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The Great Hall of Tyr Iskol Twofin was not particularly great, but it was large enough for an execution. Tejohn was dragged inside with his hands bound behind his back. Rope. Not chains. Chains were expensive. Tejohn, for his part, did not to try his strength against his bonds. 

If the Twofins were as small a holding as they seemed, he would have to be very careful. Few enemies were as quick to violence as a weak one determined to appear strong. 

Tejohn kept his mouth shut as he was brought before the Twofin chair. Sunlight shone through the open doors of a large balcony, and with it came the smell of seawater. A small fire burned in the hearth, but the oil lamps hanging from the rough lumber beams were unlit. 

“What have you done to us?” Granny Nin cried. She, too, had been bound and brought into the hall, although the rest of her merchant troupe had been left out in the courtyard, guarded by a ring of anxious-looking boy soldiers. She was close enough to Javien that he flinched every time she shouted at him. “What have you done? We’re respectable merchants from honorable families. I’m Third Festival myself, and not one of my people is more recent than Eighth! Are you even a real priest?” 

That brought a response. “Of course I am!” Javien shouted. The squeak in his voice betrayed his fear, but she had given him a reason to be offended and he used it as an excuse to assert himself. “I am a Beacon of the Great Way, leading the people of Kal-Maddum on the true path, and I will not be spoken to like a common cutpurse!” 

“I don’t believe you!” Granny cried. “My good friend Iskol would never treat us this way. You must have murdered the real beacon and taken his robes!” 

Javien shut his eyes and bared his teeth, but he kept silent. “Monument sustain me.”

“Song knows,” Granny cried out, “that I did nothing wrong. I was tricked!” She entreated the bureaucrat who had greeted her so warmly outside. It occurred to Tejohn that she had not once said the man’s name. Perhaps she didn’t remember it. 

It didn’t matter. The bureaucrat said nothing. He simply stood in the corner of the hall and watched the three of them with a pinched face. Tejohn looked around the room and saw it slowly filling up. More guards appeared, followed by a man in a cuirass that probably fit him when he was young and healthy, but now hung over him like the shell of a turtle. 

A trio of women entered the room, covering their mouths with their long sleeves as they whispered to each other. Others were obviously merchants; it was common in the smaller holdfasts for merchants to have substantial influence with the tyr; the smaller lands relied more on trade with the outside world more than, say, a Finstel or a Gerrit. Tejohn wasn’t sure if the merchants were hoping to loot the caravan or if they feared they might receive the same treatment someday. Their expressions were too stoic to read. 

Granny Nin slumped to the side, falling on her hip. Tejohn didn’t blame her; the wooden floor was hard against his kneecaps, but he didn’t want to be lying down if he could help it, not when the tyr finally decided to make his appearance. Bad enough to be kneeling.

Doctor Twofin himself was nowhere to be seen. 

Tejohn cursed himself for his stupidity. He’d known that Doctor Twofin was brother to the tyr of a minor mountain holdfast, but he hadn’t been clear on where it was. And he had seen the banner out on the walls perhaps once in his life, during the prince’s tour of the empire. Doctor Twofin himself never wore it, of course. As a soldier, Tejohn was proud to wear the insignia of his homeland, but scholars were not permitted to retain their old loyalties. They swore oaths to the Italga family and the Scholars’ Tower. 

Maybe he should have recognized those two sea serpent humps with the fins on them. Maybe not. It didn’t matter now. All he could do was wait for the local tyr to made his dramatic entrance. 

Iskol Twofin, tyr of the Twofin lands, was very like Doctor Twofin in appearance, although he looked ten years older. His hair was thin and white, his face haggard, and his eyes a little wild, as though he had been told a wild animal waited for him. 

Still, his robes were green and trimmed with white, unlike the miserable blacks of the Finstels, which gave him a sprightly air. “Well!” he cried as he swept across the room, doing his best to sound confident and hearty. Tejohn thought there was a touch of strain in his voice. “Nin, it is always so good to see you, but I’m told you have brought, er, unusual guests with you this time.” 

“My tyr,” Granny Nin said, forcing herself back to her knees. “You know the love I bear you and your people. I’m not sure why you have treated me this way, as if I’m a common criminal? I have brought with me a beacon of the temple in Ussmajil. At least, that is who he told me he was.” 

She sounded almost as strained as he did. “Indeed? Did he perform services for you? Forging marriages? Dissolving them? Blessing the newly dead and the newly born?”

“He did, my tyr.” 

“And did he know the proper rites?” 

“He did, my tyr,” Granny said earnestly. She seemed to be gaining confidence that she would convince her “good friend” that she meant no harm after all. “He knew every rite and seemed a pious and gentle man.” 

“Hmm.” Tyr Twofin settled himself into his chair. Tejohn looked around the room again for Doctor Twofin, but he was still nowhere to be-- 

There he was, suddenly, standing behind the tyr’s chair on the left side. Tejohn was startled and alarmed for a moment. Hollowed-out scholars, left to their own devices, became wizards. They developed strange and dangerous spells of their own and used them without regard for oaths of loyalty, respect for others, or even the bonds of familial love. What lunatic would allow one so close to a tyr? Was the man invisible to everyone but him? 

“So,” the tyr said, after a long pause that was supposed to suggest he was being thoughtful. Iskol Twofin was not much for playacting. “You checked the beacon carefully and made sure that he was exactly who he claimed to be.” 

“I did, my tyr,” Granny Nin said. “Most carefully.”

“But what about his bodyguard? Did you check him out as well?” 

Granny was stymied by that question. She looked at Tejohn with alarm and confusion, as though she had never even thought to worry about him. 

“It’s not her fault,” Tejohn said. “I told her my name was Ondel Ulstrik.” 

Tyr Twofin gave him the same blank look the hollowed-out scholar did. “If he speaks without my permission again, cut out his tongue. I don’t care who he is.” 

Fire take it all, Tejohn shut his mouth. He should have known better than to try to help Granny Nin or anyone else in a situation like this. Let her talk herself out of danger. She’d probably done it often enough. 

“Who?” she called. “Who? Who? What has he done? Who is he?” 

“You don’t know?” Tyr Twofin said, a sickly smile on his face. “That’s Tyr Tejohn Treygar, hero of Pinch Hall, helpmeet to King Ellifer Italga, sword- and spearmaster to the prince.” 

Granny Nin looked at him in shock. He half expected her to be horrified, but instead, she looked at him as if he was a foreign coin. She had no idea what to do with him and whether he was worth keeping. “I had no idea. Do you think him a spy, my tyr?” 

“I believe him to be an assassin,” Tyr Twofin said calmly. “I believe he’s come to murder my own brother and me as well, if he gets the chance.” 

Tejohn knew a taunt when he heard one but he hadn’t forgotten that the tyr had promised to cut out his tongue. He kept quiet, although he couldn’t keep his expression stoic. 

Tyr Twofin grinned and leaned forward in his chair. “Don’t like that, do you? You don’t like that we Twofins, of a small and largely forgotten holdfast, could see right through you. Your palace games will impress no one here. I’ll have the truth out of you before the turn of the moon, my tyr, and you will tell me gladly. Then I will know when the Italga troops will be coming, who will be leading them, and where we can find Amlian Italga herself!” 

Paranoid. The man had gone mad. 

“King Shunzik” Finstel had called Tejohn an assassin, too, but he had reason to fear his enemies. He was surrounded by them on all sides—in fact, his western borders were already suffering Bendertuk raids. 

But the Twofin walls had not been marked by blood or fire. No one had come to break down those gates. Who would bother? Even the pass they commanded into the Sweeps was little used; Durdric fighters and alligaunts haunted this westernmost end, and the land was too swampy for the herding clans. Granny Nin and her tiny convoy might have been the largest caravan the Twofin people could expect to see.

They were a backwater and always had been. Poor Iskol Twofin, how that must have galled him. 

“Well?” the old tyr shouted. “Aren’t you even going to deny it?”

Tejohn cleared his throat. “With your kind permission to speak, my tyr.” 

Tyr Twofin’s eyes grew wide with anger, but he kept it in check. Doctor Twofin, still standing at his side, stared at Tejohn with all the warm comfort of a hungry owl. “You have it,” the old man said. 

“I have sworn an oath of loyalty to Ellifer and Amlian Italga. If they are alive and active, I would be grateful if you would tell me where they are. I should return to them immediately.” 

“Pshht,” the old tyr said with a wave of his hand. He didn’t looked surprised by Tejohn’s response, but he didn’t look particularly troubled, either. “We’ve all heard the stories. We know that Amlian and Ellifer escaped the carnage of that first day of Festival in the Palace of Song and Morning. We know this because Queen Amlian had mastered a spell the entire empire thought lost: the Eighth Gift of the Evening People. We know they withdrew with nineteen hundred spears and four hundred bows to a secret holdfast in the east.” 

Tejohn couldn’t resist asking, “Who told you all this?” 

“Travelers,” the old tyr said with satisfaction. “Travelers passing through the gates of our city. We have spoken to dozens of them, people who knew nothing of each other, who had no chance to conspire before they came here, and they all tell similar stories. The king and queen of Peradain are alive, and they’re using the grunts to clear out the lands of their most troublesome peoples.” 

“I know you will not believe me,” Tejohn said, “but those stories are false.” 

“Hah! We have heard it multiple times! From many sources!” 

Javien cleared his throat. “If I may speak, my tyr.” Tyr Twofin did not bother to answer, just nodded and waved at him to give him permission. “We have heard such stories as well. The common folk are spreading them from town to town, caravan to caravan. Rumors always spread in times of war. There’s no way to stop it.” 

“Baseless rumors, eh? Common folk telling each other the same tall tales. Is that what you’d have me believe? I guess you would know better.” 

“He wouldn’t,” Tejohn said. “I would. As I’m sure your brother told you, I was there, in Peradain, on the first day of the Festival. I saw the gate open. I saw the grunts come through. I saw Queen Amlian Italga die.” 

A murmur went through the crowd at that, which Tyr Twofin did his best to ignore. Doctor Twofin still showed no sign that anything they were saying mattered to him in the slightest. Tejohn tried to see if his cheeks were wet with tears, but there was not enough light.

“And yet,” Tyr Twofin said, “if your beloved king and queen had sent you out into the world to spread that story, you would do so happily. You would look me in the eye and say anything they had commanded you. Would you not?” 

“I would do whatever the king and queen asked of me, if it was within my power.” 

“See!” The old tyr lunged out of his chair and advanced on Tejohn, his face flushed. He seemed to think he had scored a debating point. “You admit that you would lie to me!” 

“If the king had commanded it, of course I would. I swore myself to his service.” Tejohn had given up hope of convincing the tyr to spare his life. Now he spoke to impress the others standing in the room in the hopes one or more would intercede on their behalf. All he had to do was convince them he was valuable. “The king made no such command. He was at the fore of the battle from the moment it was joined. I did not see him die, but he was lost in the confusion of battle.” 

“And yet, we hear persistent rumors that the queen spirited the king away, using the Eighth Gift.” 

Tejohn tried to recall which spell was the eighth. Had he ever heard Doctor Twofin or one of the other scholars in the palace talk about it? “I don’t know that spell.”

“It’s the teleportation spell,” Javien said. 

Doctor Twofin moved from behind the tyr’s chair in a sudden rush. He stood over Javien’s kneeling form and held his hand above the priest’s head as though he was judging the heat of a campfire. “This one,” Doctor Twofin said, “is a scholar. I can feel the magic in him.” 

“Take him to the stocks!” Tyr Twofin shouted, his voice cracking. “Heat the brands! I’ll have the Eighth Gift out of him or I’ll have his heart’s blood on my hands!” 

Two spears grabbed Javien by the elbows and lifted him to his feet. 

“There is no Eighth Gift!” the beacon shouted. “It was lost generations ago! Deliberately! I don’t know it. No one does!” 

Tejohn forced himself to look away from the young priest’s terrified expression. He could feel his urge to fight building in him, like a spark struggling to become a bonfire. “Even I have heard the stories about that spell,” Tejohn said calmly. “Didn’t the Eighth Festival king, whatever his name, have every scholar who had learned it executed? Like you, he feared assassination.” 

“That’s what he claimed at the time, and I’ll have you know his name was King Imbalt Winslega. But think about it: does it really make sense that a Peradaini king would turn on his most valuable allies, the scholars of Peradain, to destroy a single spell? I don’t think so. It’s the scholars who have kept the Peradaini in power all these generations, and we Twofins are not so gullible as to believe that they give up power of any kind. No, my tyr,  the kings of Peradain would never destroy a spell. They would only keep it secret. They would want it for themselves.” 

“You don’t think they would give up power,” Tejohn said, “but you believe they destroyed their own palace, killed everyone in the Scholars’ Tower, then razed their own capital city. After that, they loosed the grunts on the lands closest to them, which are filled with their closest allies. And they gave up all this power so they could reconquer their old empire all over again? With less than two thousand spears?” He bowed his head. “I confess I am startled by this theory. It’s true that I am a tyr, but I wasn’t born one. I was raised among the commonfolk. This sort of devious court intrigue is beyond me.” 

“Don’t play that game with me!” Tyr Twofin shouted. He looked almost amused. “You couldn’t have been spending so much time with Amlian Italga without learning a few tricks!” 

“In truth,” Tejohn said, “I saw very little of the queen, and even less of the king. I was certainly not their confidant. My purpose in the palace was to train the prince in the shield and spear, and to--” 

“Ah-ha! You see?” Tyr Twofin’s expression was bright with victory. Nothing Tejohn had said penetrated his certitude. “You called him ‘the prince.’ If King Ellifer were truly dead, you would have called him ‘king.’ We are not as gullible out here in the rural lands as you people in the cities seem to think.” 

“It was just habit, my tyr,” Tejohn answered truthfully. 

“A dangerous habit,” Tyr Twofin said, still grinning. “Those who don’t show Italgas proper respect often find themselves floating out into deep water, if you know what I mean.” 

“I was merely the boy’s tutor.” 

Doctor Twofin bent low and spoke quietly into his brother’s ear. Tejohn could not hear what he said, but the tyr narrowed his eyes and became thoughtful.

“Despite myself, I’m almost ready to believe you.” 

“Did...” Tejohn knew the dangers of asking questions in his position. “May I ask a question?” 

“Yes,” the old tyr said. 

“Did your brother break his oath to me?” 

“Ah.” Tyr Twofin steepled his fingers. “I thought that would be it. He did break his oath, by my order. As his tyr, I ordered him to lay aside all other oaths laid upon him, for my sake. He is no longer a Peradaini scholar, and owes nothing to the royal family. The flying cart he delivered to me is too valuable to be turned over to another Italga; we could not spare the spears to guard him on the overland trip. This end of the Sweeps is thick with alligaunts, as you know. I assume this is why you came to assassinate him.” 

Tejohn shook his head. “If I had known we would be passing through Twofin lands, I would have gone by a different road. Whatever is between the scholar and me, my mission for Lar Italga comes first.” 

“Yes, this spell,” Twofin said. “My brother shared your story with me. To me, it sounds like you’re trying to put another Italga on the throne of skulls.” 

“Peradain is fallen, the city is burned, its spears killed or scattered. I think it’s time you turned your attention away from the nonexistent plots of dead kings and toward the enemy spreading across Kal-Maddum.” 

