you’ll get bitten a lot more.” 
 
    The sides of the yurt reverberated constantly as thousands of locusts slammed into it. Then came a sound unlike anything Karliss had ever heard before. It was the sound of thousands of tiny claws scrabbling over the yurt. It was truly chilling. It sounded like they were trying to claw their way in. 
 
    “I hope Sarnai made it to her yurt okay,” Narantse said. Sarnai was one of Narantse’s friends. 
 
    “I’m sure she did,” Munkhe replied. “Karliss, help me with this. The edge has come up here, and they’re starting to get in.” 
 
    Karliss helped his mother secure the edge and kill the ones that had gotten in. 
 
    “They’d eat us all up if they could, wouldn’t they?” Narantse asked, looking about with big eyes. “And we’d be nothing but bones.” 
 
    “Hush. Don’t say that. No one is getting eaten today. Everyone had time to make it to safety.” Karliss wondered if she believed her own words, or if she was only trying to comfort them. 
 
    “Are Ata and Ganbold going to be okay?” Narantse asked. “They’re out there with those things.” 
 
    “They’ll be fine,” Munkhe replied. “They have horses. Horses are lots faster than locusts.” 
 
    “What if they fall off? What then?” 
 
    Munkhe gave her daughter a look. “When have you ever known your father or brother to fall off his horse?” 
 
     Karliss thought about Nergui. Nergui still shared a yurt with his parents. Hopefully he’d gone there. He hoped he hadn’t gone to Karliss’ yurt, and then panicked when he didn’t find Karliss there. 
 
    Then there was nothing left to do but wait. Outside, the insect storm howled unabated. Narantse curled up in her mother’s lap. “Will they eat through the yurt, do you think?” 
 
    “No. It doesn’t taste good to them. Stop worrying. They’ll move on soon.” 
 
    Karliss wanted to ask how soon, but he didn’t want to upset his sister, so he kept his question to himself. He crouched there in the dim light of the oil lamp and waited for it to pass, thinking how glad he was that the swarm hadn’t come in the morning. He and his friends would have been trapped out in that nightmare. As worn down as their horses were, he didn’t think they could have possibly run from it. 
 
    It took some time, but gradually Karliss realized that the sound of the locusts had lessened somewhat. After that it died down quickly. They could still hear tiny, clawed feet crawling around on the yurt, but no new ones were striking it. The three of them emerged from the yurt and blinked in the sunlight, surprised that it was still day time.  
 
    There were quite a lot of locusts around, waddling awkwardly on the ground, clinging to the yurts and crawling around on the wagons. Soon some of the small boys, released from their family yurts, were running around shouting and stomping on them. The creek was filled with thousands of the things, some already dead, others drowning. 
 
    While walking around, Karliss noticed two women giving him dark looks as they hurried by and heard one whisper to the other. He recoiled from them. Were they already blaming him for this? 
 
    Then he heard the scream. It sounded like a little girl. He and others ran toward the sound. Standing by one of the wagons was a child, one hand over her mouth, pointing at something. 
 
    At first Karliss couldn’t figure out what he was looking at. Underneath the wagon was a large mass of locusts, completely blanketing something, but he couldn’t see what. Then the mass shifted, and he saw a bloody hand, and suddenly he knew what it was. He stood there, horrified, as several people began beating at the locusts with blankets, trying to drive them away. 
 
    It was Yeke. Somehow the old man had gotten caught out in the open, and no one had seen him. Most of his skin was gone. In a few places white bone showed through. Karliss turned away, fighting the urge to vomit. When he did, he saw Henta standing there, glaring at him. On her face was written judgment. The edges of her mouth turned down, and she pointed one crooked finger at him. 
 
    Karliss averted his face and hurried away. 
 
    As the day ended, the men returned, driving the herds before them. The animals were still skittish, and the land all around the camp was stripped bare of grass, so extra men were set to watch them during the night. 
 
    Fires were lit, and the evening meal was cooked. The mood in the camp was bleak, tension thick in the air. People clustered in small groups, talking in low voices. Karliss stood in line waiting to fill his bowl with food, uncomfortably aware of the dark looks that were directed his way. In the whispers he heard his name more than once. 
 
    His bowl filled, he sat down off by himself. He tried to eat but couldn’t force any of it down. Every whisper, every dark look, was a dagger in his heart. He’d been genuinely fond of Yeke. The old man was consistently cheerful and friendly. He felt terrible about his death, and the thought of how he died was horrifying. Worst of all was a sickening feeling that it was all his fault. 
 
    His friends came and sat by him. He couldn’t even look at them. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Batu said. “I heard someone say—” He broke off when Hulagu hissed at him. “How could they say that? Karliss is a hero.” He turned to Karliss. “You found the words of power and brought them back. You defeated Tharn. What’s wrong with everybody?” 
 
    Karliss stared at his bowl and didn’t answer. 
 
    “They’re idiots,” Hulagu said, a thunderous look on his broad face. He put his hand on Karliss’ back. “Don’t listen to them. This wasn’t your fault. They’re being stupid is all.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Karliss said in a low voice. “At least not everyone hates me.” 
 
    “It’s not all of them anyway,” Hulagu said. “Mostly just old people. I think Henta has been talking to them.” 
 
    “It’ll blow over soon,” Batu said. “They’ll get over it.” 
 
    Karliss wished he agreed with him. 
 
    His parents and little sister came over then. His friends left, and his family sat down by him. 
 
    “How are you doing?” Ganzorig asked him. 
 
    “I’ve been better.” 
 
    “People are upset. It will pass,” Ganzorig said. 
 
    “I don’t care if they’re upset,” Munkhe said sharply. “What’s wrong with them? We’re clan. We’re not supposed to turn on our own like this. And not on my son.” 
 
    They went back and forth like this, Munkhe getting angrier while Ganzorig tried to calm her, but Karliss didn’t listen. His sister leaned her head against him, and he patted her absently. He was thinking about going and hiding in his yurt when the evening got worse. 
 
    From the small group of elderly people that she’d been sitting with, Henta stood up suddenly. The terl stood up too and made a motion for her to sit, but her face twisted, and she rasped, “No! I will not be silenced! Our people deserve to know the truth.” 
 
    Dashin’s jaw clenched, and his eyes narrowed, but it was clear she wouldn’t be stopped by anything short of physical force, which he would not do. Could not do. 
 
    “You know that our tlacti went north seeking another word of power. But there’s more that you don’t know, much, much more. Information that our terl thinks you should not have.” She pointed at Karliss accusingly. “You found the dwelling of a god, did you not?” 
 
    All eyes turned to Karliss. He stood up, not wanting to face her sitting down. “I found something. I don’t think it was the home of a god.” 
 
    “But you said the lights came on magically when you entered, and there were doors that opened by themselves. Are you denying that?” 
 
    Karliss saw how neatly she had trapped him. He was aware of his parents standing as well, but when his mother put her hand on his arm, he shook it off. He warned off his father with a look. This was his responsibility. He had to face it. 
 
    “It’s true what you say.” A sound of surprise passed over the clan. 
 
    “If it wasn’t the home of a god, then what was it?” she demanded. 
 
    “I don’t know for sure what it was.” 
 
    “That’s not what you told the council,” she sneered. She turned to look at the rest of them. Every eye was fixed intently on her. “It gets worse. When he was in there he found a body, which he desecrated. He broke off its hand and stole what he found there!” 
 
    An audible gasp arose from the onlookers. But she wasn’t done yet. 
 
    “When I heard this, I was as shocked as you are. I wondered, why would our tlacti, the one chosen at birth to guide us, to keep us from angering the gods, do such a thing?” She looked at Karliss again. “Why would you do this, tlacti? Why would you desecrate the body of a god?” 
 
    Karliss simply stared at her. There was nothing he could really say. 
 
    Henta pointed at Karliss. “He did it because he thinks there are no gods!” 
 
    The camp went dead silent. People looked at Karliss with horror. 
 
    “He does not believe in the spirits that serve them either. Instead he spreads wild tales of long-dead masters and creatures sent here to protect a key from beings called the Devourers.” 
 
    Everyone started talking at once. The looks thrown at Karliss ranged from fear to rage. He staggered before them. 
 
    “Well?” she said. “Do you deny it?” 
 
    Karliss shook his head. “No.” 
 
    “See?” she told them. “That is why the locusts came today. That is why there has been no rain, why the dust storm came, why the ritual of appeasement failed at the Gathering.” She pointed at Karliss again. “Because of him. He has angered the gods, this new god Kasai especially. He is the reason we suffer!” 
 
    Now Karliss’ parents did come forward. Ganzorig stepped up and put one hand on his son’s shoulder. “You go too far,” he rumbled. 
 
    Munkhe was less restrained. “You will not speak to my son that way,” she snapped. “Have you forgotten who saved us when the man with burning eyes attacked our camp?” 
 
    “He was after Karliss!” Henta shrilled. 
 
    “You don’t know that!” Munkhe shot back, advancing on her until she was almost close enough to strike her. “My son put himself in danger. He was almost killed several times. He did this for us. To protect us.” 
 
    Henta made a dismissive gesture. Munkhe’s eyes flashed with rage, and for a moment Karliss was sure she would strike the old woman. 
 
    “I won’t stand here and listen while you try to turn our people against him. He is fighting for us. What have you done except snipe and complain?” 
 
    Henta drew herself up to reply, but the terl stepped between the two women. “Stop.” He didn’t raise his voice, but the command was clear in his tone. Henta’s mouth snapped shut. 
 
    “We are all grieving the death of one of our esteemed elders,” he continued. “It makes us act foolishly. Tomorrow there will be time to discuss this further.” 
 
    Henta looked like she would challenge him again, but settled for giving Karliss a black look, a look he returned. She turned and walked away, a handful of other people, mostly elderly, following her. 
 
    Munkhe turned to Karliss, tears in her eyes. They were tears of anger. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “Me too.” Karliss turned and stalked away. He had no destination in mind. He only wanted to get away from everyone. He heard his mother call his name, but he ignored her. He walked away into the darkness until the camp was only a faint light behind him, and then he shouted his anger at the sky. After all he had been through, after all he and his friends had risked, and then he had to come back to this? A hateful old woman trying to turn everyone against him? What was the point of it all? 
 
    Soon several aranti were circling around him, chattering at him. Come with us! they cried. 
 
    He wanted to. He wanted to go with them, fly far and free and never come back. He wanted to leave the responsibilities, the fearful looks, the whispers, all of it behind. The lure of it was nearly overwhelming. 
 
    But in the end, he turned and walked back to his yurt, circling around the camp so that he could get to it without walking through any more of the camp than he had to. He didn’t want to see anybody. 
 
    When he saw the two figures standing by his yurt, he groaned inwardly. A moment later he realized who it was. 
 
    “We were beginning to wonder if you were planning on sleeping out there,” Batu said. 
 
    “We’re on your side. You know that, right?” Hulagu said. 
 
    Some of his anger dissipated then. “I know.” 
 
    “She’s always hated you,” Batu said. “Even when we were little I saw that she was always after you. Why didn’t the locusts eat her?” 
 
    “Batu!” Hulagu said sharply. 
 
    “I know,” Batu said. “I’m sorry. Sort of. Not really, though.” 
 
    Karliss felt the same way, had had the same thoughts, though he kept it to himself. 
 
    “What are we going to do?” Batu asked. 
 
    “I don’t think there’s anything for you to do,” Karliss replied. “This is my problem.” 
 
    “Nuh-uh,” Batu said. “We’re in this together.” He looked to Hulagu for support. “Right?” 
 
    Hulagu crossed his arms. “I thought we went over this already.” 
 
    “But that was diff—” 
 
    “Besides, the terl ordered us to guard you,” Batu cut in. “You don’t want us to get into trouble, do you?” 
 
    “When has us getting into trouble ever bothered him?” Hulagu asked Batu. “Wasn’t most of the trouble we got into because of him?” 
 
    “He’s got you there,” Batu said. 
 
    Karliss chuckled a little in spite of himself, thinking of some of the escapades they’d pulled, most of which were his idea. 
 
    “I’m going to keep scouting to see if Kasai is trying to sneak up on us,” Karliss said. 
 
    “Makes sense,” Hulagu said. “Are you going to keep trying with the other words?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’m pretty sure I can use the third word for the wind, but I don’t want to use it until I have to.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t it be better to practice with it, make sure it does what you think?” 
 
    “Maybe. But I have a feeling that once I use it, Kasai will know. I’d rather it be a surprise.” 
 
    “And the words from the other lists?” 
 
    “I don’t think I can use them. I think the only reason I can use the ones for the wind is because of my natural connection to the wind. If you used it, I think something bad would happen.” 
 
    Batu shivered noticeably. “I know something bad would happen. You won’t catch me saying one of those words.” 
 
    “And Henta? What are you going to do about her?” Hulagu pressed. 
 
    Karliss shrugged. “Try to ignore her as much as I can. What else can I do?” 
 