Tyr Twofin smirked. “Why should I take counsel from you, an imperial puppet?”

“You owe me a debt,” Tejohn said. “I rescued your brother from a Finstel prison.” 

“So you did,” Tyr Twofin responded, still smirking. “So you did.  Tell me, what boon can I grant you in payment of this debt?”

Free me so I can see my wife and children again. 

But no, Tejohn could not ask for that.
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Iskol was waiting for his answer. 

“Do not torture the beacon,” Tejohn said. The words were bitter in his mouth. He wanted these ropes off his arms. He wanted the freedom to stand in front of this jumped-up bully, not kneel. He wanted to put a piece of sharp steel into Doctor Twofin’s belly. But if he asked for any of that, he would get nothing. “When I rescued your brother from the Finstel cell, he dropped me in front of enemy spears. I was captured and tortured. If not for the temple, I would still be there. On my honor, I will tell you everything you want to know, but please don’t hurt that boy.” 

“Done.” Tyr Twofin waved at one of the spears standing guard by the door. The young man rushed forward and knelt. For a tyr’s guard, he looked too well fed. “See to it that the beacon is taken out of the stocks. Give him the airiest spot in the western part of the holdfast. I’ll want to bring our guests to visit him soon.”

The young man sprinted away. 

Tejohn fully expected to be put into those stocks himself. 

“Nin,” the old tyr said. “I treated you with suspicion when you did not deserve it. Am I an old fool for not trusting you?”

“Not at all,” the merchant said warily. “You are a wise tyr who protects his lands and his people. I would expect nothing less from a man of your caliber.”

“Whisperers,” Twofin said to the trio of women with the voluminous sleeves, “untie her, please, and see her out into the sun. But hurry back.” 

They did. When they returned, every eye in the room was on Tejohn. “Now,” Tyr Twofin said, “tell me everything.” 

Tejohn did, starting with the queen’s command that Tejohn make sure the prince was sober on the first day of the Festival. He described the opening of the portal and the attack of the grunts. He described the fight and Amlian’s fall. He told them how he fled with the prince toward the Scholars’ Tower. 

As he told his tale, an older man in patchwork linen moved closer. His expression was focused and intent as though he wanted to remember every tic on Tejohn’s face as he told the story. 

A bard. Wonderful. Soon, this story would be set to verse, but it would probably be Doctor Twofin rescuing the prince and the Indregai princess. 

It didn’t matter. Tejohn told them everything except that it was Lar Italga who had been bitten and who transformed into a grunt. In Tejohn’s version, he split off from the group when they went to Caarilit, determined to make his way through the mountains. He also left out any mention of the servants’ cabinet in Finstel lands. He’d sworn an oath to keep them secret; besides, Iskol was the sort of man who would believe a cabinet was a plot against him. If he was so quick to order a beacon tortured, Tejohn didn’t want to imagine what he’d do to servants. 

Strangely, the parts that Tejohn fabricated seemed to be the only part that Tyr Twofin was willing to accept at face value. He probed and questioned everything, from the spell Doctor Warpoole used at the top of the Scholars’ Tower to the names of the soldiers he met in Samsit and Caarilit. 

The tyr also asked Tejohn to tell about his departure from Fort Caarilit several times. How had the commander behaved? Who were the soldiers he’d sent to wait in ambush by the river. What did they look like? What coloring, how tall, any scars? 

It quickly became apparent that Twofin had conceived the idea that the other tyrs might send assassins for him, and he was almost fidgeting at the idea that one of these men might be inside his walls, or soon would be. 

Unfortunately, that was back in the days when Tejohn was so nearsighted as to be nearly blind. He had never seen the men’s faces; Arla, his scout, had described them in no great detail. In their places, he described two of the men he had executed after they’d been bitten by grunts; he remembered them in some detail and they were unlikely they turn up now. He apologized for not getting close enough to study the others. 

“Well!” Tyr Twofin exclaimed when he’d finally become convinced there was no further detail to be extracted from Tejohn’s story. “You have had quite an adventure.”

The tyr’s smile seemed genuine, but Tejohn didn’t trust it. “I have seen the empire in collapse, from the highest to the lowest.” 

“Good!” the old tyr shouted. “This empire had been a blight on Kal-Maddum. The taxes alone have left many of my people with empty bowls and dusty larders. I’m pleased to see the end of it.” 

Except for all the lives lost as it falls. “The Peradaini, for all their faults, were human. The Blessing will stop at nothing short of our annihilation.” 

“The Italgas will...” Tyr Twofin stopped mid-sentence. “Your story has the ring of truth. The Italgas have truly fallen?” 

“Peradain and the Scholars’ Tower were the heart of Italga power. They would never have destroyed them unless they’d gone mad, and whatever you might think of them, Ellifer and Amlian were not mad. If they’d wanted to unleash a curse to wipe out their enemies, they’d have done it in Simblin or Freewell lands.”

“If not the Italgas,” the old man asked, “who?” 

Tejohn took a deep breath. The most likely answer was no one. It was possible there was no one behind the grunts at all. Sometimes a bear wanders into your house. Sometimes a grass lion stalks through your fields. Bad things happen; not everything is a plot. 

But Tejohn had grown up around farmers, men who could gossip about the same things for days at a time. For some, every event had a plan behind it, and fruitless was the task of convincing them otherwise. 

“I have had a great deal of time to think about this,” Tejohn said carefully. “It seems to me that there are two good options. One is that the Evening People themselves turned upon the Peradaini, unleashing The Blessing on them the way we might shoot a flight of arrows. The other is that the Evening People themselves have been conquered by some enemy of theirs that we know nothing about, and their war has spilled over into Kal-Maddum.” 

“The Evening People turned on the Italgas!” The tyr slapped his knee and laughed aloud. Tejohn did the one thing he had tried not to do: he glanced at Doctor Twofin. The old scholar’s expression was utterly blank and his cheeks were streaked with tears. “Old Ellifer got himself whipped by his master! Hah!” 

“Everyone will have to endure this whipping if the tide of battle is not turned.” 

Twofin waved this away as a minor concern. He was smiling like a child delighted with a gift. “The Twofins can clear away this blight in mere days.” 

That was not what Tejohn had expected to hear. Was the man delusional or did Doctor Twofin—like Doctor Warpoole—possess a spell that Tejohn knew nothing about? Even the spell that Lar had tasked Tejohn to retrieve would have needed a long and bloody campaign to put into action. Did the Twofins have a better spell that could destroy the grunts? 

Tyr Twofin slid out of his chair and moved toward the merchants standing along the walls of the hall. Two soldiers stepped from their places to stand beside him. Out of habit, Tejohn made a quick assessment: young, shuffle-footed, and holding their spears too low on the shaft. Perhaps they were members of the tyr’s family, chosen more for loyalty than for skill. 

As for the merchants, they had endured Tejohn’s long interrogation with the practiced stoicism of house servants. They must have been unbearably bored by the way Tejohn had been forced to tell the same stories over and over, but they hid it well. 

Doctor Twofin kept to his position at the back of the tyr’s chair. 

The tyr moved down the line of merchants, bureaucrats, and “whisperers” like a groom at a wedding, shaking hands and taking a few moments for a brief discussion with each. 

When he had finished, the sun had dropped so low in the sky that it shone through the open balcony almost onto Tejohn himself. He was still kneeling on the wooden floor, and his legs had cramped painfully. The long struggle to hide the pain was becoming impossible. 

“My Tyr Treygar,” Twofin finally said, “have you eaten? What a terrible host I’ve been. Bring him a loaf of bread.” 

As though it had been planned ahead of time, a servant took three steps forward and set a platter of plain bread on the floor. Tejohn would have to bend down to eat it like a dog. 

Once, he would have stared straight ahead as though insults were beneath his notice, and Fire take the consequences. Now, he had more important things to worry about than his honor. Still, he was still hoping for allies among the Twofin retinue—if the tyr didn’t order him executed on the spot—and who would ally themselves with a dog? 

“Thank you for the bread,” Tejohn said in a clear voice. “Can I trouble you for a chair and table, too?” 

Tyr Twofin stepped in front of him and bent low. “You’ve spent the whole afternoon in that position, Tejohn Treygar. Aren’t you a bit uncomfortable?” 

The two guards at his shoulder licked their lips and glanced at each other. Did he make them nervous? “I’m not as young as I used to be, it’s true. I expect I will start feeling a twinge or two by nightfall.” 

The old man laughed, thank Monument, and gestured toward him. Strong hands took hold of Tejohn’s arms and lifted him upright. 

He couldn’t help but gasp from the pain. His legs felt like they were on fire, but he maintained his balance even while someone tugged at the ropes around his arms. 

To Tejohn’s surprise, a table and bench were lowered out of the rafters. He’d never heard of a household that lifted its furniture out of sight. Still, he was invited to sit and eat. He did. 

A servant brought him a bowl full of some kind of dried green leaf that tasted like seawater. Odd but not bad, especially since he hadn’t eaten a thing since Granny’s caravan broke their fast that morning. He was not surprised that no one joined him. Everyone in the room had been without food for almost as long as he had, but none had been offered a meal and none betrayed an interest in one. 

Servants threw open a side cabinet and began unloading great wooden bowls and long wooden pipes. Tejohn watched as a small bowl was set on a footstool in the middle of the hall while another as large as half a barrel was set on the floor nearby. A wooden pipe connected them, being gently tapped into place to prevent leaks. More bowls and pipes were brought and connected.

Once the worst of his hunger was satisfied, Tejohn stood and approached the apparatus. His legs, while still stiff, felt much better than they had; however, he made sure to move slowly and haltingly. Those guards still gave every sign of being nervous about him and he didn’t want to spook them. 

“One of my nephews demonstrated this,” Tyr Twofin said. He was obviously talking to Tejohn, although he didn’t deign to look directly at him. “You might have been raised on a farm rather than a court, but I’ll bet you’ve seen your share of ambitious plans in Italga palaces. Well, the Twofins might not have soaring towers of pink granite like our former rulers, but we have craft of our own.” 

An old woman in servant’s robes wheeled a cart into the room. On it was a barrel sloshing at the brim with water. Tyr Twofin snatched up a long-handled ladle and offered it to Tejohn. He took it. 

“Go ahead. Fill the top bowl.” 

Tejohn began to ladle water into the small bowl on the footstool. As it reached the level of the pipe, it began to flow into the half-barrel. The sound of the running water made him want to empty his bladder but he didn’t say so. Scoop. Pour. Scoop. Pour. Soon, the barrel was filling. 

Eventually, the water level of the barrel rose above the height of the footstool. At this point, the small bowl stopped emptying itself at each pour and instead began to fill at the same pace as the larger one. 

“The water levels are of a like,” Tejohn said. Tejohn began pouring water into the half-barrel but the effect was the same. One bowl was huge and one small, but water added to either filled both together, making the water levels match. 

“Now see this.” Tyr Twofin reached into the small bowl and pulled a cork out of a second pipe. The water in the small bowl immediately began to flow downward into a third bowl on the floor, which was no larger than a soup pot. What’s more, the water in the half-barrel also sank. “What say you now?”

“All the water higher than the second pipe flowed into the third bowl. The water wants to be equal. I’d bet if I added more water to this half-barrel, it would all drain out the other side.”

“Yes.” Twofin took the ladle from him and tossed it onto the cart. “Everything above the level of that second drain would flow out, and if the third container was quite small, there would be a flood. Now, imagine that this large container, what you called a half-barrel, were as large as the entire world.” 

Tejohn wasn’t sure where this was going, but the back of his neck was beginning to prickle. “The world is already like this, is it not, my tyr?”

“If you discount the tides and the churning waves, which are minor effects, the ocean reaches the same height everywhere on the shore of Kal-Maddum. It has found its own level. However, what would happen if another, deeper ocean were to be connected to it?”

Tejohn waved his hand toward the floor. “The flooding bowls.”

“Yes. Let me ask you another question: Where does the wind through the Sweeps come from?” 

Tejohn was startled by the sudden change of topic. “The wind in the Sweeps?” 

“We are still discussing the same subject, trust me, Tyr Treygar.” Tejohn had let his expression betray his thoughts, but the old man seemed pleased by it. “The Sweeps’ wind. So constant. So unchanging. Where does it come from? And why does it smell so sour?”

Tejohn was at a loss. “The same place any wind comes from, I would guess, my tyr, but it must first pass through the narrow gap near Tempest Pass, and the valley of the Sweeps form a natural funnel...” 

Tejohn let his voice trail off. The old man was smiling and shaking his head. “Your precious Italgas were not the only clan who could keep a secret! I tell you this: there are more portals in this world than just the one that opens every generation at your Peradaini Festival!” 

Tejohn took an involuntary step backward. Tyr Twofin laughed at him. “You don’t believe me? My own people have climbed the western mountains and seen it for themselves. There is a bright yellow disk in the sky, and from it pours sour air like beer from a broken cask. The Sweeps wind.”

“That’s an astonishing claim,” Tejohn said, trying to keep his voice neutral. 

The old tyr seemed amused. “To a lowlander, maybe. To those of use who rule in the upper wilds—the true descendants of the ancient sorcerer-kings—it is a lesson for babes to learn at their mother’s knee. Come. I must show you something else while the sun is at just the right mark.” 

Tyr Twofin led him onto the balcony. The wood creaked beneath their weight, but neither the old man nor his two nervous guards paid any mind to that. 

They stood at the top of a great black cliff, with nothing below them but air and, some distance below, a mountain lake. Tejohn thought he would have to stack four Scholars’ Towers one atop the other to reach from the green waters below to the level of the balcony. The lake itself was long and narrow, the way many bodies of water that filled the spaces between the peaks could be.

The sun was low; dusk would have already fallen if not for the notch in the peaks to the west that let slantward light shine directly onto them. The sky above was a dark twilight blue, and storm clouds blew through the southern part of the sky. 

Tejohn had to admit that it was beautiful. If he had been tyr of this holdfast, he would spend his days out here under the sky. 

“Now,” Tyr Twofin said. “You can learn how we got our name.”  He waved a green pennant over the edge of the balcony--Tejohn could have tipped him over the edge in an instant if he’d been willing to take the fall with him. Someone far below struck a deep, hollow drum. 

Gow-ummm. Gow-ummm. Gow-ummm. 

The greenish water suddenly parted as something white broke the surface. It was long and narrow--a hump. It was the hump of a gigantic serpent moving across the top of the water. Its fins were pale white. A second hump appeared. Tejohn could make out a massive shape below the surface. Goose bumps ran down his back. It was as big as the eels that hunted the shores near Rivershelf, but this was a completely different beast altogether. 

As the double humps moved through the water, Tyr Twofin spoke, his tone almost triumphant. “Tell me, do you think a beast so large could survive in such a small body of water?” 

Tejohn had to admit that it didn’t seem likely. The serpent seemed almost as long as the lake itself. “That would depend on what you feed it, my tyr.”

“Pshaw,” the old man said. “We’re a poor folk in the upper wilds. We can’t afford to keep pets.” 

A flash of red caught Tejohn’s eye. He glanced along the cliff face to the north. 

Some distance away and below them, dangling above the water by a rope, was a dreadfully still human figure in a red robe.

Tyr Twofin followed his gaze. “You asked me not to torture him, so I will not. Still, he’s a Finstel priest with secret knowledge of scholarly matters. A spy. He has received the treatment all spies receive.”