    “Don’t let her make you angry. Look what happened the last time,” Hulagu said. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Thirty-six 
 
      
 
    Karliss got up early the next morning, before the sun rose. The camp was only beginning to stir. He looked at the swath of devastation that the locusts had left. The grass in every direction was stripped to the ground, the leaves on the small trees and bushes that grew along the creek devoured, even the bark chewed. Did Kasai have anything to do with the locusts, or was it only coincidence? What about the sandstorm and the lightning bolt during the ritual of appeasement? Neither the sandstorm nor the lightning bolt seemed like something a Shaper of the earth would be capable of. If anything, they seemed more like something that the aranti would be able to do, but he didn’t believe they were behind it. They were reckless and dangerous in their own way, but they weren’t malicious. He wished he knew more of what Kasai was capable of. It would be easier to plan for him. 
 
    Karliss sat down outside his yurt, closed his eyes and whistled for an aranti. A few seconds later one arrived, he grabbed on, and then he was up in the air flying, his body small on the ground below him. 
 
    It felt good, really, really good. It was as if the wind blew through him, clearing away the anger, the fear, the worries. He should spend more time riding the wind, he thought. It was so much better up here. Everything was clearer, sharper. 
 
    He nudged his mount west, sweeping side to side as he went. He went all the way to the edge of the steppes and saw no sign of Kasai. Reluctantly he turned around and returned to the camp. 
 
    He opened his eyes right as Nergui came walking up, carrying a bowl of food. He handed the bowl to Karliss without saying anything. Gone was his normal, cheerful smile. He shuffled his feet uneasily, then hurried off. Karliss shook his head. Had he lost Nergui too? 
 
    Ganzorig came by next. “How are you this morning?” he asked Karliss, squatting down beside him. 
 
    “Tired. Angry.” 
 
    “Your mother is worried about you.” 
 
    “She shouldn’t be. I’ll be okay.” 
 
    Ganzorig didn’t say anything for a while, but Karliss could see he had something on his mind so he said, “Well?” The word came out sharper than he’d intended. 
 
    “Do you believe it? About there being no gods and all that? Really, truly believe it?” 
 
    Karliss frowned at him. “I wouldn’t have said it if I didn’t.” 
 
    “It’s a lot to take in. You can understand why people are upset.” 
 
    Karliss shook his head. “No, no I can’t.” He threw up his hands, and his voice rose. “What have our gods ever done for us anyway? We spend our lives being afraid of them, sacrificing to them, hoping that we don’t anger them. I don’t understand. I’d think people would be happy to find out they aren’t real.” 
 
    “It’s not that easy.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    Ganzorig scratched his neck. “I’m not sure.” 
 
    “I don’t understand people sometimes. I tell them something that makes their lives easier, that makes their world not quite as scary, and they react by being mad at me? How does that make any sense?” 
 
    “Maybe it doesn’t.” 
 
    “I’m tired of it. Part of me wants to run away, you know? I mean, if no one wants my help, why don’t I just leave?” 
 
    His father gave him a startled look. “You don’t mean that.” 
 
    “Are you sure? Because I’m not. Not anymore.” 
 
    Ganzorig gestured with his hands. “This is your family.” 
 
    “Is it?” 
 
    Ganzorig looked down at his hands. “I guess I’m not surprised. You are your mother’s son in many ways. She sounds a lot like you this morning, except she’s even angrier. She even said something about leaving and going back to the clan she was born into.” Karliss’ parents had met at one of the Gatherings nearly twenty years ago. 
 
    Karliss stood up. “I have things to do.” 
 
    Ganzorig stood up as well. He looked like he was about to say something, but then he shook his head and walked away. 
 
    Shortly thereafter the clan began the work of breaking camp. They couldn’t stay there, not with all the forage devoured by the locusts. When they finished loading the wagons, and they’d hitched the yaks to them and had them lined up, Karliss took his sack of bone tiles and headed out to perform the ritual of departure, his krysala—the original one, not the new one he’d made—hanging around his neck. 
 
    As he walked down the line he could hear the whispers and feel the looks. He kept his gaze turned straight ahead, determined to ignore them. What did they know anyway? It got harder when he heard someone quite clearly say, “What’s the point of a departure ritual when he doesn’t believe in the gods?” To which someone else replied, “What’s the point of a tlacti?” 
 
    He didn’t look up to see who they were. He simply gritted his teeth and kept walking. 
 
    He went mechanically through the ritual, at the end throwing the bone tiles onto the ground. As he crouched to read them he wondered if he should listen to the two he’d heard talking. What was the point of all this anyway? 
 
    The tiles showed nothing alarming. The one with the wagon on it had fallen to the southeast, indicating that was the direction they should take. That worked fine for him. He wanted to go that way anyway. Karliss didn’t know if the key really was in the cave he’d visited. He didn’t know if Kasai knew about the cave or not, though it was likely he did. How else would Tharn have found them? But if Kasai was going after the key, it was best to get the clan as far out of the way as possible. 
 
    He felt a momentary twinge as he thought this, a sense that he should try and protect the key from Kasai. But he shrugged it off. He’d had enough of Kasai. All he wanted to do was stay as far from the creature as possible. 
 
    Karliss gathered up the tiles and pointed out the direction to the terl, who called the order and the wagon train began to move out. He walked back to the tlacti’s wagon. Hulagu and Batu were already there, sitting astride their horses. They nodded at him, but there was none of the usual banter. They seemed as subdued as everyone else. Nergui had his head down and was wadding his felt hat in his hands. He avoided looking at Karliss as he climbed onto the wagon. 
 
    They jolted along in silence for some time. Several times Karliss saw Nergui looking at him sidelong, and every time Nergui jerked his head away as soon as he realized he’d been noticed. Eventually it became irritating. 
 
    “Say it, Nergui.” 
 
    Nergui jumped a little when Karliss spoke, and the whites of his eyes showed. 
 
    “Say what?” he said, the slightest tremor in his voice. 
 
    “Say whatever’s bothering you.” 
 
    “What? Me, bothered? I’m not bothered by anything.” And to prove it Nergui whistled a little tune. Or tried to. Very little whistle came out. 
 
    “Come on, Nergui. After all we’ve been through…” 
 
    Nergui frowned and looked down at his hands. He sighed a couple of times. Then, in a small voice he said, “I’m scared, Karliss.” 
 
    “I am too.” 
 
    Nergui looked at him, his eyebrows raised. “You? But you’re…how can you be scared?” 
 
    “I’m scared all the time.” 
 
    “Huh. I never thought of that.” 
 
    “What are you scared of?” 
 
    Nergui bit his lip, and at first Karliss thought he would have to pry it out of him, but then the words came out in a rush. “The things people are saying. They’re saying you’re not our tlacti anymore. If you’re not our tlacti, who will fight Kasai for us? Are you going to leave us?” 
 
    “You shouldn’t be listening to what other people say.” 
 
    “But it’s hard not to!” 
 
    “People say a lot of stupid things.” 
 
    Nergui frowned. “I thought it was just me who says stupid things.” 
 
    “You don’t say stupid things, Nergui.” 
 
    Nergui shot him a hopeful look. “You mean it?” 
 
    “It’s true.” 
 
    “You’ll keep protecting us?” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “You promise?” 
 
    “I promise.” 
 
    “What about that other stuff? That there aren’t any gods? People say you made them angry, and now they’re going to kill us all.” 
 
    Now it was Karliss who didn’t know what to say. He didn’t think explaining it all to Nergui would work. He wouldn’t understand, and it would probably upset him more. It occurred to him that Nergui wasn’t that different from everyone else. They were all afraid of what they didn’t understand. 
 
    “You know I can talk to the spirits, right?” 
 
    Nergui nodded. “The spirits have always liked you.” 
 
    “That’s who I learned it from.” 
 
    Nergui frowned, confused. “The spirits told you there were no gods?” 
 
    “Not exactly. But in all the years I’ve been listening to them, they never once said anything about any gods.” 
 
    “They didn’t?” 
 
    “Not once.” 
 
    “Not even Erlik Khan?” 
 
    “Not even Erlik Khan. The only one they’ve ever talked about is Kasai.” 
 
    “Is Kasai a god?” 
 
    “No. They don’t think so, and neither do I.” 
 
    “What is he?” 
 
    “He’s something very old, as old as the aranti, what you call spirits. He’s a Shaper, and he came to this world at the same time they did.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “They were brought here by the masters.” 
 
    Nergui’s eyes went wide. “The masters are gods?” 
 
    “No. I found the body of one. If they were gods, I wouldn’t find a body, would I?” 
 
    Nergui thought about it, then shook his head. “No. I don’t think so anyway. Why did the masters bring the Shapers here?” 
 
    “They’re here to protect the key from the Devourers.” 
 
    Nergui frowned. “You’re making my head kind of hurt. I don’t know who all these people are.” 
 
    “You don’t need to. Kasai is powerful, but he isn’t a god. He’s the one we need to worry about. Not Erlik Khan or the others.” 
 
    Nergui nodded slowly. “Okay, if you say so, then I believe you.” A lot of the worry left his face. “And you’ll do for Kasai won’t you, like you did before?” 
 
    “Sure. I’ll do for Kasai.” Karliss wished he felt as confident as he sounded. 
 
    Nergui smiled and began whistling. Karliss found himself envying the man. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Karliss spent much of the day riding the wind. He told himself it was because he wanted to make sure Kasai’s forces weren’t sneaking up on them, but the truth was that he spent most of his time simply letting the aranti have its head and go wherever it wanted to. He listened to the incessant babbling of the aranti and discovered that it wasn’t nearly as senseless as he’d always thought, though he couldn’t have explained any of what he heard to someone else. 
 
    By the end of the day the clan had made it out of the lands that had been ravaged by the locusts. The grass was dry here as well, but it was plentiful. When the terl called a halt, Karliss took his materials and walked away from the wagons to perform the necessary ritual. He tossed the tiles and stared down at them for a few moments, going through the motions. He gathered up the tiles and nodded to the terl, who gave the order to set up camp. 
 
    As he walked to his wagon he saw Henta, sitting on hers, glaring at him. He looked away. 
 
    Later, as he was walking through camp, he saw her up ahead, staring at him. He almost changed his direction, turned around on the spot and took a different route, but then he felt irritated. He wasn’t going to let her run him around like that. It was a small camp, and there was no way to really avoid anyone without a lot of effort. He set his eyes straight ahead and continued on. 
 
    She didn’t let him pass by unmolested. 
 
    “Nearly half of our food is gone, eaten by the locusts,” she said. He ignored her and kept walking. She caught up with him. “Bellies will be empty this winter.” When still he didn’t respond, she grabbed his arm, digging her nails into his skin. He stopped and faced her. 
 
    “Look on what you have done,” she hissed. “You can’t deny it.” 
 
    “What do you want from me?” 
 
    “Make it right.” 
 
    “How? You want me to perform the ritual of appeasement, is that it?” 
 
    Her nostrils flared. “And anger the gods further? No, not that.” 
 
    He was getting angrier by the moment. “Then what do you want? Do you want me to sacrifice myself? Is that it?” 
 
    His words surprised her, and she flinched slightly, but then she came on again. “Exile. The gods are after you. You’re the one they’re angry at. With you gone, their anger will leave too.” She turned on her heel and walked away. 
 
    He stared after her. He’d half expected to hear her say that sooner or later, but still it came as a shock. Exile was only for the worst crimes against the clan. Like murder or hoarding food during hard times. It was essentially a death sentence, since none of the other clans would take in an exiled Sertithian, and the chances of surviving alone on the steppes were slim. Did she really want him to die? He looked around. How many others felt the same way? No one he looked at would meet his eye. 
 
    The terl came up behind him. “Walk with me,” he said. Karliss followed him. 
 
    The terl walked out of the camp, where they could talk privately. “What did she say?” 
 
    “She wants me gone. Exiled.” 
 
    Dashin’s face darkened, and he frowned. “I did not think she would go that far.” 
 
    “Maybe she’s right.” 
 
    Dashin turned on him sharply. “No. I will not hear such talk. You are our tlacti. We depend on you. You’re our best hope against Kasai the next time he attacks. Our only hope.” 
 
    “But if I was gone, then maybe he wouldn’t attack again.” Now that he said the words aloud, Karliss realized they didn’t sound so bad. Exile was starting to sound more and more like freedom. 
 
    “And maybe he would. Would you then want your people to be left defenseless?” 
 
    Karliss looked away. “I’m not sure they’re my people anymore.” 
 
    “They are your people.” 
 
    “Are they? I hear them talking. Henta is not the only one who would vote for exile.” 
 
    “They’re frightened. They’re not thinking clearly. Give them time.” He scrubbed at his face. He looked tired and desolate, and Karliss suddenly glimpsed the weight of responsibilities that he carried. “By the gods, I wish you wouldn’t have said what you did.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    “It is what it is.” Dashin shook the bleakness away and was once again the strong leader Karliss knew. “Any responsibility here is to be borne by me. I sent you to learn what you could about Kasai. I gave the order sending you to look for the words of power. Remember that.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Have you scouted yet today?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “Did you see anything?” Karliss shook his head. “Keep it up. Let me know the moment you see anything unusual, anything at all. But stay out of Kasai’s lands. Don’t leave the steppes.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “You said he wants the key, and you think the key is in that cave you found. The cave is north of here. Kasai is southwest of us. It could be that he’ll go straight for the key and skip us altogether, right?” 
 
    “I’ve been thinking the same thing. But I’m worried about what happens if he gets the key…” 
 
    “That’s a problem for another day. Right now I want to keep my people out of his path as much as possible. I want to keep traveling east. I want to put as much distance between us and him as possible. Do you understand?” 
 