Javien. Tejohn stared down at the figure. He seemed so small at this distance. Of course, if Tejohn had never been cured of his nearsightedness, he wouldn’t even have noticed him there. No one but his jailers would have known what happened to him. 

Song knew, but for once, it didn’t seem like enough. When Tejohn had seen small children infected with The Blessing, Javien had stepped forward to do what had to be done. Great Way, why did this have to be his reward? 

“But never mind that,” the old tyr said, and for a moment Tejohn was nearly overwhelmed with the urge to grab hold of the man and leap. Whether they hit the water or the rocks, it would at least be quick. “Do you see?” 

Tejohn glanced at the two guards and suffered a moment of doubt. Both seemed poised to act, and his legs were still painful and weak. Could he act quickly enough?

“Do you see?”

Tejohn stepped to the rail and gazed down at the spot Tyr Twofin pointed toward. It was directly below them on the nearest part of the cliff wall but beneath the water.  

A beam from the setting sun found a gap in the western range, and a shaft of light shone through the greenish waters. “There!” Tyr Twofin called, pointing vigorously. 

Below them Tejohn could see something yellow and liquid within the lake water, lit by the brief shaft of light. It almost seemed to glow. 

There was a portal down in the water below, and he was looking at it almost edge-on. 

The serpent suddenly leaped from the water, stretching up the side of the cliff. Its head looked nothing like the spade-shaped skulls of the eels in the oceans. This beast had a long, narrow snout almost like the beak of a bird, and its mouth was ringed with stubby tentacles. 

It caught hold of Javien’s corpse and tore it from the gibbet where he hung. At the same time it sank back with its prize, a second serpent appeared. This one was too late to snatch a meal, so it sank silently beneath the waves. 

No, there was no chance those creatures lived in that lake. Tyr Twofin would have to empty the countryside of accused spies and assassins to feed them. The beasts were coming from someplace else.

“You see, Tyr Treygar, the portal in Peradain is a trifling thing. It flickers in and out once a generation. Out of all the portals in this world, it is the least powerful. There are others that change constantly, or that never flicker or change at all. Why do you think there are saltwater streams in these mountains?” 

“It never occurred to me to question it, my tyr.” 

“Hmf. If only the serpents below could give Gifts instead of simply a family name. Still, you see what this means, don’t you?” 

Tejohn had a vague idea of what Twofin was leading him toward, but he did not believe it. “I’m not sure I do.” I’m not sure I want to.

“Where do you think the Evening People come from when they step through that portal?” the old man said, his smile almost a leer. “Some island off Indrega? Some mountain refuge beyond the Northern Barrier? Some other continent on the far side of the sea, where the people of Kal-Maddum can not go? Of course not! If they were out there somewhere, they would have come here. Never mind the dangers out on the seas! They have made carts that can travel high above the waves, high above the peaks! Do you doubt that they could have landed on these shores decades ago and begun to conquer?” 

“If they had a will to conquer, my tyr, they might have.” 

Tyr Twofin waved that objection off. “All things conquer. All things grow and devour and take, when they can. Your Italga masters prove that. No, my tyr, the Evening People do not visit us between Festivals, because they do not live in the mountains or across the seas. They live in another realm entirely. Different oceans. Different lands. Even, I suspect, different skies.” 

The man is mad. But Tejohn didn’t really believe that. Yes, this was the man who had accused Amlian Italga of running a covert war on her own empire, but everything he said about portals and flying carts and sea water flowing out of the mountains made a sick kind of sense. 

Tejohn moved to the rail and stared down into the lake below. He’d visited the waterfront lands with the prince. He’d heard the great beasts of the sea that made deep water so forbidding, and he’d seen the numerous statues and paintings the Waterlands peoples made of the dangers they faced: monstrous eels, sea giants, formless blobs with clutching tentacles... None had looked like the needle-faced serpents with the ice-white scales that swam in the Twofins’ mountain lake. 

Were those beasts of the sea native to the waters of Kal-Maddum, or had they come here through other portals humans would never see because they were sunk below the depths? Perhaps there were several portals strewn around the edge of the continent. Perhaps the beasts were fighting for control of their territory just as the humans and the grunts were. 

What’s more, perhaps there was a portal somewhere hidden in the northwest where the ruhgrit had come from, and the gigantic spiders that Cimfulin Italga had vanquished and were never seen again. And the dragons of ancient times. 

Perhaps even humans themselves had-- 

“No,” Tejohn said aloud. He wasn’t an invader here. He couldn’t be. These lands belonged to his people. He had every right to fight for them. 

“You can try to deny it if you like,” Tyr Twofin said, misreading Tejohn’s response, “but it’s true: our realm is connected to other realms. And this lake below us, filled with salted water, is like the little bowl on the footstool in my hall.” 

“What? What do you mean?” 

“Hah!” The old man’s sneer had turned nasty. “You think Ellifer Italga had power? You haven’t begun to see power. The lake below us rests hundreds of feet above the height of our shoreline, and I believe it is connected to an entire ocean in a distant realm. Thanks to the mining scholars my brother has provided me, I will flood the lowlands entirely, from the Sweeps to the Bay of Stones, from the tip of the Durdric mountains to the hills of Indrega. Every enemy of the Twofin clan, grunt and human, will be washed away until nothing but the upper wilds remains.”
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There must have been something in Cazia’s expression that stopped the princess short, because she immediately apologized. 

“I should not have taunted you about your gods not being real,” Ivy said. “It is not your fault, I know. It is just that whenever we bring the subject up, you always roll your eyes like Kelvijinian was just a fairy tale.” 

Cazia wasn’t all that concerned about an apology. She glanced back at the mountainside, which was so steep, it was almost a cliff. Those black stones formed a face, one so colossal she hadn’t recognized it at first.

But there it was, looking as if it had been carved from the mountainside. It was lying on its side, its sleepy, half-closed eyes blinking slowly as though it desperately needed a nap. Beside that was the bulbous nose, then the tall, narrow crevice that formed its mouth. Its stony lips moved slightly as it spoke to Ivy’s cousin, Belterzhimi, as he knelt before it. 

This was Kelvijinian. This was the god of the Indregai people and of other heretics as well, a thing Cazia had been taught was little more than a fairy tale or a demon. Cazia tried to find a scale that would do justice to its true size; it was bigger than any manmade thing she had ever seen. If the Scholars’ Tower had been laid on its side, it would be smaller than this. If Belterzhimi had been sucked into the huge crevice that served as its mouth, he would have been like a grain of rice.

Cazia’s knees felt weak and goose bumps ran the length of her body. She had communed with her own gods in the temple, but they’d never inspired pure animal terror. “That’s the face of your god?” 

“It is.”

“Where’s its body?” 

“We are standing on him. All the dry land in the world is the body. That is why we venerate him and show our gratitude for the bounty he brings. That is also how he delivers messages for us, when it pleases him.” 

“Have you...” Kinz paused as though she didn’t want to finish that question, but she did anyway. “Have you ever seen him make to stand up?”

Cazia reeled at the idea of a gigantic stone man looming over them, but Ivy only laughed. “He is standing up. Every mountain is the body, standing up.” 

The memory of the three of them tunneling up the side of the Southern Barrier came back to Cazia quite suddenly. “Does it...he, I mean. Does he mind digging and, you know...?” 

Ivy shrugged. “The Durdric think he does. That is why they kill anyone they find carrying metal. When our kings asked about it, Kelvijinian said he could not feel mining or tilling and was pleased to share the bounty. He has not opened the ground beneath us and swallowed us whole, no? Clearly, the Durdric religious ban on mining or using metal is something they made up. Wait, you are thinking about the tunnel?” 

“Shh! Yes, obviously.” 

“I never asked about, you know, spells.” This last word was not said aloud, only mouthed. Still, even that was too much for Cazia’s comfort. 

She looked over at the face again. Every time she glanced away and glanced back again, she was surprised anew by the size of the thing. “Will I be allowed to speak with him?” 

Ivy shrugged again. “That is for my cousin to decide.” For a moment, she looked uncomfortable. “Er, for appearances, you might have to wait a bit. The faithful will certainly go before you.”

Later, Goherzma went through the camp to ask everyone, high and low, whether they wanted an audience with Kelvijinian. He did not approach Cazia and Kinz--in fact, he did not even look in their direction as he walked from place to place. 

Belterzhimi stayed in the temple until well past sundown. Ivy explained that while she had been in her father’s presence when Kelvijinian had announced the last alarm, she had never seen one as it was created. She was as curious about it as the others. 

“How does your god make the alarm?” Kinz asked. 

“The face emerges from the rock and soil much the way a swimmer emerges from the waters of a lake.” 

Creepy. But of course, Cazia didn’t say that aloud.

They laid out woolen blankets on the wet meadow grass and ate a stew made from dried boq and summer berries collected from the nearby bushes. The clouds blew away late in the afternoon, and the sun came out. Cazia found herself staring at Kelvijinian, at the way the sunlight shimmered on the wet stone, and wished she could do so from even farther away. 

The Indregai serpents kept a greater distance than usual from the humans, arranging themselves at the easternmost part of the clearing in a line, almost like pickets. 

“They do that,” Ivy offered. “The serpents do not worship Kelvijinian--at least, not in any way we understand--but they do keep to the east, guarding the road to the temple. I think it is an honorable thing.” 

Cazia laid out her bedroll that night with an uneasy feeling. Kelvijinian could open the ground beneath her, couldn’t he? He could swallow her up while she slept; she might die without waking. Of course, she was sleeping in a camp full of Indregai soldiers who were openly hostile to anyone from Peradain, including one who was friends with an Ergoll princess. That she hadn’t been murdered in her sleep already was practically a miracle.

Kelvijinian. Today, she had seen the face of Kelvijinian. Grateful am I to be permitted to travel The Way. 

In the morning, the huge head was still there. An eerie sense of the deep strangeness of the universe ran along Cazia’s skin like goose prickles, and then, as the morning passed, the whole thing began to lose its mystery. All through the second day, people streamed away from the camp and knelt in the temple to implore the god for one favor or another. As an Ergoll princess, Ivy was first, naturally, having gone to her audience and returned before the other two girls woke. 

“I sent a message to my parents, of course, and asked for a good harvest and aid against our enemies. The usual things.” 

Cazia wondered once again if the ground would open beneath her. “Does he aid you against your enemies?”

“Father says yes but Mother and Uncle say not really. He does not drop landslides on top of Peradaini troops, if that is what you are wondering. I am not sure what he does, and I am not sure anyone would be glad to tell me the answer.” 

They spent their whole morning doing nothing but chores and resting their feet. Ivy and Kinz helped Cazia clean her clothes--apparently, she was not keeping them white enough, and the soldiers were whispering. Scrubbing them with water taken from streams wasn’t enough to satisfy Indregai aesthetics; Ivy gave her a leather pouch with a yellowish powder inside that, when wet, cleaned her robes astonishingly well. Cazia wished she’d known about this when she’d lived in the palace. 

Then she got a change of bandage, an approving clap on the shoulder from the doctor treating her, and words of encouragement from the other girls. 

Late in the morning, Belterzhimi came to visit them. He was, as before, tale, pale, and impeccably dressed. He’d put on the formal white robe that showed he was a warden. With a flourish, he made a show of thanking Cazia for returning Ivy safely to her people. Cazia was surprised; why he was thanking her now, after so many days of travel together? Then he produced a tiny green jewel from a pocket in his sleeve and offered it as a token of his gratitude. 

Cazia’s whole body flushed, but Ivy moved slightly behind her cousin’s shoulder where he could not see her but Cazia could. The princess scowled. 

That was pretty clear; Ivy did not want her to accept the gift. Cazia blinked and looked down at the ground so Belterzhimi would not realize that the princess disapproved. Her thoughts swirled with all the possible reasons Ivy might not want her to accept, some mortifying, some terrifying. What to do? 

The answer turned out to be easy: trust her little sister. She refused the little jewel as graciously as she could manage three times, after which Belterzhimi seemed to feel compelled to give up. He bowed his head with formality, then stalked away, clearly annoyed. 

He was barely out of earshot when Kinz rushed forward. “What was happening?”

Ivy pressed her lips together, unwilling to talk until her cousin had gone much farther. Cazia didn’t care. “I don’t understand. If he wanted to give me a gift to thank me, why did he wait so long? And why not Kinz, too?” 

“He has something you want,” Ivy whispered, as she brushed the dirt off a smooth stone so she could sit on it. “Worse, he owes you because you helped me. If you had accepted the jewel—and it was so beautiful, I would bet it was one of the named jewels in the family line—the debt would have been discharged and he could have demanded something in return for permission to visit the temple.” Ivy pressed her fingers against her lips. “I can not imagine what he would want from you, though.” 

“Information on the flying carts,” Cazia said, the realization coming to her at the same time the words came out of her mouth. “Peradaini refugees from East Ford would have crossed the Straim, right? They probably brought a flying cart across with them. You and I might be the only people he’s met who have admitted to riding on one.” 

“Belterzhimi would want every whisper, every rumor he could get, so he could identify the driver.” 

Kinz shrugged. “I do not blame him. If he could make to spy safely on The Blessing, he could better protect his side of the river.” 

Cazia and Ivy looked at each other. “Did we tell him about the way the grunts destroyed those carts above Peradain?” Ivy asked. “I am not sure if we did. You should tell him, Cazia; he is my family, so I am expected to forgive very large obligations.” 

Far across the clearing, Cazia could see the serpents still clustered at the eastern edge of the clearing. They hadn’t lingered that way at any of the previous campsites. “If I’d accepted that jewel, I could have made a translation stone for you, like you asked. Um, one moment.” She walked across the meadow, feeling the wind against her back. Soldiers watched her with blank, unfriendly expressions and she was careful to make a circuitous route that avoided the narrow stone column and roof without walls that comprised Kelvijinian’s temple. She knew she wasn’t supposed to approach it and didn’t want to give the archers an excuse to take a shot at her. 

A dozen serpents lingered at the far edge of the meadow, but only two  appeared to be coiled and resting. The others held their heads high as if on guard. Great Way, they were beautiful creatures: long and muscular, their scales shimmering in the sun light like a rainbow.  As she came closer, she noticed a narrow path behind them, very near the base of the mountain. The serpents appeared to be blocking it. 

Cazia told herself that Ivy knew better than she did. That the serpents, no matter how they swayed back and forth, no matter how many of them lifted their heads as she approached, no matter how closely they watched her, were allies to the humans of Indrega. 

Not that she looked like an Indregai girl; her face was too broad and her skin too dark, but she had the clothes. That ought to be enough to protect her from them, shouldn’t it? 

As she came within twenty paces, even the serpents who had been coiled and resting raised themselves up. All stared at her steadily, their heads swaying back and forth. Were they hissing louder as she approached? Maybe it was just that she was getting close enough to hear them. 

Ivy had assured her the serpents were safe. Friendly, even. Her people who lived with them every day. Cazia told herself that the serpents seemed hostile because they were so different, like Mother and the other giant eagles. She was sure that, if she understood their body language, she would know that they were probably only rising up to greet her. 

Then the nearest serpent bared its fangs and hissed at her. 

Cazia gasped and staggered back, almost colliding with someone behind her. 

“They know who and what you are.” A blond archer stood much too close. Cazia didn’t recognize her, but there were so many of these pale-narrow-skulled women with murderous expressions that it was hard to tell them apart. Her Peradaini was surprisingly good, though.

The archer leaned in close. “They know how many of us your people have killed. If I shoved you at them, daughter of butchers, they would probably drag you into the weeds and eat you alive. Have you ever seen someone try to scream when the lungs have been punctured by a serpent’s fangs? Can you imagine one of them wrapping the huge jaws over your face before they gulp you--”

“Enough!” Ivy’s thin voice startled the archer into silence. Although she barely came up to the archer’s breastbone, she wagged her finger in the soldier’s face and scolded her like a child. In Ergoll, though. Cazia couldn’t help but feel cheated that she couldn’t understand them. 

“Come with me, please, Cazia,” Ivy said, switching back to Peradaini. “The serpents are territorial, and part of our understanding with them is that we will keep the lands inviolate.” 

“So this is the edge of their territory?” Cazia asked.

“It is. The temple is as far to the east as we dare go. Not that it matters. The land in the northeast is stony and uneven, terrible for farming or raising okshim. Come. My cousin wants to speak with you. Remember to be nice; guests are not supposed to be funny.”

“I’m always nice,” Cazia snapped. She looked back at the serpents. They hissed quietly while they stared. 

Belterzhimi did indeed want to speak with her but only to invite the three of them to his campfire for their dinner meal. The sun was low in the west by the time they joined him, and while they ate, they traded polite stories about their childhood. Belterzhimi did not press her to tell him secrets and did not seem to care if her stories were of the endless prank war she’d waged against the palace tutors and servants. 

Only when the meal was finished did he seem ready to talk business. The smile he’d worn during their meal--which had never really seemed to suit him--vanished. He began to ask sharp questions about Cazia’s desire to enter the temple. Who did she want to send a message to? Where would this message be going? What was the content? 

The princess tried to intercede, but Cazia laid a hand on her shoulder to let her know it was all right. Cazia explained that soldiers she knew had ventured into the west to find a spell that would help them against The Blessing. She wanted to know if they had gotten it and how the war was going. 

Belterzhimi said that she could ask to speak to someone at a specific place, but that gods were fickle and if he declined, she was not to pursue the matter. One request, one answer, and she must accept it or suffer the consequences.

“I understand.”

“Good,” the warden said. “You may speak to him now, if it pleases you.”

“Thank you.” 

She stood and started across the meadow toward the Temple. Ivy got to her feet as if to follow her, but Cazia held up her hand. There was no need for a babysitter this time. 

Fire and Fury, that massive face! The blocky nose, the half-lidded eyes, the gaping mouth that looked like a black cave. If she climbed into that darkness, would gigantic teeth clamp down on her? 

She glanced at the Indregai soldiers around her. If anything, their expressions were more closed, more hostile than they had ever been. She forced herself to look back at Kelvijinian and was struck again by the idea that it was everywhere around her. She’d grown accustomed to it as the long day went on, but now that she approached, she was chilled once again by its size and power. 

She was walking on its body. She slept on it, ate food grown from it, built fires on it, dug holes in it to empty her bowels. Everywhere. All around her. 

Goose bumps ran the length of her body and she began to feel claustrophobic. Her gods were everywhere at once, obviously, but they had always been an abstraction. The god of the Ergoll was right there and she was about to talk to it.

She came to a bare patch of grass with an open hole in front of it. It looked very like a rodent tunnel; Cazia dropped to her knees before it. 

Was there a special greeting she was supposed to use? No, there couldn’t be. Ivy would have told her. “Greetings, Kelvijinian, god of the earth.”

The echoing voice that answered did not come from the head itself, but from a hole in the ground below. “Welcome. Living. Human. Child. Did. You. Come. To. Ask. Something. Of. Me?” 

The words wafted out of the tunnel on puffs of air. Kelvijinian’s breath. It smelled of freshly turned soil and earthworms. Cazia peered down into the darkness to see if there were lips or a tongue down there, but whatever made those sounds was too deep to see. 

Cazia’s head was buzzing and her hands began to tremble. She was talking with all of Kal-Maddum, and it sounded surprisingly gentle. She had always thought the gods cared little for humankind, with the sole exception of Fury, but Kelvijinian’s voice was full of kindness. Did she have a question? Before she could put any thought into it, she blurted, “Where did you come from?” 

Immediately, she knew she’d made a mistake. She was not supposed to be indulging her curiosity. She needed him to contact someone at Tempest Pass. 

“Well!” the voice answered, echoing hollow through the earthen tunnel. “No. One. Has. Asked. Me. A. Question. Like. That. In. Many. Years! Thank. You. The. Truth. Is. That. I. Came. Here. Fleeing. A. War.”

Whatever she had been expecting him to say, it wasn’t that. “A war?” 

“Yes. Long. Long. Ago. I. Lived. Among. My. Own. Kind. Earth. Water. Fire. Air. Many. Others. As. Well. We. Were. Not. A. Peaceful. People. But. We. Had. Balance. Then. The. Enemy. Came.”

Cazia glanced at the huge head. Its eyes seemed wider than before. It didn’t look like it was half-dreaming anymore. “Were they gods, too?”

“Gods?” the voice asked. It paused even longer than usual, as though thinking very hard about what it should say next. “No. Invaders. Creatures. Of. Shallow. Waters. And. Muddy. Ground. They. Had. Potent. Magic. It. Was. A. Transformation. War. We. Had. No. Experience. With. Power. Like. That. No. Defenses. We. Were. Hunted. I. Escaped. Alone. Through. A. Hole. In. The. World. Arriving. Here.”  

Cazia needed a moment to truly understand what he meant. Great Way, Kelvijinian was just another invader. Like The Blessing, like the Tilkilit, he had come to Kal-Maddum through a portal. What’s more, he had, in his way, conquered. “This was long ago?” 

“Long. Before. Your. Kind. Arrived,” he answered. Cazia felt a sudden chill. No, we aren’t invaders. This is our land. Human beings belong here. “Old. Now,” the god continued. “I. Was. Here. When. The. Sweeps. Were. Burned. Into. Existence. I. Was. Here. When. Gol-Maddum. Broke. Away. I. Should. Have. Died. Years. Ago. But. I. Am. All. Alone. There. Is. No. One. To. Shatter. Me. So. I. Grow. Larger. And. Deeper. Every. Year. Until. The. Day. I. Sleep. And. Never. Awaken.”

This was no god. Or if it was, then a “god” was much more like a living person than she had expected. “Is it painful? Is there something I can do to help you?” 

“Ages. Ago. I. Would. Not. Have. Known. What. Pain. Is. I. Have. Learned. It. From. You. There. Is. Nothing. But. Weariness. Thank. You. For. Your. Kindness.”

“You’re welcome. What about the portal that brought you here? Can’t it send you back home?”

“Once. Perhaps. It. Has. Sunk. Below. The. Water. Now. And. I. Do. Not. Know. What. Happened. To. My. World. Perhaps. It. Is. A. Dead. Thing.” 

“I’m sorry,” Cazia said. There was a genuine pang of pain and regret in her heart. “War destroyed my home, too.” There was more to say, but it all seemed to big to fit into words. The sun was setting, bathing the rocks in a beautiful golden glow, but the wind was growing more wet and more chilly, too. “Your story frightens me.” 

“I. Have. Met. Many. Who. Were. Frightened. Of. Me. But. None. Who. Feared. My. Story. Why?”

Cazia wasn’t even sure herself, but the words came out anyway. “Because the war you suffered is older than the mountains around us, but the damage it did lingers in you. It seems the harm we do to each other outlives us all. Worse, I think some of the people I love have been the cause of this pain.” 

Kelvijinian was quiet for a time. The golden sunset light began to fade and the land grew dark. Gol-Maddum, he had said. The idea that there was another land mass out beyond the waves wasn’t a new one, but that this creature--this god--had seen it was astonishing. 

And what had he called this own war? A “transformation” war? Great Way, but wasn’t that exactly what Peradain was going through? 

“Ask. Of. Me. A. Boon,” Kelvijinian finally said. “You. Have. Asked. For. Nothing. You. Have. Only. Listened. Ask. Of. Me. A. Boon.”

“Thank you.” Cazia lowered her face to the ground. “Friends of mine have travelled far to a place called Tempest Pass.” She thought back to the maps she’d studied in the Scholars’ Tower when everyone thought the doors were tightly locked. “It’s in the hills at the most northern and western part of the Sweeps. I’m hoping to talk to a man named Tejohn Treygar there, or at least hear news of him.” 

“I. Cannot.”

Cazia almost protested, but she bit her lip. Belterzhimi had been entirely explicit: no bargaining and no nagging. “I’m sorry.” 

“It. Is. I. Who. Am. Sorry,” Kelvijinian said. “My. Awareness. Reaches. To. Every. Part. Of. The. Southern. Shore. And. Beneath. The. Ice. Of. The. Snowy. Caps. I. Can. Tell. You. The. Shape. And. Weight. Of. Every. Object. At. The. Muddy. Bottom. Of. The. Straim. But. I. Cannot. Stretch. Myself. Into. The. Far. Western. End. Of. The. Sweeps. There. Is. Poison. For. Me. There.” 

Cazia gasped at the word “poison.” What could Ghoron Italga be doing in his secluded tower that would be toxic to a being like Kelvijinian? “It was silly of me to ask.” 

“Ask. A. Different. Boon.” 

Well, if you insist. “I need a piece of crystal. Not a precious gem; it doesn’t have to be valuable. I just need a small crystalline stone to make a gift for someone I love.” 

“This. Request. Is. More. Common. And. Easily. Granted.” Three pieces of clear quartz pushed through the ground like a flower stalk. “Will. These. Do?”

Cazia laid one on her damaged hand and ran her good hand across it. It was bigger than most of the crystals she’d worked with in the Scholars’ Tower, nearly as long as her little finger, and as she ran through the first few mental exercises to cast a translation spell, she could sense that the size would make the spell easier. “Oh, yes, thank you!”

“I. Will. Search. For. ‘Treygar.’ To. Deliver. A. Message. If. You. Wish.”

“Thank you, Kelvijinian. Tell him ‘Cazia is coming with help,’ please. You have really been terrifically kind to me.”

“Until. You. Asked. I. Had. Forgotten. The. Long. Ago. War. I. Have. Seen. Fighting. In. The. West. But. Did. Not. Remember. How. Much. It. Is. Like. The. War. That. Drove. Me. From. My. Home. Also. You. Asked. Me. Of. My. Life. That. Is. A. Rare. Thing. Thank. You. Now. I. Must. Rest.”

Cazia stood and slipped the crystals into a skirt pocket. “Thank you again.” She bowed and started toward the campfire she had shared with Ivy and Kinz. 

Belterzhimi had been watching her, apparently, and walked to intercept her. “Please join me and Ivy,” Cazia said before he could speak. “I’d like to discuss something important before we head to Goldgrass Hill. I assume that’s where we’re going next.” 

“You are correct,” Belterzhimi said. “You spoke with him for quite a long time.”

“Surprised by that, are you?  That’s why you made me wait until the end of the day, when you knew he would be tired--maybe too tired to speak to me.” 

“Kelvijinian does not grow tired,” Belterzhimi corrected. His dour, handsome face looked disapproving, and Cazia thought that some woman somewhere would be happy to claim him as her own, but it could never be her, even if he were not so terribly old. There was too much distance between them. “How could he rule the land otherwise? It is just this avatar.” 

Apparently, it wasn’t just the Durdric who invented their own rules about their god. Good thing Cazia’s people did not do that. “Fine. The avatar would be too tired to talk to me. I risk my life to bring your cousin here when I ought to be heading west, but I’m still being offered contempt and thin gruel.”  

Belterzhimi stopped walking suddenly, and Cazia was so surprised that she stopped, too. He bowed stiffly. “I have behaved like a rat in the pantry, taking without giving back. I apologize.”

Great Way, he sounded almost kind again. It really was too bad. “Accepted. Let’s hurry.” 

They continued across the broad, empty meadow, walking down the slope toward Ivy and Kinz’s little fire. Cazia wished the warden would talk again, because talking would be easier than thinking. 

The god of the Indregai--one of them, at least--was real, and he wasn’t a demon. Cazia was beginning to understand that the world was more complicated than she’d thought. What’s more, Kelvijinian had come to this world the way so many other creatures had: through a portal. 

What did that mean for her own gods? Fury, Song, Monument, Great Way...were they embodied concepts manifested out of the universe and given form and thought, as she’d been taught? Or were they refugees from some other place? 

Cazia was spared any further exploration of that line of thought when she arrived at the campfire. “How did it go?” Kinz asked. “Did you make to send your message?” 

Cazia shook her head. “No, but that’s not important.” Ivy handed her a piece of flatbread soaked with wine. The sour smell wasn’t as offensive as the first time she’d tried it. Monument sustain her, she was learning to like it. All four of them crouched beside the fire and she turned her attention to Belterzhimi. “What’s important is that as much as you don’t want to split your forces, you’re going to have to. Kinz and I will take the princess to her parents. You need to leave your troops here.”

“It is a violation,” Belterzhimi said, shaking his head. “The treaty would be forfeit if any one people’s troops occupied the temple.”

“Well, you’re going to have to do something, because the most important thing you can do is protect Kelvijinian...I mean, protect his avatar. If he receives The Blessing, we will all be lost.”
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“You can’t do that!” Tejohn said. “There are children down there. Babes in arms!” 

“And soldiers!” Tyr Twofin cried. “And priests studying magic in secret, and scheming tyrs, and the witch-queen of Peradain, Amlian Italga! There is no other way for me to be safe!” The old man took a deep breath and tried to control himself. “And, of course, no other way to ensure the safety of my people. When the time comes, my brother assures me that we can plug the hole in Twofin Lake. The waters will never return to their normal levels, but if there are more portals beneath the waves--and of course there are, there must be--the flood waters will drain out into other realms. Only then will it be safe for my people to claim the lowland farms that had rightfully been ours before the Bendertuks came.” 

“Farms flooded with salt water? And what if the grunts have already reached the mountains? What if you murder all those people only to find that your enemy has survived. No, my tyr, please do not do this. There is no honor in this. It is genocide.” 

“Psh. There are no grunts in the upper wilds, not when there are so many lowlanders to feed on. Besides, the beasts have neither boots nor hooves; how would they move among the rocks?” The old tyr shook his bald head and frowned. His certitude was unshakeable. “No. This is the only way. That’s why I have already sent mining scholars out into the peaks. Even now, they tunnel toward the bottom of the lake.”

Tejohn stared at him in astonishment. So, this was not a plan for the future? It was already happening? Tejohn half expected to hear the sudden rush of a newborn waterfall right at that moment.

“No tyr has the kind of power at their command as I do,” Twofin said haughtily. “And as for those babes in arms you’re so worried about, they aren’t my--” 

He never finished that sentence. Tejohn spun suddenly, snatching a spear from the nearest guard. 

Tyr Twofin, to his credit, reacted swiftly, starting immediately toward the great hall. Unfortunately for him, that only made Tejohn’s attack stronger.

Tejohn swung the spear like a bludgeon, bringing the butt end down on top of the old man’s head. If the tyr had still been close, he might have survived it. Instead, he was struck by the very end of the shaft, where the blow was most powerful. 