    Karliss nodded, thought about telling the terl he was already doing that, then discarded the idea. Volunteering information wasn’t working out too well for him these days. 
 
    “When are you going to try another one of the words?” 
 
    Karliss told him what he’d told his friends, about not alerting Kasai ahead of time. Then he added, “It’s possible the king in Qarath has found someone who can use the other words, the ones for stone and water.” 
 
    The terl thought about this. “Maybe I should send a rider with a copy of the words.” 
 
    “Maybe I should go.” 
 
    The terl frowned at him. “Weren’t you just listening? You’re staying here with us from now on.” 
 
    “Unless Henta gets enough people on her side to get me exiled.” 
 
    “That’s not going to happen. Not while I’m the terl.” 
 
    Dashin stalked away without waiting for Karliss to respond. 
 
    Karliss helped Nergui set up the yurt. Most of the boxes and sacks filled with tlacti materials he left in the wagon, since they would be moving on again the next day. He wondered if he would ever unpack them again. 
 
    Later there was the whistle letting the clan know that the evening meal was ready, and people began heading toward the cook wagons. While waiting to get his food, Henta came up and started in on Karliss again. 
 
    “Maybe you should eat the food the locusts ate.” 
 
    Dashin walked up and got between them. He stood over Henta and looked down at her. “Enough. Leave him be.” 
 
    “I won’t,” she snapped. 
 
    “He followed my orders.” The terl raised his voice when he spoke, and then he turned to look at those who were standing there. “I want to make sure everyone knows this. Our tlacti followed my orders. I sent him to spy on Kasai. I sent him to the mountains to retrieve the power words. If there is blame to be cast here, you will cast it at me.” 
 
    “Did you order him to desecrate the dwelling of a god too?” Henta asked. 
 
    “I told him to do whatever was necessary to secure what I believe we need to survive.” 
 
    “And did that include angering the gods by spreading lies?” 
 
    “Woman, you go too far,” the terl rumbled. 
 
    “No, it is our tlacti who goes too far,” she replied. “His job, his duty, is to guide us so that we do not anger the gods. But instead it is he who has angered the gods. It is he who brings their wrath down on us. Mark my words,” she said loudly, her gaze sweeping those watching. “This will only get worse. More will die, and it will be his fault.” She gave Karliss a last, scathing look, and then turned her back on him and stalked away. A moment later the terl did too. 
 
    Karliss had to fight the urge to throw his bowl at her back. His friends came walking up. 
 
    “I hope she finds a snake in her bed tonight,” Batu said. 
 
    Hulagu added, “I hope she finds two.” 
 
    They got their food, and then walked off to find a quiet place to sit and eat. After they sat down, Hulagu said, “That was pretty rough, I bet.” 
 
    “I’ve had better days,” Karliss admitted. 
 
    “This isn’t going to go away,” Batu said. 
 
    “Not as long as I’m here.” 
 
    Both of them turned on Karliss after he said that. “You’re not thinking about trying to sneak off again, are you?” Hulagu asked. 
 
    “I don’t want to spend all night waiting outside his yurt,” Batu complained. “And I don’t want to run out of food again. That was awful.” They’d never actually run out of food on their journey, though they came close. But it was far too close for Batu. 
 
    “No, I’m not going to leave.” Karliss hesitated, then added, “During the night.” 
 
    “You’re not leaving at all,” Hulagu said firmly. 
 
    “Unless I’m exiled.” 
 
    “Don’t even say that,” Batu said. “Not even as a joke.” 
 
    “It could happen.” 
 
    “No, it won’t. Henta has people upset, but it’s a long way from exile,” Hulagu said. 
 
    “I guess we’ll see,” Karliss replied. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Thirty-seven 
 
      
 
    For several days the clan moved steadily east and south. Nothing more untoward happened and, though Henta continued to speak out against Karliss, the tide seemed to be moving away from her. The tension in the clan receded, and life began to return to normal. 
 
    Then one morning Karliss got up and went outside. As he always did, he looked to the west. He was startled to see a plume of black smoke rising into the sky. As he stared at it, the plume of smoke spread, doubling in size. There was a light breeze from the west, and he quickly realized the smoke was moving their way. 
 
    Word spread quickly. People scrambled out of their yurts and stared west. The order soon came to break camp, and people began emptying their yurts and taking them down. Nergui showed up at a run. He and Karliss packed Karliss’ things in the wagon, and then took down his yurt. They didn’t bother to roll it up neatly like they normally did, but instead simply stuffed it into the wagon. Around them others were doing the same. 
 
    Problems arose when it came time to hitch the yaks to the wagon. The animals could smell the smoke, and they were skittish, tossing their heads and refusing to stand still while their harnesses were buckled. While Karliss was trying to back one into place, it suddenly lunged sideways, fouling the traces and spooking the other yak. Karliss had to jump and grab its headstall to keep it from bolting. 
 
    The animal jerked back, its eyes rolling. Karliss would have lost control of it then except that Nergui came to help. He grabbed hold of the yak’s head and pulled it close, talking softly to it. Karliss knew he had a gift when it came to animals—it was a big part of why he was so good at driving a wagon—but he’d never known how much of a gift it was until then. The yak quickly calmed down and meekly obeyed Nergui as he positioned it and then buckled its harness. 
 
    Karliss and Nergui climbed up onto the wagon. “We’ll ride at the end of the line today,” Karliss told him. Nergui frowned at the change in their normal routine but didn’t argue with him. 
 
    As the wagon train rolled out, Karliss moved into the back of the wagon. The wind had gotten a little stronger, and the fire was moving their way faster than before. It had grown significantly as well. Black smoke boiled up from it in thick clouds that were already darkening the sun. Standing on top of the wadded-up yurt, he could for the first time see the flames at the base of the smoke. 
 
    He sat down. It was only a normal fire, wasn’t it? When the steppes were dry, fires were a common occurrence, the smallest spark setting the waist-high dried grasses ablaze. But what started it? There’d been no storm last night, no lightning that could have sparked it. Was this instead Kasai’s next attack? Had some of his followers managed to sneak past Karliss’ patrols and set the blaze? 
 
    He stared at it for some time, trying to gauge the fire’s speed relative to their own. After a bit he decided that it was definitely moving faster than they were. At this rate he guessed it would catch them by midday. 
 
    Hulagu and Batu came riding up then. “Is it me, or is it getting bigger fast?” Batu said, staring at the oncoming smoke. 
 
    “It’s not you,” Hulagu said. 
 
    “It’s moving faster than we are,” Karliss said. 
 
    “You’re sure about that?” Hulagu asked. 
 
    “I am.” Karliss thought for a moment. “Isn’t the Yanu River pretty close?” The Yanu River was the largest river on the steppes. It was on the edge of the grazing lands Spotted Elk Clan claimed and most years they never got to it at all, which was why Karliss wasn’t that sure where it was. 
 
    “I think so,” Hulagu said. 
 
    “It’s big enough that if we could get across it, we’d probably be safe from the fire,” Karliss said. 
 
    “If we can get across it,” Batu said. “It’s an awfully big river.” 
 
    “As dry as it’s been, that’s probably not going to be a problem. Every river we’ve seen has been low.” Karliss turned and saw that they were heading more south than they had when they first started out. No doubt the terl had changed direction to try and make for the river. Instead of leading directly away from the fire, their route now took them at an angle across the face of it. 
 
    He looked back at the fire, thinking that there was a chance they might be able to simply get out of the fire’s path. 
 
    What he saw made his heart grow cold. 
 
    The fire had changed direction too. That could mean only one thing. 
 
    Kasai was behind this. 
 
    “Go get the terl,” he told his friends. “I need to talk to him right away.” 
 
    Before his friends could gallop off, Hulagu pointed toward the front of the wagon train. “Here he comes.” 
 
    Dashin galloped up and pulled alongside the wagon. 
 
    “This fire is Kasai’s doing,” Karliss told him. 
 
    The terl looked from him to the fire and back again. “I was afraid you’d say that.” 
 
    “It’s going faster than we are. How long do you think before we can make it to the river?” 
 
    “Around midday. Faster if we abandon the wagons.” 
 
    Karliss looked at the terl sharply. The man looked calm, but he had to be pretty worried if he was even suggesting such a thing. The loss of the wagons and all their gear would be a devastating blow for the clan. It was a blow they might not survive. 
 
    Right then there was a gust, and the wind grew stronger. 
 
    “It’s going to catch up to us before then,” Karliss said. He looked over his shoulder and saw that Nergui had been listening. He popped the reins and flicked his whip, but it didn’t make much difference. The yaks were frightened by the fire and already going as fast as they could. 
 
    “Can you do something about it?” the terl asked. 
 
    “I’ll try. I should be able to.” 
 
    Dashin looked at the fire again. The flames were readily visible now. “Do your best,” he said. He looked at Karliss’ friends. “Fetch horses, so Karliss and Nergui have something to ride if the wagons have to be abandoned.” He turned his horse and galloped away. Karliss’ friends followed, heading for the herds, which were ahead of the wagon train. 
 
    “Karliss?” Nergui asked, a tremor in his voice. “The fire is scaring me. Can you fix it, make it go away?” 
 
    “I’m going to try,” Karliss told him grimly. 
 
    Karliss gathered himself and summoned the wind. He pulled in as much as he could manage, more than he ever had before, and then channeled it at the fire. The breeze pushing it was weak enough that he should be able to overcome it. He sent the wind at the fire at an angle, thinking that it would be easier to redirect it than to stop it altogether. If he could just set it back on its more easterly path, it might still sweep by them. 
 
    For a while it seemed to be working. The fire began to move off at an angle. Nergui looked over his shoulder and gave a small cheer. 
 
    Karliss didn’t share his enthusiasm. He could feel resistance, something pushing back against the wind he was channeling. He gritted his teeth and pushed harder, knowing he probably couldn’t keep this up for very long, but determined to try. 
 
    The resistance increased as well. A few moments later it overcame him. The fire shifted and began moving straight towards them again. 
 
    Still Karliss did not give up. Maybe he couldn’t redirect the fire, but he could at least slow it down, hopefully enough to allow the clan to make it to the river. If they could get across that, they’d be safe. No matter how big the fire got, he didn’t think it could make it all the way across the river. 
 
    For some time he was able to hold the fire back. The gap between the clan and the fire grew larger. He was aware of his friends returning with extra horses, but he didn’t look at them or speak to them. He was taking all his focus and strength to keep it up. Sweat ran down his face, and he began to feel lightheaded and dizzy, but he did his best to ignore it. 
 
    Gradually, he became aware that the resistance was growing stronger. It built steadily for some time, while the wagon bumped over the uneven ground, and Nergui called out words of encouragement to the yaks, words backed up by the sharp crack of the whip periodically. Karliss gripped the side of the wagon tightly, knowing he was fighting a losing battle. 
 
    All at once he felt a sharp push, and the resistance grew suddenly much stronger. His efforts were overwhelmed. 
 
    He released the wind and sat there, breathing hard and sweating fiercely. His hands were shaky, his stomach sour. Hulagu was saying something to him, but he couldn’t tell what because there was a roaring in his ears. 
 
    He shook his head and looked at Hulagu. He could hear him now, asking if he was okay, but still the roaring persisted. He realized abruptly that the sound wasn’t inside his head. It was coming from the fire, faint, but clearly audible. 
 
    “What is it?” Hulagu said, reading something on Karliss’ face. 
 
    “There are aranti behind this. There has to be. Nothing else makes sense.” 
 
    “You think some of the aranti are helping Kasai?” Batu asked. “But I thought they were afraid of him.” 
 
    “They are,” Karliss replied. 
 
    “Then why would they help him?” 
 
    “Maybe they have no choice,” Hulagu said. 
 
    That was what worried Karliss. Was it possible Kasai had gotten hold of the words of power and was using them to control some aranti? But he hadn’t felt anything, and based on his limited experience with the words, he thought that if Kasai used one he would feel echoes of the power radiating outwards. 
 
    He listened deeply for a moment, sorting through the babble of voices from the aranti. He couldn’t make much sense of it, but they were clearly alarmed about something. There were quite a lot of them in the area, circling excitedly. 
 
    “I’m going to go take a look,” he told his friends. “Something is going on, and I need to find out what.” 
 
    He closed his eyes and whistled for an aranti. One arrived quickly, and he caught hold of it. There was the familiar lurch, and then he was up in the sky. He turned his mount toward the fire. It resisted, but not much, and he was soon able to coax it to fly that way. 
 
    They raced toward the fire. The flames were huge, much bigger than he’d thought. They seemed far too high when all there was to burn was grass. 
 
    He passed through the fire, and what he saw on the other side shocked him. 
 
    Four riders on giant crows were flying along behind the fire, almost like they were herding it. The riders wore hooded gray cloaks and carried bone staffs, the same as the rider who’d attacked the clan had carried. 
 
    Trailing behind the birds, attached to leather ropes, were black, oddly-shaped, metal objects, each about the size of a person’s head. The black metal objects had numerous holes in them and curved grooves cut in their surfaces. Karliss knew immediately what they were. 
 
    They were a type of krysala. Kasai’s men were using them to control aranti. 
 
    All along the back side of the fire swirled dozens of aranti, forcing the fire forward. Karliss could hear their cries as they sought futilely to escape their captors. 
 