The wood shattered with a noise that made everyone in the hall cry out. Without pausing, Tejohn spun back toward the two guards and, holding the spear blade by the broken haft, plunged the tip into the throat of the guard he had not disarmed. 

He was no more than a boy, and he died with a look of surprise on his face. He hadn’t even finished drawing his sword.

The guard Tejohn had disarmed stood frozen in shock. Who had trained this boy? Tejohn lifted a leg and kicked him square on the fake muscles of his cuirass, knocking him through the crumbling railing and over the edge of the balcony. 

Tejohn immediately dropped the broken weapon and snatched up the fallen spear. 

“WHO DARES!” he shouted. The rage in his voice surprised even him. It had come upon him before he had a chance to recognize it, but it was undeniable. “Who dares cross weapons with Tejohn Treygar?” 

He suddenly noticed the tremble in his hands and the pain in his legs. He was not ready for a pitched battle, not with eight soldiers standing opposite him. Fire and Fury, he didn’t even have a shield, nor did he have time to take one from the dead boy behind him. 

No matter how strong his anger, he wasn’t ready for this.

But no one charged him. No one called the soldiers to attention or to form a line. They glanced at him, then looked down at the dead tyr. No one stepped forward to take command. No one moved against him. 

Tejohn turned toward a sudden movement and saw Doctor Twofin pushing open a secret panel in the wall. It was too far to run, so Great Way help him, Tejohn drew back the spear as if it was a javelin and threw it. 

The point tore through the old wizard’s robes, and there was a cry of pain as the doctor slipped out of sight. The spear point wedged into the wood, preventing the panel from shutting all the way. 

Tejohn drew a sword from the fallen man and charged after him. Fire and Fury, his aching legs made him hobble, but he pushed onward. 

The panel would not budge when he threw his weight against it. Fire take the man, he’d cast a stone block behind it. 

Tejohn spun toward the room. The bureaucrat who had greeted Granny Nin stepped forward. One of the merchants, a well-fed older man with thinning gray hair and a mild way of not looking directly at anyone, came with him. 

“Welcome, my tyr,” the merchant said. “My name is Amis Redegg. If there is any way I can bring you comfort in your great hall, please let me know.” 

There was some muttering in the back of the hall. The door opened. 

“No one leaves!” Tejohn shouted. He stalked the length of the hall, sword in hand. The three merchants with their hands in the latch paused uncertainly, then stepped back inside, letting the door swing shut. 

Someone shouted to Tejohn’s right, a cry meant to muster courage. One of the Twofin guards charged at him, short spear held low. 

Tejohn sidestepped the attack easily, caught the shaft, and threw his shoulder into the man. Instinct almost made him plunge his sword deep into the man’s belly, but he held back. When the man flopped onto his belly, Tejohn laid a heavy foot on his back and placed the point of his sword between his shoulder blades. 

“Loyal, were you?” Tejohn spat. “Your tyr planned to drown innocent people all across the continent, but you were a loyal soldier and said nothing.”

“I swore an oath!” the guard said. “My honor… If you’re going to kill me, do it!”

“I don’t take orders from you.” Tejohn stamped down on the man’s arm. To his credit, the guard didn’t cry out. “Where are the tyr’s heirs, eh? Does he have sons?” 

The people began to murmur and move about. Several of the soldiers shifted their grips on their weapons. “In the holdfast,” Redegg said mildly. “Nearby.” 

“How are they? Big, strapping young men?” 

“Oh, they’re quite vigorous,” the merchant said, “for a five- and a three-year-old.”

“Fire take the man,” Tejohn said, glancing at the corpse by the balcony. “He was a sack of wrinkles. Doesn’t he have any sons older than that?” 

“He had, my tyr,” Redegg replied, “but he did not trust them. Eventually, he gave each of them a berth in the airiest room in the west.” 

Silence. There was no oath strong enough for this. Tejohn stepped away from the soldier. “Stand up, and do it quickly.” His anger hadn’t faded and he was speaking in his commander voice again. When the man had gained his feet, Tejohn glared at him. “You, soldier, what’s your name?” 

“Ulo Winterfall. My tyr.” 

“Well, Ulo Winterfall, I’m giving you the second most important task of the day. You are going to take three spears and you are going to collect the Twofin heirs. You’re going to take them to a safe place, where no one can find them. Not me. Not Redegg here. And certainly not their uncle, the hollowed-out scholar. For the next fifteen years, Great Way willing, a steward will run his holdfast. When the eldest boy comes of age, a Twofin will rule these lands again. You’re a Twofin yourself?” 

The soldier looked dumbfounded. “A distant cousin.” 

“Well, listen closely. You will be guarding those children with your life. You and your men will not stand idly by while they are killed, and you will not strike out in their defense after it is already too late. You will fight and die to protect them.” 

“I will,” he said defiantly, as though Tejohn was promising to find him and kill him later. He called for three of his companions and left by a side door. 

“My tyr,” Redegg said quietly, “or…should I call you ‘steward’?”

“You should not. Ellifer Italga himself named me a tyr; that title is mine. I won’t be staying long enough to be steward of this place. You don’t seem terribly upset about what I did to Tyr Twofin.” 

“No,” the old man said. He turned to look at the dead man on the floor. The top of Iskol’s skull had been crushed and his right eye bulged slightly from the socket. “No, I suspect very few of us are. My own mother married a lowlander and lives down there with him even now.”

His mother? She must have been the oldest woman on Kal-Maddum. Before Tejohn could say anything further, the bureaucrat said, “And my sister, too, along with her little children.” 

“And my daughter.” Another merchant stepped forward. He was about Tejohn’s age and looked as fit as a life-long campaigner, no matter how fine the cloth of this robes. “She’ll be giving me a grandchild in the fall, if the Little Spinner wills it. My first.” 

The grunts will take them all, Tejohn almost said, but Redegg spoke before he could think of a diplomatic response. 

“You won’t be staying? Forgive me, but I assumed you struck down Iskol Twofin for his chair.” 

“There are only two things Iskol Twofin had that I want,” Tejohn said. “I need provisions and a replacement for the scholar the tyr executed. After that, I’ll be on my way.” Tejohn looked the two merchants up and down. “It will be up to you lot to protect your loved ones here and in the lowlands. Your mother? Your daughter? They’ll be dead if no one stops those mining scholars. Who can call them back into the holdfast without a fight? We must stop them before their guards hear about the death of the tyr. Otherwise, they might want draw steel over it.”

“Young Findwater could manage it,” Redegg said, gesturing toward the bureaucrat.

“How many guards will they have?” 

Findwater bowed slightly. “Only two at the mouth of the tunnel.” 

“Go then, and quickly,” Tejohn said. “Have the scholars brought here to me. And bring eight spears with you in case they resist.” 

“Eight?” Redegg seemed surprised, but he stared meekly at the floor while he spoke. “Surely four would be enough to defeat two.” 

Tejohn scowled at him. “Four could kill two, yes. Eight will convince two to surrender without a fight. Your people are going to need every spear--”

The doors boomed and swung open. Everyone turned toward the light. A soldier with a green cloak and a comb on his helmet marched into the hall, a Twofin shield on his arm and a dozen soldiers at his back. “Who usurps the Twofin chair?” the man in the comb shouted.

“No one,” Tejohn snapped back. “Who are you?”

“Commander Lowtower,” he said, glaring at Tejohn with his head tilted to the right. He wore an eye patch, also green, over one eye. “What Fire-taken fool are you?” 

They had all taken Peradaini names. “Tyr Tejohn Treygar. Your tyr confessed to a crime and I executed him.” 

The bureaucrat Findwater cleared his throat. “I’m going to see to that matter now.” He gave a steady look to the commander that seemed full of meaning. Young Findwater waved at several of the tyr’s guards and hurried out of the hall. 

The dozen soldiers who had entered with the commander held the points of their short spears level, and aimed them at Tejohn. While the room was silent, the commander crossed to Iskol Twofin’s corpse and spat on it. 

“Give me a good reason,” Lowtower said as he came back to middle of the hall where Tejohn stood, “not to kill you where you stand.” 

“Because you won’t survive the coming war without my help. Now tell me why I shouldn’t strike you down! You knew what your tyr was planning; why did the task of ending his rule fall to a stranger?” 

“I knew,” the commander said. “The Twofins didn’t dare order me arrested for treason, but the tyr would never let me come within fifteen feet of him, even without arms…not that I could have touched him while he held my wife and daughters in his prison. He never left this building, was never without his guards, and tried to bribe my own soldiers to knife me in my sleep. His rule was thin enough to snap until his Fire-taken brother showed up.”

“Send three of your spears into the cells and free your family. Go with them if you like, but I’ll need you to give command of the rest of your spears to me.”

Lowtower’s body jolted as though he’d been struck. He clearly wanted to go to his family immediately, but instead, he grabbed one of his men by the shoulder. “Find them. Take them to my home. Tell my wife I’ll join her there when I know it’s safe.” The young man ran off. “There are more,” the commander said to Tejohn. “Many more.” 

“Perhaps we should not be hasty in freeing them all,” Redegg said. “This is an uncertain time, and if we could first get oaths of loyalty—” 

“Fire take that,” Tejohn said. “The old tyr’s hostages will be sorted from the real criminals and freed. Let the steward extract what oaths he can get. But that has to wait. The tyr’s brother is still alive, somewhere in the holdfast. He has to be found and killed before he goes after the Twofin heirs. You three!” Tejohn shouted to the ones Twofin had called whisperers. “Come here. What role do you play in this court?” 

The three women looked at him, then each other. Their hair was tinged with red and their complexion was fairer than most. Where they sisters? There was too much Tejohn didn’t know about the relationships here. The shortest of the sisters stepped forward and bowed like a man. “We listen to the people, low and high, for the benefit of our tyr.” 

Spies. “Good. I need you to tell me where to find Doctor Twofin. Where has he gone? Where are his secret places? He may have been here only a short while, but he has to have secret places.” 

The women shrugged in unison, as though they shared a single mind. “We know nothing of the tyr’s family. That was forbidden.” 

“Of course it was,” Tejohn snapped, “but you did it anyway, yes? You can’t gather information without hearing all sorts of things, even by accident. Come, no one will punish you for this.” 

They shrugged again, regretful. Useless. Whether it was out of true ignorance or a loyalty to the dead tyr, Tejohn couldn’t tell. He’d have to deal with it later. “What about his rooms?” he asked. “Surely that’s not a secret.” 

“Young Findwater--” Redegg began, but stopped himself. Findwater was already on another errand. 

“I know the way.” It was the merchant who was Tejohn’s own age. “I’ve sold supplies to him in the past.” 

“What’s your name?” Tejohn asked. “And what supplies?” 

“Colz Bluepetal, my tyr. Tyr Twofin’s brother asked me to go hunting for him.”

“Lead the way. Commander, bring your men with you.” 

Bluepetal led them through another side door into a dark corridor. There were no lamps or candles here and precious little light. Still, the merchant set a quick pace, for which Tejohn was grateful. 

“I don’t understand the problem,” Redegg called from the back of the group. “We can make a peaceful offer to the doctor, can’t we? Offer him safe passage out of Twofin lands, perhaps.”

“He is a hollowed-out medical scholar,” Tejohn called back without breaking stride. And I was so pleased to rescue him that I didn’t see it. “I wouldn’t deliberately set him loose on the countryside any more than I would unleash those floodwaters. And he knows what will happen to him if he’s caught: he’ll be lucky to lose only his fingers.” 

They turned down a flight of stairs at the end of the hall, then went deeper and deeper into the holdfast. What had seemed to be a two-story wooden structure from the courtyard turned out to be much deeper and more complex. The black stone walls of the tunnel were damp and gritty, and in several places the corridors narrowed into natural choke points where a few defenders could hold off a much larger force. In other places, the walls on the western side of the corridor simply weren’t there, turning a tunnel into a long gallery that looked out onto the black peaks, the darkening sky, and the murky waters of Twofin Lake below. There was no pink granite in the construction anywhere, and the wooden doors they passed were so thin and warped that he could glance into the rooms without opening them. 

Finally, they came to a broad corridor with a heavy wooden door in the center. This door fit snugly. There would be no peeking here. “This is it,” Bluepetal said. Like Redegg, he lingered near the turning of the hall, beside the gallery. 

“What if he’s there?” one of the soldiers asked.

Tejohn scowled at him, but before he could answer, Lowtower spoke. “We fan out and come at him from every direction. Points low.” 

“Commander, I need a moment of your time.” Tejohn pulled Lowtower aside. The two merchants weren’t invited into the conversation, but they moved close enough to hear anyway. “We don’t fan out. Wizards--that’s what a hollow scholar is--use the Gifts differently. We have to rush him at full speed in a single column, shields high.” 

“What about the men at the front of the column?”

“What do you think? You need to understand something: we must kill this man. I have a job to do in Tempest Pass, but I can’t return if this hollowed-out scholar takes command of the Twofin lands and Salt Pass. We need to face him here and now. If none of us survive, someone else has to go to Ghoron Italga in his tower and retrieve that skull-destroying spell.”

“Hm.” Redegg said. “Not exactly an auspicious name for a spell that will supposedly save us all.” 

“As far as I can tell,” Tejohn said, “it doesn’t have a name. It’s a variation of the Fifth Gift; it turns a person’s insides into clean water.

“Monument sustain me,” Lowtower muttered. 

Tejohn couldn’t blame him. “I know. But we don’t have another truly effective weapon to use against The Blessing. Now line your men up.” 

The commander formed the men into a long column. “You push forward,” he snapped at them. “You keep your shield high.” 

Tejohn looked over the soldiers. They were all men, and they were a sorry bunch. Not as useless as the old tyr’s “guards,” perhaps, but they muttered and shuffled their feet as they formed up. Tejohn wanted to slap each of them on the helmet, and Commander Lowtower deserved three, at least, for letting them get into this state.

“How many of you have lost family to the Twofins?” Lowtower said. “How many more if we do not stop these madmen here? Shields high, do you hear?” 

Tejohn wanted to be at the front of that line, but he had no shield or spear of his own, and no confidence that the soldiers wouldn’t knife him in the back on general principle. Instead, he lingered near the door. 

“When I open, Pik, you charge forward. Hard.” Commander Lowtower lifted the latch and threw his shoulder against it. It moved a hand’s width before banging to a stop. He pushed again and again but came up against the same barrier each time.

“Is it barred?” Redegg called from the end of the hall.

“No.” Lowtower pushed against it with all his strength, but the door wouldn’t budge. 

Tejohn stepped forward and looked through the narrow gap between the open door and the jamb. He could see pink granite from top to bottom. 

“He’s blocked it,” Tejohn said. He paced back and forth. “Bluepetal, was this blocked when you made a delivery here?”

“No,” the merchant called, “but I have not been here for some eleven days.” 

Tejohn paced walked up and down the hall. Twofin could be right inside this room. The question was: had Doctor Twofin fled here after his brother’s death and blocked the door from the inside, or did he block the door every time he left the room unattended, knowing he could shatter those stones easily when he returned? 

In other words, was the man behind this door right now? 

Tejohn was suddenly certain that the three sisters had lied to him—how could he have been so thick not to have seen it immediately? Tejohn should have forced them to come along and call to Doctor Twofin through the door. It probably wouldn’t work on a hollowed-out scholar, but it was better than standing here watching soldiers strain at a door. 