    The nearest gray rider sensed Karliss then, and the man’s head turned toward him. His head was skull-like, his skin the color of burned leather and stretched so tight around the bone that every contour was visible. He had no lips, and his nose was nothing but a hole. But most horrifying of all was his eyes. He had none, only empty sockets in which burned gray flames. 
 
    Karliss was already driving his mount sideways when the gray-cloaked man raised his bone staff and pointed it at him. Gray flames flickered along its length, then a bolt of flame shot out of the end. 
 
    The bolt struck Karliss hard. If he hadn’t been prepared, he would have lost his grip on his mount. As it was he barely managed to hang on as the gray fire engulfed him. It burned, the pain incredible, and he screamed, knowing that somewhere in the back of a wagon his body screamed as well. 
 
    The aranti he was riding squealed and bolted. Karliss focused all his strength on not losing his hold on the creature. He was dimly aware of another bolt of gray flame flashing by, barely missing, and only because his mount was zigzagging wildly. He felt the heat from its passing. 
 
    The aranti raced through the wall of smoke and flame, Karliss clinging desperately to it. After a moment he managed to regain control of it and turn it towards the wagon. Shortly thereafter he was once again in his body. He opened his eyes. 
 
    Batu and Hulagu were close by the wagon, looking down at him with alarm. Nergui was looking over his shoulder. Karliss sat up. 
 
    “You were screaming, Karliss,” Nergui blurted out. The whites of his eyes were showing. “Why did you scream? Are you okay?” 
 
    Karliss looked at himself. From the intensity of the pain he wouldn’t have been surprised to see his skin blackened and blistered, but instead it looked normal. He still hurt, but the pain was only a ghost of what it had been. 
 
    “It was a gray rider on a giant crow,” he told them. “Like the one that attacked us before.” He took a deep breath. “Only there’s four of them now.” 
 
    Hulagu and Batu looked toward the fire, both of them laying hands on their weapons as if afraid the gray riders would appear out of nowhere and attack them right that instant. 
 
    “They’re controlling aranti and using them to drive the fire at us. They have krysalas.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” Hulagu asked. 
 
    “I’m going to attack them,” Karliss said grimly. “I’m going to drive them out of the sky.” 
 
    “Do you think you can beat four of them?” Hulagu asked. 
 
    “I have to.” Karliss looked up at the fire. It was even closer than before. The roar was louder. The smoke from the fire was blotting out the sun, prematurely darkening the day. He could feel the heat from the fire for the first time. “It’s our only chance.” 
 
    “You’re going to use a word of power,” Hulagu said. It was a statement, not a question. 
 
    Karliss nodded. He settled himself and closed his eyes. He took a deep breath and called the second word of power to mind. 
 
    “Akuy-ken-shai!” 
 
    The power of the word rippled outward from him. Behind him he heard Nergui saying something, but he ignored him. He had to keep his focus; he couldn’t let himself be distracted. 
 
    Aranti began to answer his call. Ten, twenty… He felt them resisting him and was reminded of how tenuous his control of the word, and thus of the aranti, really was. He wouldn’t be able to control them for too long. 
 
    He tried to recall how many aranti the gray riders were controlling. He needed at least that many of this own. But he wasn’t sure. Two dozen? Three? 
 
    Distantly he could feel sweat running down his face, and his muscles trembling from the strain. It felt like something inside him was stretching too far, something was close to snapping, but he pushed it out of his thoughts. It didn’t matter what the cost to him was. He would pay it twice over if need be. 
 
    When he had all the aranti he could control, about two score, he cut off the word. Then he summoned one of the closer aranti and grabbed onto it, letting it pull him out of himself and up into the sky. As if sensing what he was about to do, his mount bucked under him and tried to twist free. While getting it back under control, he nearly lost hold of a couple of the aranti he’d summoned as they saw their chance to break free and tried to take it. 
 
    Knowing he didn’t have much time, he turned his mount toward the fire and raced that way at top speed. Moments later they broke through the smoke and flames. Immediately Karliss split his forces, sending a handful of aranti at each of the four riders, commanding them to attack the giant crows. The crows were the riders’ weak point. If they could be driven out of the sky, the riders would no longer be able to use the power of their krysalas. Then the aranti they were controlling would flee. 
 
    Nearly a dozen aranti converged on the nearest gray rider. He saw them coming and threw up his bone staff. Gray power began to gather at its tip. But the aranti were too close. They struck him with the power of a gale-force wind. 
 
    Crow and rider were thrown sideways violently. The crow let out a single squawk as one of his wings snapped audibly. The rider was knocked from its back, and the crow spiraled toward the ground. The aranti the rider was controlling quickly fled in all directions. 
 
    Karliss immediately turned his attention to the other three riders. The next closest one managed to direct some of the aranti he was controlling to intercept the attacking aranti. What happened next surprised Karliss. 
 
    When the aranti collided, there was a burst of blue sparks that shot off in all directions, followed quickly by a shockwave that Karliss felt from where he was. The aranti rebounded, crying out as they did so. 
 
    Most of the attacking aranti were fended off, but several slipped through. But before they could strike, the rider barked out a word and waved his staff. A faintly glowing gray shield appeared around him and his bird. Wails of pain and fear arose from the aranti when they struck the shield, which flared from the impact. They panicked and bolted, and Karliss lost his hold on them. 
 
    But the force of their impact was enough that the crow was knocked backwards, and its rider nearly dropped his staff as he fought to keep from losing his seat. The crow began plummeting earthward, its wings flapping mightily as it tried to stay aloft, its rider barely clinging to its back. 
 
    Karliss turned to look for a new target as a sudden blast of heat and pain rocked him. For a moment his world was nothing but pure agony as the gray bolt washed over him. As it began to recede, he dimly saw one of the remaining riders point his staff at him and unleash a bolt of gray fire. A heartbeat later the second struck him. The pain was even more intense this time. For long moments that might have been eternity, his world spun crazily, and he lost all sense of anything except pain. 
 
    Then it faded enough for him to come back and reorient himself. He realized that his mount was fleeing the battle at top speed. Probably that was the only reason he hadn’t been struck again by the riders’ attacks. 
 
    With an effort of will he got the creature under control and turned back to the battle. He spent some time assessing the situation. He’d lost probably half of the aranti he previously controlled. Fortunately, there were still a half dozen or so attacking each of the two remaining riders. Somehow, he’d managed to retain control of them even through the pain. 
 
    An aranti darted at one of the riders, who met the creature with a close-up blast from his bone staff. The aranti wailed, an eerie, ululating sound, as gray fire coruscated across its body. It broke away from Karliss’ control and fled. 
 
    The other rider swung his staff like a club and struck an oncoming aranti with it. There was a blinding flash of blue and red light and the aranti went berserk. It spun away, trailing sparks, and fled the scene. 
 
    Karliss realized he had an opportunity, with both remaining riders occupied for the moment as other aranti flew at them. He sent his mount into a climb, rising quickly high into the air to a spot directly above one of the riders. The rider dispatched another aranti that had broken through his ring of defending aranti with a blast from his staff, and then turned to look for another target. Karliss sent his mount into a hard dive. 
 
    The rider never saw them coming.  
 
    At point-blank range Karliss hit the giant crow with a channeled blast of air, the strongest he could manage. One of the bird’s wings snapped instantly. It croaked with pain and tumbled toward the earth. The rider fired wildly at Karliss, but the bolt went wide. Karliss hit him with another blast of air, and he lost his hold on the bird and fell off. 
 
    Karliss turned his mount to home in on the last rider. The man was fighting off two aranti that were darting at him and wasn’t looking at Karliss. Karliss gathered his remaining aranti and directed them at the man. 
 
    Suddenly a blast of gray fire hit Karliss from behind. But this one was different from the previous ones. Instead of dissipating it stuck to him, burning, clawing at him. He screamed silently as the fire ate its way through him. He lost the word of power, he lost his hold on the remaining aranti, and he lost his hold on his mount.  He drifted through the air, trying to fight back the pain, trying to do something, anything. Dimly he realized that his attacker was one of the riders he thought he’d driven to the ground. The man was flying straight at him. Gray flames wreathed his skull-like face, and he held his staff straight out like a lance. Power danced at its tip, waiting to be unleashed. 
 
    Desperately, Karliss called for an aranti, knowing it probably wouldn’t work, but he was out of options. Some vestige of power must have remained to him because one of the fleeing aranti turned back. Karliss caught hold as it shot by him and was jerked to the side just as the rider fired. 
 
    A bolt from the other remaining rider followed close on the heels of the first, and only luck saved Karliss as his mount twisted abruptly and shot off in a new direction. 
 
    There was nothing more he could do here, Karliss realized as his new mount bore him away from the battle. There were no more aranti he could attack the riders with. He didn’t have enough control over the one he rode to make it turn back towards them. He wasn’t sure if he could survive another hit either. Every nerve was still jangling from the last one. 
 
    He managed to urge his mount back toward his body. Another bolt of gray flame shot by, too close for comfort, and then he was obscured by the smoke and safe. For the moment at least. 
 
    A few moments later he was back in his body, blinking in the sunlight. 
 
    “That sounded bad!” Nergui said as Karliss groaned and rolled onto his side. 
 
    Karliss sat up and immediately grabbed his head. His head felt like it was splitting open. His entire body felt raw and burned. 
 
    “Did you get them?” 
 
    Karliss opened his eyes and saw his friends looking at him, their faces creased with worry. 
 
    “I got two of them. There’s still two left.” 
 
    Hulagu looked back at the fire. Karliss rubbed his eyes and looked as well. He saw right away that it was closer. The roar of it was constant thunder. Hot winds blew around them. The flames seemed to reach clear to the sky. The heat coming off of it was intense. Had he even slowed it down? he wondered. 
 
    “We’re not going to make it,” Batu said. 
 
    Karliss turned. They were on the lip of a broad, shallow valley. Down in the bottom was the river, sunlight reflecting from its surface. The herds were already across it, but the first wagon hadn’t even reached it yet. Riders were bringing spare horses and taking away all the passengers on the wagons, leaving only the drivers behind. 
 
    Karliss turned back to look at the fire again. Batu was right. 
 
    “Maybe it’s time to go,” Batu said. The horses were dancing skittishly, eyes rolling in their heads. 
 
    “Can you use the word again?” Hulagu said. 
 
    Karliss thought about it and shook his head. “I don’t think so. And there are very few aranti left in the area anyway. They’ve all fled.” 
 
    “Then Batu is right. It’s time to go.” 
 
    “There’s one other thing I could try,” Karliss said. 
 
    Hulagu shook his head. “You don’t look good. It’s too risky. You’re too weak. We can still get everyone across the river.” 
 
    “It won’t be enough,” Karliss said. “Look at the size of the fire. It’s grown way beyond any ordinary fire. I don’t think the river will stop it.” 
 
    “You’re talking about trying the third word, aren’t you?” Batu said. 
 
    “What other choice do I have?” 
 
    “Run away. That’s almost always the best choice,” Batu said, then got a sour look on his face. “But you’re not going to do that, are you? You’re going to try the word anyway. Sometimes I think you’re letting this hero stuff go to your head.” 
 
    “I don’t have time to sit here and argue about it,” Karliss said. He winced in pain as he turned and began pawing through the wagon’s contents, looking for the box where he’d stashed the parchment with the words on it. 
 
    “It’s over there,” Nergui said, turning and pointing to one corner. “Under the sack.” Then he had to turn back to the yaks. The beasts were fighting the harness, close to panicking. “I know you can do it, Karliss!” he yelled over his shoulder. “You’re the greatest tlacti ever!” 
 
    Karliss pulled out the parchment and studied the third word for a few seconds, moving his lips as he sounded out the word silently. 
 
    The terl came galloping up, two warriors trailing him. “It didn’t work,” he said. 
 
    “I got two of them,” Karliss replied. “There are still two more.” 
 
    “Okay. We’ll abandon the wagons.” He started to give the order to the two warriors, but Karliss stopped him. 
 
    “I’m going to try the third word.” 
 
    Dashin shook his head. “You look beat up already. It’s too risky. We can replace wagons. We can’t replace you.” 
 
    It felt good, hearing the terl say that. He’d staunchly defended Karliss against Henta’s attacks, but this was different somehow, more personal. 
 
    “I have to do it. The fire’s too big now. The river won’t stop it. Even if it does, what’s to stop the riders from starting another one on the other side of the river?” 
 
    Dashin’s face grew darker. “I hadn’t thought about that. Okay. Do it. But if it’s too much, let it go.” He looked at Karliss’ friends. “Make sure you get him out of here. No matter what.” They nodded, and he and his warriors dashed off, back toward the front of the wagon train where the first wagons were just starting to enter the river. 
 
    Karliss stared at the third word for a few seconds longer, committing it to memory. Then he rolled up the parchment and tucked it inside his shirt. If they had to abandon the wagon, he wanted this with him. 
 
    He took a deep breath and said the word. 
 
    “Akuy-ken-shai-ne-haran!” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Thirty-eight 
 
      
 
    Instantly the world changed. Karliss was stretched out, impossibly far beyond himself. There was a moment of complete disorientation, while his mind struggled to make sense of the new information it was receiving. Thousands of images and disconnected thoughts all clamored for his attention at once. The babble of a multitude of voices roared around him. 
 
    Then it all slowed down—or he sped up—and it began to make sense. He realized he was simultaneously looking down on the world from thousands of different viewpoints. The thoughts and voices that filled his mind settled in and connected with those viewpoints. 
 
    He had a sudden, blinding realization: This wasn’t about control. The third word didn’t give him control of the aranti. 
 
    It made him them. 
 
    He was every aranti everywhere. 
 
    They were him, and he was them. Just as a simple thought would cause his finger to lift, so would a thought translate instantly into a response from the aranti. 
 
    He was everywhere, the entire world at his fingertips. 
 
    He stared down from his many viewpoints, utterly entranced by the variety and beauty that sprawled across this world. He looked on a desert of orange sand, vast seas of blue water, high peaks covered in snow, thick, swampy jungles, and a thousand thousand more vistas. It was so much vaster and more wonderful than he could have imagined. He raced through it all, experiencing things unimaginable, and yet at the same time completely familiar. 
 
    How long he lost himself in it all he couldn’t have said. Time meant nothing anymore. There was no need to hurry. He could play endlessly. Nothing could stop him. Nothing could hold him. 
 
    But there was something in the back of his thoughts, something nagging at him. He tried to push it away but couldn’t quite manage it. It kept pestering him and finally he turned his attention to it. 
 
    When he did, he found himself looking down at a strange scene. There was a long line of slow, cumbersome wheeled contraptions that were being pulled by four-legged shaggy creatures. On the wheeled contraptions rode some of the short-lived, two-legged creatures that lived so many places on the world. They were people. A number of other people were there as well, milling about on the far side of a river. They seemed to be running from a large fire that was bearing down on them. It was actually the fire that interested him the most, and he felt the desire to race through it, to play with it. But he was stopped by a sense that there was something dangerous there as well. 
 
    There were brethren on the other side of the fire. They were driving the fire forward. It struck him as strange that he was not them. There was some barrier between him and them. The barrier was woven with purple threads of light that frightened him and made him want to fly away. Even separated from them as he was, he could tell that they were unhappy. 
 
    There were men riding on large birds. They were the ones forcing his brethren to push the fire. They were the ones keeping him separated from the rest of himself. 
 
    A new emotion, one he didn’t recognize. Was it anger? 
 
    With it came a desire to harm the ones who were controlling his brethren. 
 
    Then something new happened. The birds climbed higher and flew over the wall of fire. They seemed to be homing in on the people riding in the wagons. 
 
    He felt alarm. He didn’t understand it, but he felt a compelling need to protect the people in the wagons, along with those who sped about on the backs of horses. 
 
    The men on the birds neared the last wagon in the line. They raised the staffs they were carrying and pointed them. 
 
    He had to stop them. 
 
    He thought tornados. Two of them, one focused on each bird. 
 
    Towering cyclones sprang up instantly. The crows and their riders were engulfed, lifted higher and higher into the air. The force of the winds was such that feathers and clothing were torn away. 
 
    Then he crushed them. 
 
    Both cyclones collapsed in on themselves, all the power contained within them focused down into a tiny area. The bones of both riders and birds were crushed. 
 
    Then he released them. 
 
    There was a loud bang, and they exploded. Remains of birds and men drifted to the ground, the pieces no longer recognizable as having once been living creatures. 
 
    He felt gladness. 
 
    Once more he began drifting outwards, drawn to the myriad vistas open to him, eager to once again explore. 
 
    There was a sharp impact. Then another one. 
 
    He tried to move away from the impacts, but he felt frozen in place, unable to move. 
 
    More impacts. 
 
    All at once his vision shattered into a thousand shards, and he was falling. He hit with terrific force and opened his eyes. Something was looming over him, drawing back to strike him again. 
 
    He cried out and tried to pull away. 
 
    Sounds came to him. It was a voice. He knew the voice, though he couldn’t quite place it. He tried to reply, but his tongue would not form the words that came to his mind. 
 
    He heard another voice that he recognized. He remembered words. 
 
    “I think he’s back now.” The speaker was Batu. 
 
    Karliss blinked and gradually his own world came back to him. He felt scattered and distant, but the pieces were beginning to come back together and make sense. 
 
    Batu and Hulagu were in the back of the wagon, leaning over him. 
 
    “Karliss, can you hear me?” Hulagu asked. 
 
    He tried to reply, but the sound that came out was more like the wind than human speech. 
 
    “Maybe hit him again,” Batu suggested. 
 
    “No!” Karliss managed to blurt out. 
 
    They helped him sit up. “We thought you were gone for good,” Batu said. He sounded worried. 
 
    Karliss turned his head. The wall of fire was gone. What remained were scattered fires, already dying out. 
 
    “I don’t know what you did, but it worked,” Hulagu said with a small smile. 
 
    “And, as usual, it was pretty awesome,” Batu chimed in, grinning. 
 
    The wagon rocked as Nergui clambered up beside them. His eyes were shining. “The bird men were right there!” he cried, pointing. “I thought we were dead for sure. Then there were huge tornados out of nowhere. Two of them! The bird men went flying up into the air.” He threw his hands up, spinning them in little circles. “Then, bang! All gone.” 
 
    “I don’t think you left enough for the vultures to eat,” Batu said. 
 
    “But then you didn’t return,” Hulagu said. 
 
    “There were clouds in your eyes,” Batu said. “Your voice was the wind.” 
 
    “The wind started to blow really hard and you looked…” Hulagu faltered and looked at Batu. “Did you see it too?” 
 
    Batu nodded. “You looked like you were fading out, disappearing right before our eyes. That’s when Hulagu acted. He jumped off his horse into the back of the wagon and started slapping you like crazy.” 
 
    “Sorry if I hit you too hard,” Hulagu said. “I was kind of panicking.” 
 
    Karliss touched his cheek. He could feel that his cheek was sore, but the pain was distant and didn’t really seem to belong to him. 
 
    “It’s okay,” he said. 
 
    “I’m glad you came back,” Nergui said. “I don’t want you to go away like Ihbarha did.” 
 
    “That was unbelievable,” Batu said, shaking his head. “How long before Kasai figures it out, huh? Before he realizes he’s outmatched and gives up?” 
 
    Nergui hooted with laughter. “Give up, old cranky!” he yelled. “You can’t beat Karliss!” 
 
    He and Batu laughed and howled. Karliss went along with it, smiling, but inside he was troubled and from the look on his face, Hulagu was troubled too. 
 
    “You lost yourself, didn’t you?” Hulagu asked. 
 
    Karliss nodded. He felt a sudden pang, a sense of overwhelming loss. He’d felt awesome, elemental. Limitless. Like there was nothing he couldn’t do, nowhere he couldn’t go. It was intoxicating. He’d never felt so alive, so free. 
 
    His body felt heavy and unwieldy. He hated it right then. Just as he hated Hulagu for making him come back. He hated everyone for the demands they put on him, demands that were little more than chains holding him to the earth. 
 
    “You sure you’re okay?” Hulagu asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” he replied, but he knew he wasn’t. He wanted to use the word again, right then. He wanted to leave and never return. 
 
    He wasn’t sure he’d ever be okay again. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Thirty-nine 
 
      
 
    While they were moving the rest of the wagons across the river, a storm blew in from the north. The day quickly grew dark as massive, black banks of clouds, thick with lightning, covered up the sun. The wind picked up, and the first fat drops of rain fell. 
 
    Near where they crossed, the river made a bend, a wide loop that wrapped around a long, low, flat-topped hillock. It had been several years since they’d camped there, since they didn’t usually come this far east. It was a good spot though. The river narrowed as it ran around the hillock, and the water was deep and swift, uncrossable except during the worst of droughts. With no fear of raids across the river, the area the sentries had to guard was much smaller. 
 
    The wagons pulled up onto the hillock. Karliss and his friends were unloading his yurt from the wagon and Nergui was unhitching the yaks, when Henta came stalking up. 
 
    “Once again your people were put in danger by you,” she said. 
 
    “Hey,” Batu objected, “he just saved us from the fire. Didn’t you see that?” 
 
    Henta whirled on him. “A fire sent by Kasai. A fire that never would have happened if not for him.” She turned back on Karliss. “This is all your fault!” She was nearly yelling by then. 
 
    People nearby paused what they were doing, stopped by the ferocity of her words. 
 
    “Surely, I am not the only one who sees what is happening?” she cried, looking around at the watching people. “He angered the gods. He continues to anger them.” She spun back to Karliss and pointed a bony finger at him. “You angered him. You. He won’t stop until you’re dead. How many of us will die too because of your foolish arrogance?” 
 
    Suddenly Karliss had had enough. Something inside him snapped. He threw up one hand, palm outwards, and channeled a gust of wind. Henta was knocked down. For a moment everyone stared in shocked silence. To strike an honored elder was unheard of. It simply wasn’t done. 
 
    But Karliss wasn’t thinking of that. He stood there, trembling, his hand still outstretched, close, so very close to unleashing another blast, one strong enough to break bones. What he felt must have shown on his face because Henta was staring up at him with wide eyes, her usual sneer gone, replaced by animal fear. 
 
    Hulagu was the first to react. “Stop,” he said. He pushed Karliss’ hand down. 
 
    Karliss turned on him. For a moment he did not know the person who stood there. He did not know any of them. They were foolish, earthbound creatures, and he was the wind. Within him was the desire to draw the storm gathering overhead into himself and use it to wipe away all of them in one mighty burst. 
 
    Hulagu looked for a moment as if he would back away, but then he set his jaw and stepped closer. “Don’t do it,” he said in a low voice. “Remember who you are.” 
 
    And then Karliss did. He blinked and shook his head. He looked down at Henta and realized what he had done. He felt sick. 
 
    Someone helped Henta up. She looked at Karliss. “Do the right thing, boy. Leave during the night. Go away before you kill us all.” She turned and walked away, limping a little. The other people standing around went back to what they were doing, talking in whispers as they did so. 
 
    “That was a bad idea,” Batu said. “What were you thinking?” 
 
    Batu and Hulagu were both staring at Karliss. He rubbed his eyes. “I’m sick of listening to her.” 
 
    “We all are,” Hulagu said. “But that…” 
 
    “I lost it,” Karliss admitted. “I lost control of myself.” 
 
    “It’s not just control you lost,” Hulagu said. “I saw your eyes. It wasn’t you in there.” He looked closely into Karliss’ eyes. “Is it you in there? Even now?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s me,” Karliss said irritably. “You know that.” 
 
    “I hope so,” Hulagu said doubtfully. 
 
    “What happened when you used that third word?” Batu asked. 
 
    “It’s…hard to explain. I was the aranti.” 
 
    “You were an aranti?” Batu said, a puzzled look on his face. 
 
    “No. I was all the aranti.” 
 
    “And now?” Hulagu asked. “Who are you now?” 
 
    “I’m Karliss.” But even as he said it, he didn’t feel entirely sure. Parts of him were still scattered to the far corners of the earth. He had to look down to make sure he was standing on the ground. 
 
    There was a nearby flash of lightning, followed by the hollow boom of thunder. Hulagu looked up. “We better get your yurt set up. And quickly.” 
 
    They were just finishing the yurt and individual raindrops were turning into steady rain, when Munkhe came hurrying up, the ends of her janu flapping in the wind. Her face was grim. She took Karliss’ elbow and pulled him aside. 
 
    “I heard what happened. You struck Henta?” 
 
    Karliss looked away. “She got to me.” 
 
    At first it seemed she was going to yell at him, but then the grim look faded and a look of fear replaced it. “Oh, Karliss,” she said. “What have you done?” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said, and was surprised—maybe a little relieved—to realize that he meant it. He wasn’t sorry for striking Henta though. He was sorry for frightening his mother. “Will they exile me for that, do you think?” 
 
    Munkhe swallowed, blinking rapidly. “They might,” she said, her voice choked. 
 
    “I wasn’t myself. The wind…” 
 
    “Don’t say that,” she said, fear turning into fierceness just like that. “You’re Karliss. You’re my son. That will never change.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    She studied him then, stared into his eyes, gauging the depth of him. She took a deep breath and nodded. “It is what it is.” 
 
    A flash of lightning and the rain began to fall harder. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    It was raining hard and Karliss was alone in his yurt when he heard the terl’s voice outside. He opened the flap and Dashin came in, water streaming from him. He flipped his hood back and fixed his eyes on Karliss. He had a dark look on his face. 
 
    “Will you be a boy, or a man?” he asked. 
 
    Karliss hesitated, surprised. “I…” 
 
    “Your clan needs you to be a man,” Dashin said. “Not a boy who loses his temper and strikes an old woman.” 
 
    Karliss felt the flush of shame in his cheeks, and for the first time he felt bad about what he’d done. 
 
    “She will use this to turn the clan against you,” the terl said. “She will have you exiled. Do you understand me? This can’t happen. I can’t protect my people without your help.” 
 
    “Maybe Kasai will leave you alone if I’m gone.” 
 
    “I don’t believe that, and neither do you. You know what happened to Long-striding Antelope Clan.” 
 
    “I won’t let it happen again,” Karliss said. “I won’t let her get to me next time.” 
 
    The terl stood there for a minute, staring at him, then he nodded. “I only hope there is a next time. In the morning, perhaps people will be calmer. We’ll see.” He pulled up his hood. At the door he turned back. “Give me your word you won’t leave tonight. Your word as a man.” 
 
    Karliss hesitated only a moment before saying, “I won’t leave.” 
 