Fire and Fury, he was supposed to slip quietly through the pass with Javien, and thanks to a moment of bad luck, he’d lost everything: his companion, his anonymity, and his escort into the Sweeps. Now he was stuck in Twofin’s holdfast, searching for an old colleague in hopes he could kill the man quickly. 

But there was too much he didn’t know. How extensive were these tunnels? How many troops were down here, and how many on the surface? Was there a back door into Doctor Twofin’s room? 

Doctor Rexler killed more than a hundred men and women before he could be stopped. 

Tejohn moved westward along the hall. The far end was completely open, although here the wall extended several feet beyond the spot where the floor ended. Was there another gallery on the other side of this wall? Tejohn wanted to climb out and see for himself, but the stone was slick and the drop terrifying. They’d already descended several levels, but from here it looked like the same dizzying height. 

“My tyr!” Lowtower called to him. Tejohn spun and hurried toward him, through the parted column of spears. “Part of the wall must have collapsed here.” 

There was indeed a hole in the stone wall just at shoulder height. It was vaguely rectangular, as though a stone mason had come along and cleaned up the edges. Inside the hole was a beautifully built wooden shutter, exactly the right size to be wedged in place. 

Tejohn pressed his hand against it; it didn’t wobble or bulge, and of course, there was no way to know if there was more granite behind it. He glanced at the spears nearby and knew instantly that he was not going to call for an axe. They had no one to send for it but these soldiers, and all of them looked like they would acknowledge the order, march down the hall, and never return. 

They had fear in their eyes. They were poorly trained, and not a one of them measured up to the spears who died at Pinch Hall. Worse yet, before he went hollow, Doctor Twofin was twice the scholar that jumped-up house servant Rexler could ever be. 

There was nothing to be done about it now. Tejohn’s urge for killing was on him, driving him forward. He stood close to the wall and slammed his short sword against a plank in the middle of the shutter. The wood cracked a bit but did not break completely. He bashed it again and again, the noise mimicking the anger in his guts. The edge dulled but did not shatter. Good steel. Anyway, with a sword, it was the point that mattered.

The sound of his hammering echoed within the rock tunnel. Everyone within a thousand feet could hear it, but Tejohn didn’t care. This hole was too small for him—or anyone with him—to crawl through, but he would be able to see if the wizard was there, at least. 

The wood splintered, showing the dim light of the fading day. This room was open to the sky and the wind, too.  

He kept swinging, ignoring the faint scent of blood and rotting meat. No one tried to help. Tejohn did not look at the other soldiers; he didn’t want to see their expressions again.

Finally, the whole shutter snapped in half, flew into the room, and clattered on the floor. Lowtower moved toward him, but the commander was not quite tall enough to see through the gap.

Tejohn leaned forward, slowly edging closer to the newly-made window. Fire and Fury, the smell was awful. He half expected to take an iron dart in his eye at any moment, but someone had to look.

Something small and dark leaped onto the stone ledge. It was dark brown and not even as long as a man’s forearm. Then it spread its wings and opened its tiny fanged mouth to shriek. The men at the end of the hall cried out in surprise and fear. 

Reeling back, Tejohn thrust his sword at it even as it launched itself into the air. It was so fast, he couldn’t catch more than that fleeting glimpse, but even so he could tell there was something terribly wrong about it. 

It wriggled left, avoiding the tip of Tejohn’s short sword, but he lunged after it and swung downward, swatting it to the floor. It struck with a wet smack, and Commander Lowtower pierced it with his spear, killing it instantly with a fine, accurate jab. 

The soldiers cried out in terror once again; through the open gallery at the western end of the corridor, they could see more of the little beasts fly out over the lake, escaping through the open gallery into the wilderness. 

Lowtower withdrew the point of his spear. He and Tejohn both bent low to examine the creature. “Kelvijinian guide us,” the commander said. 

It was as Tejohn had feared. When scholars went hollow, their magic didn’t simply become more powerful; they also began to do new and terrifying things with it. And Doctor Oskol Twofin had been a medical scholar, well versed in the functions of living beings. 

The creature had been a rat once. It was large for its size, with dark brown fur and the usual pale hairless tail. Twofin had added wings to its back. The place where the joint of the wing and the backbone met was utterly unmarked with scar or stitch, as though the beast had been born that way. 

And, at the end of its forelegs, looking brown from the sun and faintly shriveled, was a pair of tiny human hands. Given his freedom for barely a cycle of the moon, and Doctor Twofin had already murdered small children for their parts.

















Chapter 5




[image: Image]




“Commander,” Tejohn said in a low voice, “get to the cells, wherever they are, and find your children.” 

Lowtower looked up at Tejohn in shock. “You think...”

“No. Probably not. The most likely thing is that these hands were taken from debt children. The old tyr wouldn’t want to lose valuable hostages, yes? So the scholar’s victims are probably servants. If the tyr knew what his brother was up to.” 

“And if he didn’t?” 

Doctor Twofin will lose more than his fingers. “Soldier, look to your children.” 

Lowtower’s hands were visibly shaking when he began to give orders, giving one of his men provisional command and ordering him to support Tejohn’s efforts. 

The destruction of part of the shutter was loud enough to draw curious onlookers. Most wore the short, ragged tunics of servants, and it made Tejohn nauseous to see them so starved and miserable. The child who had lost her hands to the creature at his feet might have been one of their sons or daughters. 

Great Way, he could not bear to think of his little Teberr or the twins at the mercy of a hollowed-out medical scholar. The very thought brought on a surge of blood-red rage. At least he’d had the chance to take up a spear in the depths of his own grief; what remedy could a servant seek?

“Find a mining scholar and bring him here,” he said. The servants stared at him without moving. 

“Are you all deaf?” Lowtower roared. “The tyr called for a scholar! You two! Find one and bring him! Torches, too! The rest of you, find some duties to occupy yourselves or I will think of something for you!”

That made them rush back into the interior corridor like leaves in a flooding stream. When Tejohn turned back toward the others, he found that both merchants had found the courage to approach the dead creature on the floor. They stared in horrified fascination.

“I should make bold enough to suggest,” Redegg said quietly, “that Doctor Twofin knows we are out here.” 

If that was meant to be a joke, it did not make anyone laugh. “You must understand,” Bluepetal said, “we had no idea. He asked me to deliver living rats. I… Maybe we should have suspected, but we didn’t. Song knows--” 

“Never mind,” Tejohn said. “You know now. There’s no real reason for you to linger here in this hall. Doctor Twofin is not likely to be inside. Do you two know where the old tyr’s prison cells are?” Bluepetal nodded. “Go with the commander and help him find his family, then start the process of sorting out the prisoners who are political hostages and the ones who are there for murder, thieving, or rape.” 

“That should be simple enough,” Redegg muttered without looking up, “since the political hostages are the only ones still alive.” 

“We will send them home,” Lowtower promised. 

“What about this?” Redegg gestured toward the rat creature on the stone floor. 

Tejohn’s first instinct was to sweep it off the gallery into the lake below. His desire to be rid of it was powerful. “Few will believe what happened here if we do not preserve it. Tyr Twofin would not have held on to power without some allies; if we show this to them, it might forestall civil war. Go quickly.” 

As they hurried away, the two servants returned with torches and a crooked old woman who must have been the scholar. The square-bodied young man that Lowtower had left in charge passed the torches to two of the men, then gently led the old woman to the door.

She might have been an able scholar in her younger years, but she muttered and struggled to break apart the massive blocks holding the door shut. More of her spells failed than succeeded, but--with Tejohn anxiously gripping the hilt of his sword--she eventually created enough rubble to let the men push the door open. 

Doctor Twofin was not there, of course. Tejohn had known he couldn’t be there from the moment that he bashed a hole in the wall and found it unblocked. Still, he’d hoped to find the man hanging from a noose or something. Anything to satisfy his urge to fight. 

He thanked the old scholar, which seemed to surprise her. She was led away. 

There was a small table at the far end of the room and a large bed covered with down cushions. The old scholar was living in comfort. Tejohn stripped a green cloth from the bed, went into the hall, and wrapped up the little horror Doctor Twofin had created. When he went back inside, the soldiers were standing in the middle of the room, staring about in horror. 

The rest of the space was a workroom.  There was a table with leather straps on it--Tejohn laid the little bundle upon it--and a stack of wooden cages against the wall. Inside the cages were...things. 

The shutter Tejohn broke had fallen onto one of the cages, smashing it just enough for those rat creatures to escape. In the other cages he saw a house cat with the head and neck of a serpent, a dog with the mouth and throat of a human being, a boq with an alligaunt’s feet and tail, and other, more terrible things. What he did not find, to his great relief, was a cage with a nearly-whole altered human being inside. 

He could make no sense of it. The rats with hands... Perhaps the doctor imagined they could be trained as thieves? The whole thing seemed pointless. Tejohn was used to cruelty. Kings, tyrs, and masters of any kind were cruel to their underlings on a whim--vicious, sometimes--but usually, that cruelty was designed to serve some purpose. 

This? Nothing had been accomplished here but pain and horror. He could feel the stink of this room settling into his hair and beard, slowly collecting on his skin. The room would have been unbearable if part of the wall had not been opened to the mountainside. 

On one of the tables nearby, there were bloody bronze tools--slender tongs, hammers, and sharp knives. On the floor beside it was a woven grass basket full of rotting pieces of meat, fur, and feathers. Flies buzzed above it. Tejohn assumed the wizard would pitch his refuse into the lake waters below, but he didn’t seem to have bothered for several days. And the man slept just over there. 

“Wait in the hall,” Tejohn said, and the soldiers complied happily. Tejohn held out his hand and one of the men readily turned over his spear. Hmf. The fellow Lowtower had put in charge stayed. Good fellow. 

Together, they went from cage to cage, killing. By unspoken agreement, they were careful to do each with a single thrust so the end was as quick and merciful as it could be. When it was all over, and the strange cries of pain and terror were silent, Tejohn felt as though he’d been soiled down to his bones. He returned to the edge of the gallery opening and was about to kick the basket of rotting meat out into the open air when he suddenly noticed a pair of tiny, perfect human ears lying among the blood and feathers.

Someone’s child. Someone’s precious child. 

He nearly wept then, remembering the pain of finding his own murdered child. Could it have happened again? His children were supposed to be safe on the other side of the Straim, but they were closer to Peradain than he was. Had they been bitten by a grunt? Torn apart and eaten? He imagined finally finishing his mission and discovering that nothing was left of his family but old bones. 

The urge to throw off the oath he had made to Lar Italga was so powerful, it made him tremble. The Italgas were dead or had been transformed by The Blessing. Why should he stay here in the mountains when he could steal back the flying cart-- 

Tejohn turned suddenly and ran to the door. “I need two spears to stand guard over this room. No one is to enter without Lowtower’s permission, understand? The rest of you will come with me.” 

They ran back the way they’d come, up the stairs and down long, dark corridors by the light of a single flickering torch. The soldier Lowtower had put in charge--with luck, Tejohn would not linger long enough to learn his name--took the lead once Tejohn explained where they needed to go. 

The sun had disappeared behind the peaks by the time they burst through a heavy wooden door and sprinted up a flight of wooden steps. The crosscurrents of the winds out of the Sweeps almost blew out their torch. 

The troops stamped up the stairs and came out onto the broad flat roof of the holdfast. Tejohn’s abused knees felt as though they were on fire when he topped the stairs, but he didn’t slow down. 

There, in the wind and darkness, was the flying cart that Doctor Twofin had dumped him out of so many days ago. There were three men standing guard over it. Of the scholar there was no sign.

“Stop where you are!” one of the guards shouted at them. “This part of the holdfast is off limits to everyone but the Twofin family.”

The man Lowtower had put in charge kept his point high as he stepped forward. “Jarel, things are changing quickly. The things we’ve discovered--”

“We have our orders,” Jarel said. 

The tallest guard said, “What have you discovered?” 

“Horrors out of a children’s story. It sounds unbelievable but it’s true. The tyr’s brother has been creating monsters for him, right here in our own holdfast, not one level below the barracks.”

“We were warned,” Jarel answered, his spear point still low. “We were warned that people would start spreading stories to discredit the tyr, but I never thought it would have come from you.”

“It’s not gossip,” the soldier answered. “It’s not a cradle tale. Terrible things have been happening right under our noses--” 

“We were warned--”

“Who?” Tejohn broke in. “Who warned you?” 

He immediately realized he’d made a mistake. As though noticing him for the first time, Jarel bared his teeth and shouted, “Assassin!”

The lead soldier sidestepped to move between Jarel and Tejohn. “We’ve known each other since we were old enough to piss in pots--”

“And now you break your oaths to protect a murderer!” 

Jarel thrust his spear into his friend’s belly. 

Whether it was the soldier’s last-moment evasion or that Jarel didn’t have his heart in it, the iron tip caught the man in the side and did not go very deep. 

The tall guard cried, “What are you doing?” and yanked the weapon back. The other soldiers rushed forward and knocked Jarel to the deck. One of the men raised his spear.

“Don’t kill him!” Tejohn shouted, his voice carrying above the general roar. The upraised spear never struck. He rushed to the fallen soldier and knelt beside him. “This doesn’t look too bad. What’s your name, soldier?” 

“Jarel, my tyr. Just like him. Please show him mercy. He’s a good soldier.”

“Fair counsel,” Tejohn said. “Your people are going to need good soldiers very soon.” He looked up at the nearest three men. “Get him to a sleepstone. He isn’t bad but I don’t want him to wait.”

“Yes, my tyr.” They began to gather him up. 

Tejohn looked at the guard lying on the platform. The man’s expression was hunted and his gritted teeth were bared. “And you, Jarel-the-guard, your friend just pleaded for your life. Can you--” 

Before Tejohn could finish, Jarel burst into tears. “What have I done?” the man said. “He’s closer to me than my own brother!”

“You put your faith in the wrong person,” Tejohn said. “Can you be trusted to help save his life?” 

“I can. I want to help.” One of the soldiers shoved him. “...my tyr,” he added quickly. 

“Then get over here and help carry him, and tell me who warned you we would be spreading lies.”

The guard clearly did not want to answer. “Tell him,” the injured man said. 

“One of the whisperers.”

Fire and Fury. Tejohn should have recognized the danger they represented immediately. He turned to the spears around him. There were six. “I’d expected to find the guards here burned to death and the cart long gone, but the scholar doesn’t seemed to have come here. Still, he might try yet. I need one of you to come with me to find the commander, but the rest will need to stay to make sure no one steals this device.” 

“I’ll go with you,” one of the soldiers stepped forward.

He looked he’d never needed to shave in his life. “What’s your name, soldier?”

“Littleshell, my tyr. Zash.”

“Lead me to the tyr’s prisons, Zash. We have to tell your commander that Doctor Twofin is unaccounted for and he has allies working with him. It may not be safe for Lowtower to send his family directly home.” 

Littleshell took Tejohn’s warning to heart and set a brutal pace on the long staircase down, but as much as he wanted to, Tejohn couldn’t ask for a rest, not when someone’s children were in danger. 

There was too much to be done. Tejohn needed to get out of the holdfast in one piece to finish his mission, but he also needed to prevent a civil war from breaking out within Twofin lands. Once he recruited a scholar--hopefully more than one--who could learn the spell at Tempest Pass, he would need trained spears to accompany them into the field. He simply couldn’t send spellcasters into battle without support. 