    The terl left. Later, Nergui brought him some food. Karliss didn’t touch it. He extinguished his lamp and sat there in the darkness for hours, listening to the fury of the storm outside. 
 
    Wishing he could be part of it. 
 
    Wanting to leave. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Forty 
 
      
 
    It was still raining in the morning when Karliss left his yurt, but not nearly as hard. The clouds hung thick and heavy, a featureless gray blanket that enveloped the land and muted everything. He stood there looking down at the river. It had risen during the night and now spilled over its banks. As it made its way around the bend it foamed and muttered to itself. There was no way the clan could cross the river now, especially not here at the bend. It was a good thing, he supposed. If Kasai’s stone soldiers showed up, they would surely have trouble crossing the river. And now, with the rain wetting everything, there was no risk of fire. Maybe this would at least give the clan some breathing room. 
 
    He went back into his yurt, sat down, and whistled up an aranti. Soon one came racing in through the open flap, and Karliss grabbed on. They flew away to the west, scouting for any sign of enemies. Visibility was low because of the storm, so Karliss spent extra time crisscrossing the steppes, making sure he didn’t overlook anything. By the time he returned to his body, daytime had fully arrived, and he was confident they were in no danger of attack that day. 
 
    If only he could be as confident about his own people. He wasn’t looking forward to what surely waited for him. 
 
    He went outside. The rain had slackened still further. The clouds were still thick, but the glowing orb of the sun was dimly visible in the east. The roar of the river was a constant background sound. The water was brown, and there was foam collecting on the banks. 
 
    He walked over to the cookfire. He saw no one along the way except for one young warrior who avoided his gaze and knew it was because they were all already there. No doubt arguing about him. 
 
    He wasn’t wrong. They were all there, gathered in a large group. They parted, and he made his way through them. In the middle was Henta, her face red. Facing off against her was Munkhe. Her jaw was bunched, and her hands were clenched into fists. Everyone looked at Karliss when he walked up. He walked over to the terl, who was standing slightly to the side. 
 
    “No sign of enemies. I think even if they show up, they’ll find it hard to cross the river for a while.” 
 
    The terl nodded. “Good.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Henta said. “Nothing. That’s what it means. Kasai will attack and next time we might not survive.” 
 
    “Not if you send my son away we won’t,” Munkhe snapped. “How long will we survive if more of those gray riders show up? Or the stone soldiers?” 
 
    “But they won’t. It’s him they want, not us.” 
 
    “You don’t know that.” 
 
    “I know that he angered the gods, that he desecrated their holy place, that ever since he became our tlacti we have felt their wrath over and over.” She turned and glared at Karliss. “And I know that he struck me yesterday with his power. He is no longer himself. The clouds have come into his eyes. If he stays, it will only be a matter of time before he turns on us as Ihbarha did, only worse.” 
 
    “Can you blame him?” Munkhe said. “The way you ride him constantly. He’d just stopped the fire from burning up our wagons. He was at his edge, and you showed up and pushed him further. What would anyone do?” 
 
    “Not anyone could level our entire camp with a wave of his hand,” Henta shot back. 
 
    “Enough!” Dashin snapped suddenly. “We’ve heard it all. There is nothing new to say.” He turned to look out over his clan. “Henta has called for a vote on exile. As a member of the council, it is within her rights to do so. You’ve heard her arguments, and I’ve told you what I think. Now it’s up to you to decide.” 
 
    “Who wants him exiled before he destroys us all?” Henta broke in. 
 
    Hands went up. Karliss’ heart sank, and his knees felt weak. There were a lot of them. Probably more than half, though it was hard to tell for sure. 
 
    But at the same time, part of him was glad. Once they exiled him he was free. He could be one with the wind, go where it went, never be chained to the earth again. 
 
    “Who votes against exile?” Munkhe cried out, her voice shrill with fear. “Which of you will vote against sending my son away?” 
 
    Hands went up. Karliss could see that it was less than half. Still the two sides warred within him. 
 
    Hulagu stepped out of the crowd, Batu on his heels. In a loud, clear voice he said, “If Karliss goes, I go with him.” 
 
    “Me too,” Batu said defiantly. 
 
    There was a yelp, and Nergui burst out of the crowd as well. “Karliss needs me,” he said simply. “I watch his stuff for him.” 
 
    Munkhe and Ganzorig exchanged looks. Karliss could see that this was something they’d talked about already. “We will go too,” she said, turning a dark look on the others. “If you would exile my son, then you are no longer my people.” 
 
    Others came forward then, a score or more. Karliss saw the terl look around helplessly, and he knew the man was stuck in a hopeless situation. His clan was splintering before his eyes, and there was nothing he could do about it. His words had failed, and this was no enemy he could fight with steel. However this worked out, whatever remained afterwards, the clan would be badly weakened and vulnerable. 
 
    The terl stepped forward and started to say something, but Karliss heard something else then, something that caused him to ignore the terl and turn away. The aranti were babbling fearfully. 
 
    Something was coming for them. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Forty-one 
 
      
 
    Without a word, Karliss took off running toward the east side of the camp. Behind him he heard Dashin shout, but he ignored him. Scattered, disjointed images flashed through his mind. The aranti were clamoring in alarm. In the clamor, one name came through over and over. 
 
    Kasai! 
 
    Karliss reached the edge of the hillock and stared out across the grasslands. There was nothing there except for the goat herd, a sentry watching over them. The horses and yaks were small in the distance. The goats had stopped grazing and were looking around uneasily. The terl came running up, followed by others. 
 
    “What is it?” he asked. “What’s happening?” He had his sword in his hand. 
 
    Karliss held up his hand. “Wait for it.” More people arrived by the moment. The warriors took up positions all along the edge of the hillock, swords and spears in hand, bows strung and arrows ready. Batu and Hulagu arrived and flanked Karliss. Batu held his spear, Hulagu the big tulwar. All of them stood there in confusion, looking out at nothing. 
 
    All of a sudden, Karliss realized something. He knew why he hadn’t seen any enemy forces approaching. He knew how Kasai had fooled him. 
 
    Kasai had sent his soldiers underground. 
 
    Before he could say anything, there came a loud rending, grinding noise. Several hundred paces away the earth split open. The crack appeared right next to the sentry, and he tumbled into it, only managing to barely catch hold of the edge. He was trying to climb out, the wet earth crumbling under him, when suddenly he was yanked backward and disappeared into the crack. There was a single scream of pain, quickly silenced. 
 
    The warriors looked to the terl for orders. He motioned for them to stay put. Everyone stood there, watching the crack, waiting for whatever horror might emerge. 
 
    A hand appeared, a hand made of stone. It was joined by a second hand, then others all along the crack. Heads followed, then shoulders and torsos. Scores of them climbed out of the crack while the clan watched them in dawning horror. 
 
    They had once been human, but no longer. They were stone now, dull gray. Mouths and eyes were empty holes. The grating of stone on stone accompanied each movement. They lined up along the edge of the crack and turned to face the waiting warriors. 
 
    The terl gave an order and bowstrings twanged. Arrows flew out toward their targets, though everyone there knew it was useless. What weapon could hurt stone? Hammers maybe, but not arrows or spears or swords. 
 
    And Karliss realized how neatly the trap had been set. They’d been guided here. Kasai had wanted them to camp on this hillock in the bend of the river. The crack stretched most of the way across the opening, with only narrow gaps at each end. There was no way the clan could cross the swollen river, and at best only a few would make it through the gaps before the stone soldiers closed with them. 
 
    Dashin came to the same conclusion. He turned to Karliss. “Use it. Use the third word.” He pointed to the right side. “Keep that open, and I’ll get our people out. If we can get to the horses…” 
 
    “I can’t,” Karliss said. “It’s too soon. I’ll lose myself.” He knew it to be true. He’d come so close to losing himself before. This time would be worse. He could still hear that sky calling to him. If he went into it again while the lure was still this strong, he’d never return. His people would die while he flew free on the winds. 
 
    “Give me something,” the terl grated. 
 
    “Do what you did with Tharn,” Batu said. “Pick them up. Smash them.” He didn’t have the look of horror on his face that most of the others had. He looked confident, sure in Karliss’ abilities. 
 
    Karliss wasted no more time talking. The stone soldiers were shambling forward already, fanning out as they came to block any escape. He considered hitting them with a blast of wind but discarded the idea. He might slow them, but he didn’t think he would stop them. They were made of stone, and there were too many of them. 
 
    Batu was right. If he could pick them up and drop them, maybe they would break. 
 
    “I’ll try to open the right side,” he told the terl. “Get ready to run.” 
 
    “Akuy-ken-shai!” 
 
    The power of the second word radiated outward. There were numerous aranti nearby, drawn, as always, by the excitement of something happening, something new and interesting. 
 
    They turned toward him as one, caught by the intensity of his will. Two score. Three. Not enough to attack all of the stone soldiers at once, but enough to tear a large hole on the right side of that advancing line. 
 
    Karliss flung them at the stone soldiers on the right. The aranti resisted, but he overrode their resistance easily, the power of his need too strong to be denied. The first aranti reached their targets in moments— 
 
    There was a flurry of purple sparks from the soldiers as the aranti tried to take hold of them. The aranti who’d touched the stone soldiers reeled backwards from the contact, high-pitched keening coming from them. Their cries were so loud that even the other people heard them, putting their hands over their ears and adding their own cries of pain to the din. 
 
    The aranti who’d touched the stone soldiers went berserk and broke away from Karliss’ control. They fled the scene, still shrieking. Over and over Karliss picked out four words from the babble: 
 
    Chaos power! It burns! 
 
    Hurriedly, Karliss pulled back the other aranti, easy to do because they were already slowing anyway, alarmed by their brethren’s reaction. 
 
    Then he stood there, unsure what to do next. The stone soldiers continued their advance. He could see now that many of them wielded stone clubs, huge, unwieldy things, crude yet surely effective. 
 
    “Now would be a good time to do something, Karliss,” Batu said nervously, shifting his grip on his spear. All up and down the line the warriors looked to their terl, to Karliss, wondering what to do next. 
 
    Karliss threw the wind at them, backing up his own strength with the power of the aranti themselves. Gale-force winds battered the stone soldiers’ ranks, wind strong enough to uproot mighty trees, powerful enough that the grasses and topsoil were torn up. 
 
    But it did no good. It slowed the soldiers, but they continued their inexorable advance. They were less than thirty paces away by now. None of the warriors had broken ranks, but they were looking around nervously. 
 
    “You can do this,” Hulagu said. 
 
    Desperately, Karliss cast about for an idea, any idea. Overhead the sky had grown very dark once again, the storm of the night before whipped into new strength by the excitement of the aranti, more of which were arriving every moment, drawn by the excitement. Lightning flickered ceaselessly in the storm’s depths. 
 
    An idea began to dawn. Karliss remembered the lightning that killed the horse during the ritual of appeasement. He remembered the lightning that struck him that day he first tried to use the first word of power. And he realized something. 
 
    The aranti didn’t just bring the wind. They brought the storm. 
 
    They brought the lightning. 
 
    “Get back!” he shouted, waving his arms. “Everyone move back now!” 
 
    The terl didn’t hesitate or question, only added his orders to Karliss’ voice. The warriors withdrew. “You too!” Karliss yelled at his friends. They fell back as well. 
 
    Karliss reached up, into the storm. His vision changed, and he was no longer in his body. He was above, looking down on the stone soldiers as they reached the base of the hillock and started up it. 
 
    Lightning. 
 
    His thought was his will, and his will was his command. 
 
    The aranti responded instantly, without resistance. Lightning was a game that they enjoyed. And it did not require them to close with the soldiers. 
 
    A bolt stabbed down out of the clouds and struck one of the stone soldiers on the shoulder. The stone exploded, tearing away the soldier’s arm and a sizable chunk of his torso. He staggered sideways, running into the soldier next to him. 
 
    Then the bolts began to come down like rain. 
 
    Arms and legs were blown off. Heads exploded in showers of stone fragments. A few cries of pain rose from warriors who were still too close, as stone shrapnel struck them. Karliss would have been struck as well, but there was a vortex of wind around him, deflecting the fragments. Nor was he affected by the lightning, though his hair stood on end and a nimbus of blue electricity surrounded him. 
 
    He screamed with the sheer joy of it, his voice echoing the voices of the aranti. The play of lightning was exhilarating. He threw lightning at the stone soldiers with wild abandon, not even bothering to aim, simply throwing it again and again. Whether the lightning came from him or the aranti he couldn’t have said, nor did it matter. Distantly he heard himself laughing. 
 
    Then it was over, and there were no more targets, only a few pieces that still twitched and moved here and there. 
 
    Karliss returned to himself and looked around. Without realizing it, during the battle he’d walked forward into the midst of the stone soldiers. Pieces of gray stone littered the ground all around him. Smoke rose from his clothing in several areas, and he could smell burned hair, though he was otherwise untouched. 
 
    Standing there, he realized something. 
 
    Kasai would never stop. Whether it was only Karliss that he was after, or the whole clan, it didn’t matter. Kasai would keep attacking until Karliss was dead. 
 
    Karliss felt a growing rage inside him.  Somehow, without meaning to, he’d gained the enmity of a powerful Stone Shaper. He’d risked his life over and over fighting that Stone Shaper, and for that, the reward his own clan gave him was exile. Exile. 
 
    He’d had enough. 
 
    Slowly, his hands clenched into fists. He knew what he was going to do. 
 
    And he knew how he was going to do it. 
 
    He raised his head. His clan was standing there staring at him, many of them openmouthed. There was awe on their faces. Fear too. 
 
    Fear of him. 
 
    Even his family and closest friends were frozen in place, not sure if it was safe to approach him. His mother had her hands up as if she were trying to reach out to him. His father had a wary look on his face, and when Narantse tried to take a step toward Karliss, his hand closed on her shoulder and kept her in place. 
 
    “I’m leaving,” he said. 
 
    The paralysis gripping his mother broke then, and she started hurrying toward him. “No, Karliss,” she cried. “We’re not letting you—” 
 
    “Alone.” 
 
    The power in his voice was such that his mother came to a halt. Fear and worry twisted her face. “Please don’t do this,” she pleaded. “Let us at least vote again. Maybe people have changed their minds.” 
 
    “You don’t understand. I’m sick of being attacked.” His gaze found Henta and locked onto her. She was staring at him in horror. “I’m going to do something about it.” Henta paled and took a step back. 
 
    But she misunderstood. This wasn’t about her. His gaze swept his people. They stared at him, entranced. He spoke again. 
 
    “I’m going to kill Kasai.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Forty-two 
 
      
 
    For long moments they stared at him. Then his mother let out a choked cry and hurried to him. “You can’t. He’s too strong. He’ll kill you.” 
 
    Karliss stopped her when she tried to hug him. “I’m not going to talk about this. I’m going to kill Kasai.” Overhead the thunder rumbled menacingly as he spoke. People looked up at the clouds, and many backed further away. 
 
    The terl came up, his expression grim. “Don’t throw your life away, Karliss. Stop and think about this.” 
 
    “I’ve done all the thinking I’m going to do. Kasai will never stop attacking me.” 
 
    “You don’t know that—” the terl began, before Karliss interrupted him. 
 
    “I’m going to kill him. Or he’s going to kill me. One way or the other, this is going to end. Today.” 
 
    “I won’t let—” 
 
    Again Karliss interrupted the terl. “You can’t stop me.” He raised his head and looked over his people again. “Besides, you exiled me, remember? I am no longer bound by clan rules.” 
 
    Karliss’ father had come up by then, and he said, “At least let us know your plan. Let us discuss it.” 
 
    “No. I’m done talking. Stand back. I’m leaving now.” 
 
    His tone was hard and decisive enough that both his father and the terl stepped back. His mother remained where she was, halfway through reaching for him. Karliss took hold of her wrists and pushed her back gently. There were tears in her eyes. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said. 
 
    Karliss had no reply. He was sorry too. But mostly he was angry. 
 
    The power of the second word still hummed with him. He used it to draw in two nearby aranti. The aranti resisted, but his will was iron, and his intent was absolutely clear in his mind. He would not be denied. 
 
    The aranti’s touch was cool on his skin and light as feathers. He wondered briefly if this would work. The aranti seemed so insubstantial. But he’d seen tornados rip trees out of the ground. They were strong enough when they wanted to be. 
 
    He willed them, and they began lifting him into the air. New awe on the faces of his clan when they saw that. Many backed up even more. A number of them made the sign against evil. Karliss frowned. He was tempted to hit them with a blast of air before he left, really put some fear into them, but already they were dwindling in his eyes, becoming less and less important. They were rooted to the ground, prisoners of the soil, not free like he was. He could go far away and never lay eyes on any of them again. 
 
    “Kick his butt, Karliss!” Batu yelled, putting his fist in the air. Hulagu put his fist up as well. Then his brother and the rest of the family. Other fists went up, saluting him. 
 
    Karliss rose higher and higher, and they got smaller and smaller until he looked away and forgot about them. 
 
    It was an incredible feeling, flying, and it only got more incredible as he turned the aranti and began flying north. The height didn’t frighten him at all. It felt natural to him, in fact. He felt at home. As the steppes passed below him at exhilarating speed, he found himself laughing aloud. The aranti carrying him caught his joy, and he heard their laughter echoing his. This was where he was meant to be. Not trapped on the earth, but flying above it all, untouched by the problems that faced everyone else. He might never go home. 
 
    He pushed the aranti to still greater speeds, until the land below was a blur. He’d expected the wind to be bad at high speeds, making it hard to see, but he hardly felt it at all, as though he was shielded from it by the aranti who carried him. It wasn’t very cold either. But then, the aranti weren’t affected by the wind because they were the wind. Nor did they feel cold. Or hunger. Or weariness. They were removed from it all. 
 
    Soon he saw the mountains in the distance. He sent out his thoughts, listening through the aranti in the area. They were quiet. There was no sign of Kasai. Either he had already come and gone, or Karliss had beaten him here. Karliss didn’t think it was the former. If Kasai already had the key, he’d know it. 
 
    The key. 
 
    That was the answer all along. How come he hadn’t thought of it sooner? He knew the answer to that one. He hadn’t thought of it because he’d been too caught up in worrying about his clan. That worry clouded his thoughts and dragged him down. 
 
    He wasn’t going to let that happen again. 
 
    Kasai wanted the key because of the power it would bring him. What Karliss had realized in those first moments after the battle against the stone soldiers was that he could take the key himself. He could use its power against Kasai. 
 
    He could kill Kasai with the power of the key. 
 
    That he could control the power of the key he had no doubt. He’d used all three words of power already and survived. He’d defeated Kasai’s minions more than once and defeated Tharn. He could do this. He was strong enough. All he needed to do was get hold of it before Kasai did. 
 
    He flew into the mountains and soon found the high, hidden valley with the eagle-shaped rock formation. There was still no sign of Kasai. Karliss flew up to the mouth of the cave and hovered there, looking, listening. The aranti carrying him were calm, as were the others in the area. 
 
    The aranti set him down. He released them and hurried into the cave. The door into the master’s dwelling was open, and he paused. Had he and his friends left it that way? Or had someone else been here since then? Then he remembered that he’d been meaning to go back inside and look around some more, but the strange tribe who lived in the area showed up, and they’d had to leave. 
 
    He went inside, the lights coming on automatically when he stepped into the main room. There was the table with the three tablets on it. He walked over to where he remembered the hidden door being. He had to bang on the wall a few times before he found the right spot, and the door opened. As he went through the door and started down the short corridor, he felt the first signs of discomfort, an itching, burning sensation on his exposed skin. 
 
    The corridor ended, and he stepped into the small room beyond. The itching, burning sensation was much stronger now. He was starting to feel sick to his stomach as well. He tried to push it out of his mind and focus on what he needed to do. 
 
    The room looked undisturbed. The circular doors of the vault were closed, the crystal set across them, resting in a niche that was cut into the doors. It glowed with a cancerous yellow light that promised pain. 
 
    He gritted his teeth and took a few steps closer. 
 
    The crystal’s color changed, deepening to orange and beginning to pulse slowly. The burning sensation increased. It felt like things with sharp claws were crawling inside his belly. 
 
    Two more steps. He was almost across the small room now. The color of the crystal changed to red and pulsed faster. He looked down and saw that small blisters had appeared on the backs of his hands. From the way his face felt he suspected it was blistering as well. It felt like flames were licking across his skin. He bit his lip and took another step. Now he was close enough to touch the crystal. 
 
    The crystal was flashing violently and glowing so brightly that it was hard to look at. The heat coming off it was intense. The skin on his fingers was blackening. For the first time he noticed a high pitched whine that was steadily increasing in intensity. He felt dizzy, close to blacking out. 
 
    Karliss tried to reach out and take hold of the crystal, but the pain was too much, and he couldn’t make himself do it. Finally, he stepped back, unable to take it any longer. The whine decreased in intensity, and the red glow subsided somewhat. 
 
    He stood there panting, rubbing his sore hands, wondering what he was going to do. Even if he could tolerate the pain, he wasn’t sure he would survive contact with the thing. His gut feeling was that touching it would either make it explode or cause the instant release of a powerful burst of energy. Either way, it was likely he would be killed. Even if he wasn’t, he might be rendered unconscious or at least helpless. 
 
    Then the solution occurred to him, and he shook his head at his own stupidity. 
 
    Didn’t he control the wind? Why did he need to actually touch the thing? 
 
    He channeled a gust of air at the crystal, biting his lip as he concentrated. He needed to be intensely focused. He didn’t want to think what might happen if he dropped the thing. 
 
    The crystal shifted slightly in its niche. 
 
    He fed more air into his channeling. 
 
    The crystal lifted free. It moved away from the doors and then dropped suddenly, as Karliss mishandled the air he was using to keep it aloft. He barely managed to get it back under control before it struck the floor and breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    He shifted the flow of air, so he could grasp it more firmly, then lifted it back into the air. He moved to the side of the room, getting as far from the crystal as possible, and began to guide it toward the exit. 
 
    The crystal floated across the room, dipping once as his concentration wavered, then rising back up and moving smoothly as he got a better feel for what he was doing. 
 
    He guided it through the doorway and followed it down the short corridor, across the larger room beyond, and then out the front door and into the cave. He thought about leaving the crystal in the cave, but it was still making him feel sick. It would be better to have it outside, well out of the way. 
 
    He reached the mouth of the cave and paused, not sure where to set the crystal. The slope below him was covered by loose rock. He still wasn’t sure how fragile the crystal was. If he set it on the scree slope, and something caused the rocks to start sliding, it might end up smashed. Finally, he settled on putting it right at the base of the rock formation itself, in a little hollow that would protect it from any rock that fell from above. 
 
    Before he went back into the cave, he took a moment to look around. The small valley was still quiet. Out near the middle he could see the strange collection of bone figures. Was there a new one now? He wasn’t sure he remembered the large one in the middle. 
 
    He turned and went back into the cave. 
 
    It was a relief to be away from the crystal. The blisters on his skin subsided visibly. The burning sensation went away along with most of his nausea. Back in the small room, he started to open the vault doors, then backed up to the other side of the room and channeled a gust of air to do it instead, unsure if perhaps the masters had left yet another trap. Nothing happened. From inside the room came a red glow. It wasn’t the angry red glow of the crystal, but gentler, softer. He walked over and peered inside. 
 
    The vault was very small. He could have stood in the middle and touched both walls. Resting on a pedestal in the middle of the room was the source of the red glow. Cautiously he approached it, one slow step at a time. The object didn’t react to his presence, and he didn’t feel any burning or pain. He reached out and picked it up. When he did, it stopped glowing. 
 
    He turned it over, examining it. It seemed to be made of some kind of red glass, though it was heavier than it should have been. It was cool in his hand. One side was a semi-circle. The other side was jagged. It occurred to him that this was not the whole key. Clearly what he held was meant to fit together with at least one other piece, though he suspected—if the other pieces were similar to this one—that there were two other pieces. 
 
    Would this still give him the power to defeat Kasai? he wondered. He could feel nothing emanating from it. It felt like nothing more than a piece of glass. He’d wasted his time coming here. 
 
    What should he do now? He could put it back and put the crystal back in place to protect it. Or maybe he should take it to Qarath. The king might know more about the key. At least he knew he would be welcome there. They would appreciate his abilities. He didn’t know if he wanted to go back home again anyway. 
 
    He made his decision. He would take the key piece and go to Qarath. He would join the other two with power over stone and sea, and he would help them in their war. 
 
    He left the strange rooms and walked through the cave back to the entrance, emerging onto the slope in front of the cave. He was just about to summon some aranti to pick him up when suddenly the ground shook underfoot slightly. There was a cracking sound to his right, coming from the rock formation itself. 
 
    The stone split open, and Kasai stepped out. 
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    Kasai towered over Karliss, half again as tall as he was. His skin was the white of old bone. His arms and legs were long and thin, with too many joints that bent at unnatural angles. His mouth was a thin vertical gash, the single eye in the middle of his forehead red. 
 
    One arm unfolded and reached toward Karliss. Long fingers that ended in sharp claws opened. In a rasp that spoke of deep earth and rotten stone, he said, “Give me that, and I will let your people live.” 
 
    Instead of replying, Karliss reacted instinctively. 
 
    He threw both hands out, at the same time channeling the strongest burst of wind he could, but this time with a new twist. This time, with a thought he compressed the burst so that it was as hard as a stone. 
 
    It struck Kasai with enough force to shatter stone. Kasai was thrown backwards and landed on his back on the scree slope. 
 
    Karliss stood there panting, marveling at what he’d just done. 
 
    Kasai stirred and sat up. 
 
    Karliss hit him again. 
 
    This time Kasai was ready. He dug his hands into the stony ground and leaned into the blow. He was rocked backwards, and all around him rocks came loose and rolled down the hill, but it wasn’t enough to make him lose his hold. 
 
    Karliss switched tactics. 
 
    “Akuy-ken-shai!” he cried. 
 
    The power of the second word flowed outward from him, and with it he took control of dozens of aranti in the area. They moaned in fear and fought desperately against him. He knew there was no way he could use them to attack Kasai directly, that they would spend more energy fighting him than doing what he wanted. 
 
    But that wasn’t what he had in mind. 
 
    Instead of attacking Kasai with them, he reached through them, taking hold of their innate power for himself. He felt suddenly huge, bloated with power beyond anything he’d experienced before. He was no longer controlling the aranti, he was controlling their power. It was ancient, primal, the power of the cataclysm. 
 