The Twofin troops, however ill trained, were his only hope. These people would have to be the base for his war against the grunts. They would need archers, cooks, blacksmiths, farmers…not to mention a safe place to sleep and eat. If they managed to hold on to the flying cart, they would make good use of that, too. Not to attack from above--he’d seen how well that tactic worked in Peradain--but to quickly deploy troops and rush the injured back here to the sleepstones. 

The whole thing was coming together in his head: how he would organize the soldiers, how many scholars he would need, how they would deploy and retreat. However, if he returned from Tempest Pass to find their numbers reduced because of internal strife… The Twofins needed a steward that could unite them all. 

That also meant Doctor Twofin had to be found and dealt with. Tejohn was the one who had broken him out of his Finstel cell; in a way, he was partly at fault for every one of the old man’s victims.

Where was the old wizard? Tejohn thought he should have rushed to his rooms, gather a few things he might need, then steal that flying cart. It was valuable and an easy way to escape of Twofin lands. 

The old scholar hadn’t done any of that. If he was fleeing, he was doing it on foot, and Tejohn didn’t believe that for a moment. Twofin was nearly sixty years old if he was a day, and no sleepstone in the world could return a man’s youth. 

The young man led him down a narrow flight of stairs—they had to navigate around a pile of spilled crockery and something thick, black, and sweet-smelling—then through the kitchens. The servants stared daggers at him.  

For a moment, he thought they hated him for the harm he had done to their tyr, but that sort of thinking was a relic of his days living with the Italgas in the palace. No, they glared because he had brought chaos into their lives. Things were hard enough for them when there was order, but now that he’d killed the tyr, anything might happen to them. 

The worst of it was, if there was any group in this holdfast who could help him locate the old scholar, it was the servants. If only he could convince somehow that he had been one of them, just for a short while… 

As hard as he tried, he couldn’t see a way to make it work, not without showing them the body parts in Doctor Twofin’s rooms as though they were wares he wanted to sell. They deserved better and so did those children. 

They finally came to a large chamber at the bottom of a steep stair. Commander Lowtower crouched at edge of the entryway to a long, narrow corridor. Several arrows lay on the floor behind him. 

“Keep back!” he said in a low, harsh voice. “The guards at the gate do not believe the tyr is dead. They want to talk to the tyr’s brother.”

“So do I,” Tejohn said. 

“Hey!” a woman called from the far end of the corridor. “We hear you out there! Who is that? Is that Findwater?”

“Findwater is running an errand,” Tejohn shouted back. “For me.”

“Who are you?”

“Tyr Tejohn Treygar.” 

“And who is that with you? Kelvijinian himself?” When she spoke next, she had given in to her anger. “You can’t play games with me!” 

“No games,” Tejohn called. There was something in her tone… “I arrived with Granny Nin’s caravan. Doctor Twofin recognized me—we were both tutors to Lar Italga in Peradain—and I was bound hand and foot by Twofin spears and dragged into the great hall. Tyr Twofin bragged to me about his plan to murder every living thing in the lowlands, so I broke his skull. He’s dead, by my hand. When I catch up to his brother, he’ll be dead, too.” 

“Is that supposed to help us?” Lowtower whispered.

“If you’re telling the truth,” the woman called. Tejohn peered into the corridor. It was dark at the far end. Fire and Fury, he hated torchlight. He thought he could see an archer way down there with a bent bow, but everything was too dim. “If you’re telling the truth, you’re going to be hanged and fed to the leviathans.”

“Maybe so. However, there’s something you haven’t considered. I may yet hang, but you are free.” Lowtower gave Tejohn an odd look. “You no longer have to do this dishonorable duty. Those children—”

“We care for them!” The woman said hotly. “We bring them extra food from our own rations, and make toys for them, and—” 

“You don’t have to do any of that any more. You did your duty, and now you can set them free. Children should be allowed to play in the sunlight.” 

There was silence from the far end of the corridor. Tejohn risked a quick peek into the darkness; was that archer still there? He couldn’t see that dim figure anymore. 

“What will happen to us?” 

That wasn’t Tejohn’s choice to make. He glanced down at the commander. “My quarrel isn’t with them,” Lowtower said.

“War is coming to Twofin lands,” Tejohn called out. “Every spear and bow will be needed on the walls. Come out of that pit and take your place among the other soldiers.” 

The response came much faster than Tejohn expected. “Stay where you are! We’re sending them out.” 

A few moments after that, there was a sound of bare feet on stone. They weren’t running, just walking in a tired way. A woman stepped into the torchlight. Her hair was gray and her face was pale. Lowtower cried out at the sight of her; she didn’t react. She looked fifteen years older than her husband, and Tejohn bit back a surge of anger. The two girls with her looked to be fourteen and twelve. Lowtower embraced them both and lifted them off the floor with tears in his eyes. 

More people shuffled down the hall—small children, elderly women who couldn’t stand straight, grown boys. All looked dirty, haggard, and undernourished. 

If Tejohn hadn’t already killed Tyr Twofin, this sight would have driven him to it. 

“Thank you,” Lowtower said in a quiet voice. He extended his hand to Tejohn. It was a farewell gesture.

Tejohn shook his hand and held on. “You can’t go home. Not yet. Doctor Twofin is still alive; the old tyr’s whisperers are spreading rumors that his crimes are fabricated. Soldiers are turning on other soldiers—the man you put in charge is on his way to a sleepstone right now. Where are the merchants?” 

“Gathering others,” Lowtower said. He held onto his children as though he was afraid they would disappear. “They’re going to bring four other merchants to Doctor Twofin’s lab so that people learn the truth.” 

“Good. Who is left to take control of the soldiers and guards?” 

“Remly Snowfall,” the commander answered. “He’s one of the old tyr’s distant cousins.” 

“Will he strike at the tyr’s children and take the chair?” 

“No.” Lowtower obviously wanted to get away from Tejohn and this conversation, but he could not bring himself to walk away. “No, not that one. He was loyal to the tyr but what he cared most about was red wine and late sleeping. He’s a commander, like me, but his troops are inside the holdfast while mine are, usually, on the walls and in the streets.” 

Tejohn shook his head. He didn’t want to say this, but there was no choice. “Your family is free but not safe. We need to find them—” 

Two guards in Twofin green came down the hall toward the torchlight. Both were women; one held up an unstrung bow while the other carried her shield on her back. They looked nearly as pale and haggard as the prisoners they’d been guarding. 

“Is that all?” Lowtower said, moving his family safely behind him. “I know there were more than two guards down here.” 

“We were five,” the archer said. “The others didn’t believe we would be reassigned to the walls.” By the look on her face, Tejohn though she didn’t believe it, either. 

“Call them out here,” Lowtower ordered. “Let them see we’re serious.” 

The archer looked from one face to another. “Commander,” Tejohn said. “She said they didn’t believe us, not that they don’t. Soldier, they fell on their swords, didn’t they?” 

The archer nodded. Lowtower’s two daughters burst into tears. The girls had known those guards for years, possibly most of their lives. 

“We can’t afford to lose any more people,” Lowtower said bitterly. “We have never had the spears we needed, not with Bendertuks to the south and Holy Sons to the north and east. We can’t afford to be killing our own!” 

“Husband.” The commander’s wife stared at him with dead eyes. She had a voice like a ghost. “You must see to your duty. I will take the girls away somewhere. We will clean, and rest, and look at the sunlight. Is it day?” Lowtower shook his head. She did not seem to have any reaction to his answer. “Do what you must.” 

She spoke to her husband as though he was her jailer. He embraced her again. She allowed it helplessly. 

“My mother will look after them,” the guard with the shield on her back suddenly said. Her cheeks were flushed as though she was ashamed to speak. “She will be glad to, I promise. She likes to fuss over people and look after them. I swear to keep them safe, sir.” 

Lowtower’s wife spoke before he could. “We should accept. Adellin has been a friend for years, and I feel as though we know her mother from all the stories we’ve heard.” She tried to smile, but it was obviously difficult. “You have much to do here, it seems. Seek us out when you can. Girls.” 

The commander’s daughters moved toward their mother, both laying a hand on Lowtower’s shoulder as they went past. He looked as if he wanted to snatch them all up and run away with them. “Strangers,” he said quietly. “You’ve become strangers to me. I’m sorry I could not free you sooner. I tried.” 

“We understand. Adellin explained everything, more than once. Seek us out.” 

“Do you blame me?” Lowtower asked. “Do you blame me for...”

“Seek us out,” she said again, in that same terrible way, then turned toward the two guards. “I want to go right away.” 

The guards looked nervously at Tejohn and the commander, then back to Lowtower’s family. “This way. The servants’ passages are faster.” 

They slipped through a narrow door, leaving Tejohn and Lowtower alone in the antechamber. Great Way, how would it feel to rescue your family after so many years only to discover they were still lost to you? “I apologize, my tyr,” the commander said, his voice shaky. “I meant to introduce you...”

Anxious to change the subject, Tejohn said, “Let’s make sure no one has been left behind.” 

Yanking a torch from the sconce on the wall, Lowtower led the way down the long corridor. It was not as long as it had seemed. There was a square room at the end with two heavy wooden doors and another door on the left. Tejohn could see the usual signs of guards stationed on duty for a long time--worn benches, food-stained floors, a patterfall set that was almost certainly missing a piece or two, an old bone flute. A dying coal fire burned in a hearth beneath a slantwise air hole. 

The commander marched through the doorway on the left, searching each cell as he passed them. Finally, he paused. 

“This is it.” 

Tejohn came up behind him and held the torch inside the room. A trio of cots had been set up snugly against one wall, and a thin rope held stained linen shifts off the floor. There was a bucket full of human waste in the corner.

Lowtower pointed toward a gray blanket with a piglet’s face on it. “My mother wove that for my youngest when she was very small. She must have taken it on the day... I wasn’t there when they were arrested. Six years ago. Do you think their eyes will be able to handle the sun when it rises? I had forgotten about this blanket until just now. My mother isn’t even alive any--” 

Tejohn’s killing urge evaporated. He laid his hand on the man’s shoulder. “The sooner we finish our work, the sooner you will return to them.” 

“Thank you. You’re right. We shall settle things here, all of us, and then I will win them back.” 

In the last cell, they found the other three guards. All had fallen on their swords. Two were men, portly types who looked the worse from years of drink. The woman, Lowtower explained, had been one of the tyr’s cousins. 

Time to leave. Lowtower collected the piglet blanket and they started together down the hall. 

Tejohn laid his hand on the commander’s chest to stop him. There was an awful lot of torchlight at the end of the hall. “Show yourselves,” he called. 

Eight guards stepped into the center of the room, shields and spears high. A chubby young man with stooped shoulders came out behind them, sword in hand. “Disarm or be struck down!” 

“Commander Snowfall,” Lowtower said. “You look almost sober.”
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Lowtower turned to Tejohn and said, “This is Tyr Twofin’s cousin, the one in charge of security inside the holdfast.” 

Tejohn scowled at him. “Not much good at your job, are you?”

“You have the gall to make light of the crime you committed?”

Tejohn snapped back at him. “Twofin’s people have suffered long enough.” Three of the eight guards glanced toward the men beside them, and a fourth closed his eyes for a few moments before opening them again. Some of the man’s spears agreed with him. “I won’t throw down my weapons just so you can stab me in the back. I’m a tyr myself. Promise me a trial and I will come peacefully.”

“I agree to your terms,” Snowfall said. “Now drop your sword.”

“The terms were that I would come peacefully, not unarmed. Let us go up to the great hall together, like soldiers. At trial, I will explain what I’ve done and why you should release me.”

They did not go directly to the great hall. Instead, Tejohn was brought to a small chamber--apparently belonging to low-ranking officers--and made to sit for most of the night. Lowtower was imprisoned with him; Snowfall explained that he had been accused as a co-conspirator.  

Frankly, Tejohn was glad for the chance to rest. He lay back on the straw mat, glad to be off his feet. 

“I think…” Lowtower said quietly as he sat on the cot across the room, “I think this room belonged to the tyr’s two favorite bodyguards.”

The men I killed. The blanket Tejohn pulled across his legs had, only the night before, lain across the legs of the man he’d killed. Perhaps it should have bothered him, but it didn’t. Over the years, he’d killed a lot of soldiers and taken their things for his own use. He wouldn’t lose sleep over this.

He was awakened some hours later by a guard sitting at the foot of his cot, as calm and as comfortable as a man could be. Tejohn was instantly wide awake; he glanced down at the floor beside him and saw that his stolen short sword had been removed. No matter. He hadn’t expected to be allowed to keep it. 

The serene guard’s voice was mild as he inquired about the location of the tyr’s heirs. Tejohn explained that they had been moved to a safe place. The guard suggested that he could arrange for Tejohn to get free of Twofin lands in exchange for the children’s safe return. 

Tejohn felt a pang of regret. If he had been less honorable, he would have bargained for his life then and there. He could have gotten provisions, supplies, even weapons. Instead, he was forced to say, “You misunderstand. I’m not an assassin or a usurper. I am on a mission to give all humans everywhere a weapon to use against the grunts. That’s why I ordered Twofin’s loyal men to hide his children until things are settled.” 

The guard glanced over at Lowtower, who had finally come awake. The guard was in his mid-twenties, old enough to have ambition but still young enough that others around him might not recognize it. Tejohn recognized his squarish Twofin nose, but his other features--the sly, lizard’s smile and the large, staring eyes--seemed unique to him. “Which men?” 

“I don’t know the names of the guards in your holdfast,” Tejohn said mildly. “I wouldn’t recognize them again if you dangled a noose above me. That was why I chose them. What’s more, if none of the other people in the hall will answer that question for you, it’s possible that you are one of the people I hid them from.” 

The guard smiled placidly, uncrossed his legs, and moved to Lowtower. The commander said, “I have no idea where the tyr’s heirs are, but you still have a play. My man Jarel should be off the sleepstone by now. Send him to me.” 

The guard stood, straightened his green cloak, then walked out of the room. Before the door shut, a platter with two loaves of bread and a jug of wine was set on a stool by the door. 

Lowtower clapped his hands together in delight and moved toward it, but Tejohn caught his arm. “Do you think it’s poisoned?” Lowtower asked.

Tejohn shrugged, then went back to his mat and rested his feet above him on the wall, an old trick he’d learned in his campaigning days to ease sore feet and legs. Lowtower looked at the food longingly, then lay back down and tried to sleep. 

The trial itself happened around midday and was nothing to be proud of. Tejohn was bound at the wrists and ankles so that he was forced to shuffle into the hall. His shirt was torn from his body and the magistrate--a thin, dark-haired man who looked as if he’d just swallowed a sourcake whole--told him he would receive a lash for every lie he told. 

Before the first question was ever asked, the room filled with men and women in long robes. Several wore leather cuirasses with green trim atop their long garments, but what that might mean was lost on Tejohn. Redegg and Bluepetal were nowhere to be seen, but the meaning of that was also lost on him. The assembly stared at him with all the warm regard of a row of stone sculptures. 

Fire and Fury, he should have slipped out of Twofin lands without the scholar or provisions when he’d had the chance.