    Using their power, he summoned a maelstrom, clamping down on it as it appeared and compressing it into one small area focused on Kasai. 
 
    Instantly there appeared around Kasai a towering pillar of dirt and loose rocks that reached high into the sky. Stones from the scree slope shivered in place, then leapt into the air, sucked into the maelstrom. Pieces of the eagle rock formation pulled loose as well. Larger and larger stones were pulled in, some the size of a man. 
 
    Karliss raised his hands, directing the maelstrom upwards, thinking to rip Kasai from the earth and carry him up into the sky. There he could dash him against the earth or tear him into pieces. 
 
    But he couldn’t budge the Guardian. Through the morass he could dimly see Kasai. The Shaper had his head down, hands and feet sunk into the earth almost to his torso. 
 
    Karliss threw even more power into the maelstrom. Larger and larger rocks were pulled in. The howl of it was deafening. Clouds formed above it and began swirling as well. Lightning stabbed down, and thunder roared. 
 
    Sweat started on Karliss’ brow. It seemed impossible that Kasai was still resisting. All the soil around him had already been torn up. All that remained was bedrock. 
 
    Then, before his eyes, Kasai simply sank down into the stone and disappeared. 
 
    Karliss released the maelstrom. Rocks fell to the ground and bounced down the steep slope, starting rockslides. The clouds stopped and began to break up. The dust began to settle. 
 
    Karliss spun, trying to look in every direction at once, desperate to see the next attack before it was too late. 
 
    Nothing. There was no sign of Kasai. 
 
    He had to get out of here while he had the chance. The power of the second word was still in him, and he used it to summon two nearby aranti. 
 
    But before they could reach him, from the corner of his eye Karliss saw Kasai suddenly rise up out of the ground, down and to his right. 
 
    Kasai’s mouth stretched impossibly wide. Gray flame belched out at Karliss. 
 
    Again Karliss acted without thinking, but even so he was almost too slow. He managed to throw up a focused blast of air an instant before the flames reached him. He felt the heat on his exposed skin, but the wind held the flames back just enough to save him from serious harm. 
 
    For long moments the unnatural flame beat against his impromptu shield. Though he fed more wind into his defense, the flames slowly but surely inched closer. His hair singed. Skin blistered. Tendrils of smoke rose from his clothing. 
 
    He was losing. Soon the flames would reach him, and he would die. The only reason he’d lasted this long was because of the power of the second word. His own strength alone wouldn’t have sufficed. 
 
    Frantically, he peeled off a sliver of his defenses, used it to reach off to the side and gather loose stones and dirt. When he had enough, he struck, flinging it at Kasai, aiming for the creature’s single eye. 
 
    The attack caught Kasai by surprise. He had to turn his face to avoid being blinded, and when he did the gray flames faltered enough that Karliss was able to push them aside and gain some breathing room. 
 
    He had to get out of here. 
 
    He sent out a desperate summons and several aranti answered, darting toward him to pick him up. 
 
    The flames shut off suddenly, and Karliss looked at Kasai in confusion, wondering what was happening. 
 
    Kasai gestured, and the ground under Karliss’ feet split open, a deep chasm opening up. He fell into it, barely managing to throw himself against one side—his ribs screaming in pain from the impact—and keep from falling into it. 
 
    Before he could climb out, the chasm slammed shut. Karliss screamed in pain and pushed at the ground. It was no use. He couldn’t move at all. The pain was tremendous. It felt like his bones were being crushed. 
 
    Kasai walked up the slope and stood over him, looking down. Karliss forced himself to meet the creature’s inhuman gaze. 
 
    “You are most troublesome,” Kasai said. “But still only an insect.” 
 
    Karliss knew he was out of options. Whatever the cost of using the third word of power, he had no choice but to pay it. He would rain the fury of the heavens down on this creature, use the power of the aranti to tear him limb from limb. 
 
    He opened his mouth to speak the third word— 
 
    “Akuy-ken-shai—” 
 
    Before he could finish, Kasai made a negligent gesture with one long-fingered hand. 
 
    Liquid stone raced up Karliss’s sides, covering his torso, moving up his neck, and finally covering his mouth. It hardened instantly, and the remainder of the word was cut off. He was completely immobilized except for his eyes. 
 
    “You’ve caused enough trouble,” Kasai said. “I do not know how a human ended up with the power of the aranti, but it matters not. It all ends now.” He bent and touched Karliss near his waist. The stone pulled back in that area, enough to allow him to remove the pouch Karliss had put the key fragment into. He straightened. Flames ran across his hand, and the pouch burned away, revealing the fragment. Something that might have been a smile, something terrifying and alien, appeared on the creature’s face as he gazed at the fragment. 
 
    Kasai looked down at Karliss. “It ends with your death.” 
 
    Gray flames erupted from the ground around the Guardian’s feet. They moved forward and surrounded Karliss, then began to climb the stone encasing him. He fought desperately to get free, but there was nothing he could do. Already he could feel the heat building. In moments the flames would reach his face, and he would die in agony. 
 
    Karliss cast about desperately for something he could do, anything at all. That’s when his eyes fell on something he’d forgotten all about. 
 
    The crystal. It lay where he’d left it, at the base of the rock formation. What drew his attention to it was the fact that it had changed from yellow to orange and was pulsing slowly, the change in color doubtless due to Kasai’s nearness. 
 
    Karliss got a crazy idea. He’d probably end up dead, but he might be able to take Kasai with him. 
 
    He reached for the wind. He needed no words for this, only a thought. 
 
    The crystal lifted into the air and began moving toward Kasai. Busy looking at the key fragment in his hand, the Guardian didn’t see it approaching. 
 
    “This world is mine now—” 
 
    His words were cut off as Karliss launched the crystal at him, putting every bit of his remaining strength behind the thrust. 
 
    The crystal hit Kasai hard enough that he staggered forward, hard enough that it punched through his body. Kasai looked down in disbelief at the tip of the crystal, protruding from his chest. 
 
    The crystal was glowing a bright, angry red and pulsing rapidly. A high-pitched whine was coming from it, steadily increasing in intensity. 
 
    Kasai touched the crystal to try and force it out of him, but when he did there was a crackling sound, and he jerked his hands away in pain. Focused as he was on the crystal, Kasai didn’t watch where he set his feet, and when he took a step back he stepped on some loose stones and started a small rockslide. He slipped and fell down the slope. 
 
    Now that Kasai was distracted, Karliss realized that the stone encasing him didn’t feel as tight. He fought against it, and with the sound of pottery breaking it cracked away. The ground no longer held him as it once had either, and he managed to pull himself free. 
 
    Down the slope Kasai was on his knees, fear etched on his inhuman features as he fought to rip the crystal free. His hands were completely blackened now. The flesh around the wound was searing like meat on a fire, and noxious, oily smoke was rising from it. 
 
    The light from the crystal was so bright it was blinding, the high-pitched whine deafening. Karliss knew whatever was going to happen was only moments away. 
 
    There was no time to summon the aranti. Karliss lurched to his feet and ran for the cave. 
 
    As he dove inside, there was a brilliant flash of light from behind him, so bright it turned the interior of the cave a lurid, bloodred color. A heartbeat later there was a massive concussion that lifted him and threw him forward onto his face. He hit the ground, the wind knocked from his lungs. Rocks fell from the ceiling all around him, and there was a sudden, sharp pain as one landed on his leg. 
 
    Karliss lay there on the floor of the cave, trying to draw breath, trying to force his scattered thoughts into order. 
 
    As his hearing returned, the first thing he became aware of was the unearthly wailing coming from outside. 
 
    Then he realized that the ground was still shaking. Whether it was aftershocks from the explosion, or spasms from Kasai’s power he didn’t know. Nor did it matter. More rocks fell around him, and he knew the cave was close to collapsing. If he didn’t get out of here soon, he’d be crushed or buried alive. 
 
    A large rock was lying on his right leg. He tried pushing at it, but he couldn’t budge it. 
 
    More rocks fell, one of them glancing off his head and making him see stars. A crack appeared in the cave floor, raced across it and up the wall. The very earth groaned. 
 
    Karliss gave up pushing at the rock pinning him. It was far too large for him to move with muscle strength. He forced himself to focus through the pain and confusion, gathering the power of the wind to him. 
 
    Then he channeled a burst of compressed air at the stone. It shifted enough that he was able to pull his leg free. 
 
    He stood. His right ankle throbbed painfully, but when he put weight on it, it didn’t buckle, so it wasn’t broken. Nothing else seemed broken, and though he was bleeding from numerous wounds, none of them seemed too serious. He briefly considered going deeper into the cave, taking shelter in the masters’ dwelling, but quickly discarded the idea. Being trapped in there would only mean his death took longer. 
 
    He hobbled to the entrance of the cave, picking his way around falling stone as he went. More pieces fell from the ceiling, and the floor bucked hard enough one time that he fell to his knees. 
 
    The entrance was mostly blocked with fallen stone, but another compressed blast of air cleared away enough stone that he was able to crawl through and back into daylight. 
 
    Kasai lay halfway down the slope. The creature had been torn completely in half. The legs were still attached to part of Kasai’s torso and bent at odd angles. His head, arms and shoulders were still attached to his upper torso, and he was pushing weakly at the ground, his head moving side to side. Shards of the crystal lay everywhere, dark now, the energy contained within it spent. 
 
    And then someone new appeared. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Forty-four 
 
      
 
    A shadow appeared beside the wounded Guardian, clearly visible even in the bright daylight. It grew larger, then seemed to split open. Three figures emerged from it. 
 
    The first had gray hair and ancient features. His face was crisscrossed with fresh, livid scars. The two who emerged behind him wore black, hooded robes. Blue tattoos etched their pale faces. 
 
    The first figure held out his hand. The shadow swirled around his hand and coalesced into the shape of a black staff. He bent over and plucked the fragment of key from Kasai’s mangled hand. “I hoped I could count on you to retrieve this for me, and it appears I was right,” he told the Guardian. “It looks like you’ve paid quite a high price though.” 
 
    “Help me,” Kasai rasped. 
 
    “What’s this?” Lowellin asked. “You can’t heal yourself? One of the greatest of the ancient Shapers, and you can no longer Shape yourself?” He touched the scars on his face. “I know that all too well, sadly. The result of spending too long in the same form, I expect. That and the power you lost from those millennia you spent trapped in the Gur al Krin. There’s always a price to pay.” 
 
    He held up the key fragment. “You thought you were so close. You thought this would give you the power to rule this world. But I have a secret for you. There is no power here. Not for you. Not without the other two pieces. You were duped, my brother. Used by the Devourers from the Abyss for one purpose. To retrieve this for them. I want you to know that they are grateful. Not grateful enough to help you, of course, but grateful all the same. Enough so that I have been ordered to end your suffering.” 
 
    He touched the end of the black staff to Kasai’s forehead. As the staff touched the Guardian it changed, becoming a liquid shadow that flowed across his skin. Kasai howled and tried to slap it away, but his arms barely worked, and the shadow was insubstantial. There was nothing to get hold of. 
 
    The howl turned into a scream of pain as purple lines spread out from the shadow. They flowed across Kasai’s torso. Sparks rose from them, and they began to sink into his body, eating away at him like acid. 
 
    Kasai screamed and thrashed. Soon there was nothing left but a shapeless mass that sank into the ground and disappeared. The shadow coalesced once more into the shape of a staff and flowed up into the scarred man’s hand. He looked up the slope at Karliss. 
 
    “This wouldn’t be possible without you, Karliss. You see, Kasai suffered from the same problem as I do. His exposure to the ingerlings during the war left him tainted by chaos power from the Abyss. As you saw, the crystals the masters left to guard the pieces of the key were designed to react rather violently when they came into contact with chaos power. Which means neither Kasai nor I could have opened the vault. I needed you for that.” 
 
    His words staggered Karliss. Had he been used all this time? He and Kasai both? 
 
    “It was well done, don’t you think?” the scarred man continued. “I knew the fragment was here somewhere, but not where it was, and I had no way to retrieve it. Fortunately, I was not without tools. I had Kasai, and I had you. For all his power, Kasai was remarkably easy to manipulate. It has always been his weakness. All I needed to do was plant the seed, to convince him that this object would give him the power he desired. And then I set you in his way. It was me, you see, who gave the other clan the idea to move west, which led to Kasai destroying them. A few words whispered to their tlacti on the wind was all it took. From there events sort of…unfolded.” 
 
    Karliss stood there staring at him, unable to completely process what had just been said. All this time, all that he and his clan had been through, and through it all he was being used? It was staggering, horrifying. 
 
    “But enough about me. I have other places to be and things to do.” He glanced at the two black-robed figures flanking him. “Kill him. Be quick about it.” 
 
    The two men stepped forward. Each held up one hand. Purple sparks began to play across their palms, building in intensity quickly. 
 
    Karliss reached out for the aranti to carry him away, but he knew as he did so that there wasn’t time. Already one of the men was drawing his arm back… 
 
    There was nothing to do but let go. 
 
    All the barriers he’d built and so carefully maintained between him and the wind, he simply let them go. He surrendered himself completely to the wind, let it and the aranti blow through him. 
 
    A purple bolt of chaos power lanced out and struck him square in the chest— 
 
    But he was no longer there. His body had dissolved into the wind. He flew upwards and away. 
 
      
 
    The End 
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