Commander Remly Snowfall, his helm decorated with the largest, most ridiculous comb Tejohn had ever seen, walked a slow circuit of the room. Two dozen of his men stood within that circuit, their shields held high and their spear points aimed at their prisoner. 

Tejohn was not lashed when he told them his name, that he had arrived with a caravan, that he had struck down the tyr and his two closest bodyguards, and that he’d ordered the tyr’s heirs taken from their rooms. 

He did receive a lash when he told them that he was bound for Tempest Pass, that he hoped to get a spell from Ghoron Italga to turn the tide of war against the grunts, that he had no interest in sitting on the Twofin chair, that the current heirs were safely hidden away in a place he could not name, that Iskol Twofin had planned to flood the lowland, that the tyr’s brother was a hollowed-out scholar, that the tyr’s brother had used his magic to make terrible creatures in his lab, that the proof was just below them if they were willing to take a look for themselves. 

When the time came for him to make his own argument, he was permitted to call as a witness anyone already in the room. Commander Lowtower was not there, nor was the bureaucrat Findwater, nor were any of the guards present at the time Tejohn killed the tyr. Every time he asked for one of them to be summoned, he was given a lash.

I’m sorry, Laoni. I tried to save you. I tried to save all of us. 

The door to the great hall opened just as Tejohn had to concede that he had no witnesses to call. When he tried to look back to see who had entered, he received another lash. Part of him thought he should build his anger, take out his frustration and rage on the man with the whip--or against any of them, really--but he didn’t have his old fury anymore. What he actually felt was an overwhelming sadness. Where once he might have fantasized about ramming his fist into his tormentor’s face, all he could think about now was that he would never again see his wife and children. 

No. No, he was not going to give in. They were going to sentence him to death, but he doubted it would be carried out right away. Sunrise was the traditional time, and he was sure they would make a show of it. When the trial ended, he would request a last meal. Somehow, he would find a way to escape. 

It had to be possible. He simply wouldn’t accept that this was going to be his end. 

Whoever had entered the room summoned the magistrate from his tall stool. Irritated, the little man climbed down and bustled the long length of the hall. He spent some time in low conversation. Whatever they were saying, the magistrate didn’t like it. Tejohn strained to make out the words, but it was pointless. He resigned himself to standing still while blood ran down his back. 

When the magistrate made his way back to his high stool, he looked pale and miserable. Had someone else been killed while Tejohn was awaiting this farce of a trial? 

The magistrate climbed back onto his stool. He was slumped over and appeared to have aged ten years in moments. 

“Iskol Twofin was my friend. We were boys together, scaling cliffs and hunting among the peaks. He was with me when I found my first deposit of copper, even though I was still a child and far too young to claim it. When his elder brother died, he took his place on the Twofin chair and at the head of the Twofin army. A generation ago, he called to his people to defend the walls against Bendertuk rebels, and I was one of many who answered. I stood beside him and bent my bow at his command. 

“No enemy but one has ever breached the Twofin wall and lived. No enemy but one. The Holy Sons whispered Iskol Twofin’s name with dread, and Bendertuks did not dare to meet with him face to face a second time. And now he’s dead. 

“Tyr Tejohn Treygar, you have been found guilty...” His voice trailed off. It took visible effort for him to continue. “Of...” The stone-faced men and women around him broke out of their trance and turned around to stare up at him, confused and concerned. 

When the magistrate spoke next, the words came out of him in a rush. “Tyr Tejohn Treygar, you have been found guilty of destroying Twofin property. One oak-hafted spear. Your sentence--” 

A roar erupted from the assembly as people leaped off the benches. They couldn’t have moved more suddenly if they’d been pulled by ropes. Their voices were angry, but their palms were open and their body posture leaning back. They were more surprised than anything else, but that might change quickly. 

“Hear me!” the magistrate called. He had to shout it several times before the room became quiet enough for him to speak. “This court has passed judgement. If any man, woman, or child does harm to the accused, they and their families will dangle from the western cliff! Extra-judicial violence will not be tolerated.” 

The uproar returned, but this time, several of the serious-looking people by the benches shook their fists. Tejohn stared up at the magistrate. The man’s eyes bulged as he shouted, as did the veins in his neck. 

A high-pitched scream cut through the din. Forgetting for a moment the consequences of turning around, Tejohn spun toward the great hall entrance. Luckily, the crooked-backed old man did not lash him, because he turned toward the sound, too. 

There was another scream, then a third overlapping one. Those weren’t sounds of outrage; they were screams of terror. The big double doors to the hall stood wide open, and everyone near them had turned their attention toward the courtyard. 

Tejohn craned his neck to see what was going on outside. It wasn’t very far from the door of the holdfast to the wall, but all he could see from this angle was a barracks on the far side of the yard. A dozen soldiers came into view, charging toward the wall as they screamed, but even from this angle, Tejohn could see they couldn’t hold a decent line. 

A boy of about fourteen leaped into doorway and shouted, “The gate has been breached! We are under--”

A flash of pale purple passed in front of the doorway. The boy vanished as though by magic. 

Fire and Fury, there was a grunt inside Twofin lands. 

“Commander Snowfall!” the magistrate called. Snowfall stood gaping at the empty doorway, seemingly deaf to the screams around him. “Remly!” The cadaverous man turned his attention toward the man. “You are high commander now! You must rally our spears!” 

Remly’s Adam’s apple bobbed up and down as though he was trying to swallow but his mouth was bone dry. “Spears,” he said, his voice hoarse, “on me.” He started toward the doors, but with less urgency than duty and honor would suggest. 

He’d left no one behind to guard “the accused.” Tejohn shuffled after them, doing his best to avoid being knocked over in the milling crowd. Someone should have ordered the citizens to make way for the spears, but it wasn’t Tejohn’s place to do it. 

Citizens in the courtyard surged into the building, making it impossible for the soldiers to advance. Tejohn should have followed them back into the building. This was his chance to find a knife or something to cut his bonds, then raid the kitchens and set out for the northern gates, Tempest Pass, and the spell he had sworn to find for Lar Italga. 

But that wasn’t what he was doing. Instead, he bent his knees and pushed forward, bracing himself as well as he could with his narrow stance. Then the crowds passed him and he was alone, stutter-stepping after the soldiers. 

“Form up in front of the hall,” Commander Snowfall said. The spears who had been guarding Tejohn shuffled down the steps and formed a ragged line. 

Out in the middle of the courtyard, the grunt hunched low over a bloody wreck. Fire and Fury, but the creature was big. It had dragged the corpse of the boy into the open and was now feasting on him in full view of the yard. Tejohn was glad the creature’s back was to him. 

To the right, soldiers milled uncertainly near the broken gate. They held the longest spears Tejohn had ever seen. They were absurdly long.  Atop the wall, several archers were still stringing their bows, while others awaited an order to shoot. 

To the left, more spears stood at the ready to attack the grunt, but they were clumped together erratically, and ordinary townsfolk were mingled among them. Some of the citizens held hammers or cleavers, while others just stood there gawping, as though the only protection they needed was to have others standing a little closer to the beast. Beyond them were the carts of the caravan and the little market town the walls had been built to protect.

Tejohn could see no evidence of the charge he’d witnessed through the doorway. 

An arrow struck the dirt near the grunt and it shifted position. Tejohn saw the body at its feet more clearly as the beast tore a long strip of muscle from the boy’s leg. Its mouth, throat, and forearms were red with blood. 

Monument sustain us all, that thing is huge. When he’d seen the grunts in Peradain, they’d looked as big as bears, if not larger. Had they grown over the months since they’d arrived or was the thing’s size magnified by Tejohn’s fear? 

“F-form up,” Remly said again, his voice almost at a whisper. Tejohn was close enough to hear him, but the soldiers near him didn’t seem to. 

He couldn’t stand another moment. “Fire take you,” Tejohn snapped at the commander. “Organize your archers to shoot in volleys and get those spears in a line! You need to block the northern end of the courtyard before the grunt gets into the town. Your spears have a better chance if they have room to maneuver.” 

Snowfall opened his mouth but no sound came out. He gave Tejohn a murderous look but didn’t rebuke him. 

“What are you waiting for?” Tejohn shouted. 

The commander flinched and glanced at the grunt. It had turned to look at them, drawn by the sound of Tejohn’s voice, and Snowfall trembled under its gaze. 

Someone came up behind Tejohn and began to tug at the rope around his wrists. Who ever it was, he ignored them. “You’re afraid,” he said to Snowfall. “You are a Fire-taken coward who thinks commanding an army during wartime is a comfortable political appointment.” 

The rope binding his hands was severed, and he loosened the knots and rubbed his wrists. “He has always been this way.” It was Redegg behind him, a tiny belt knife in his hand. The old man bent to cut the rope binding his ankles. “The old tyr valued loyalty over competence. You can make your escape in the confusion now.” 

“I know,” Tejohn said, then he walked across the top of the wooden stairs and slapped Remly Snowfall on the side of the head very, very hard. 

His helmet rang like a muted gong and he collapsed like a stack of children’s wooden blocks. Tejohn immediately began to unsling the man’s shield from his back. 

“Shall I help, my tyr?” Redegg said.

“Sword belt.” 

The merchant worked on the buckle while Tejohn slid the man’s knife into his belt. The open cuts on his back should have been more painful than they were. He knew they were bleeding, but he had found his anger again and there was no time for shallow injuries at the moment. 

Tejohn hefted the shield while Redegg hung the sword belt on his hip. It was the biggest shield he’d ever held--a rectangle that came up to his bottom rib if he rested it on the ground. The wood was thick and the edge was rimmed with bronze. What’s more, it was notched and scratched heavily; someone had fought with it. 

The old merchant strapped the belt on him faster than Tejohn would have thought possible. The fellow had the hands of a pickpocket. If only he could find a spear. 

“ARCHERS!” he shouted, startling everyone. He started down the steps, slipping Snowfall’s helmet on. It was too wide; why did no one have a normal-sized head? “Form up for a volley on my command!” To his satisfaction, they began to do it. Perhaps there was a value to those ridiculous combs after all. 

“Spears!” he shouted at the men and woman milling around the northern end of the yard. “Form a picket line! You can not let this thing into the town, among your families. It will tear your children apart.” What was the town called, again? “Your mothers, your sisters, your aged fathers, little toddlers splashing in the mud. All of them will die screaming if you do not hold this line! Pack in! Pack in! Shield to shield!”

They did as he ordered, although some hesitated to leave their place in front of the door of the great hall. Redegg slammed those doors shut and threw the bar, for all the good that would do against a creature strong enough to batter open the heavy southern gates. 

“If you are not a soldier,” Tejohn called, “clear the yard! Give your defenders room to maneuver!” 

Ordinary citizens began to move back toward the caravans, and those that would not move were dragged away. 

There were still soldiers by the broken gate, some facing outward in case a second grunt came through, some guarding the first group’s back. “You! Form a double line beneath the archers’ position. Quick now!”

In the center of the yard, the grunt shoved its snout under the bloody bared rib cage of its victim. Still, it looked up often as the soldiers organized. 

It doesn’t fear us. That’s why it fed directly in the middle of the yard. It was taunting them.  

A tiny, ruthless part of him urged him to slip away. These  poorly trained spears would be the perfect distraction, and I have more important tasks ahead. 

No. Song would know what he did today, and he was not going to shame himself in front of the gods. Besides, he needed this pass to be in human hands when he returned. He needed it. 

The grunt kicked the little corpse away from it, finished with that meal. It started scanning the courtyard for more victims, and Tejohn knew that if the creature’s hunger was slaked, it would start biting as many people as it could to spread its curse. There was no more time to muster the troops. 

“VOLLEY!” 

The grunt reacted to his call faster than the archers did. At the moment he shouted that word, the creature bounded to the side, leaping out of the path of the sheet of arrows. Only two archers, who were so slow their arrows did not loose with the others, came close--one stuck lightly into the creature’s hip and the other struck the ground between its feet. 

It roared, and everyone in the courtyard fell back a step, even Tejohn. The Fire-taken thing had understood him. Could it speak the Peradaini language, or had it understood that one word the way a dog understood “fetch” or “stay”? 

“Form up!” Tejohn shouted. The line of spears between the grunt and the town stretched all the way across the courtyard--a ten-year-old child couldn’t have slipped through--but many were still stepping backward. “Form up and ready for a pincer! Archers, loose in a sheet when I call ‘another’!”

The grunt turned toward Tejohn, and the terrible way it looked at him made him long for a spear. Glancing at the archers, he could see that they were only now readying their next shot. “Bend! Another!”

A second volley of arrows flew from the top of the wall, and this time the grunt did not have a chance to dodge them. It howled in agony, its back and left side bristling with arrows.  

At least he knew the beast could not speak Peradaini. “Loose another when I say go! Spears! Stamp advance, with a pincer!” 

The grunt turned toward the archers and roared at them. A small, shameful part of Tejohn was grateful that the creature had turned its attention elsewhere, but that only made him shout his next order all the louder: “Points! Shock line!” 

The creature bounded toward the wall. The spears managed to brace their weapons against the ground but it did them no good. Just like Third Splashtown. I should have remembered that a shock line was a failed tactic. The grunt reached them in two great leaps. With a sweep of one claw, it batted six spearpoints aside, then lunged in to grab hold of a man. 

It lifted him, screaming, and hurled him at the other spears who were bringing their weapons to bear. Then it leaped in among them, bowling them over with its tremendous size and speed. The line was broken and men fled in every direction. The archers on the walls fell out of ranks as well, sprinting along the top of the wall to the towers on either side. One or two tried to get off a last shot, but it was no use. 

The grunt lifted up another soldier and swung him like a club at his fellows, and that impact of armored body against armored body made a sickening noise. “Stamp--” Tejohn began to yell, but his voice was drowned out by a chorus of war cries.

Three young men broke from the advancing stamp line and charged, screaming, toward the grunt’s back. The fellow in the middle had the lead on the others, and they made good speed for all their heavy shields, spears and cuirasses. 

“Form up!” Tejohn shouted at them. Never give an order you know will not be followed. But he did it anyway, as futile as it was, because he wasn’t ready to give up on anything, ever. “Form up!” 

The youths kept charging as if they couldn’t hear him. The grunt knocked down a pair of men and raked their backs with its claws, then it lifted one and threw it at the would-be heroes. 

The body bowled over two of the men, scattering them and their spears. The third man rushed forward and hurled his spear; the grunt sidestepped it easily, then charged out into the middle of the yard again toward its new enemies. 

“Stamp line! Pincer!” Tejohn shouted again, hoping the noise would distract the grunt from the three men it was about to tear apart. The soldiers were not stamping their feet--had not stamped even once, in fact--and the ends of the line were not closing in on the beast. Did they not know the most basic maneuvers?

He was about to shout orders for the archers to re-form, but they had vanished. They’d run into the towers at the end of the wall and had not re-emerged. 

The spear-thrower did not even bother to draw his short sword. He turned and ran back toward the line. The grunt leaped onto him, bearing him to the ground and biting him hard on the shoulder. Dead. Whatever else the beast might do to him, that man was dead. 

Then it turned back to the two it had knocked over. The man it had thrown at them lay broken on the gravel; the other two struggled to get to their feet. One man cried out as he shifted his leg; even from where he stood, Tejohn could see it was broken.

The grunt leaped onto the man with the broken leg, sank its jaws into his shoulder, then clubbed him aside. The last one, the youth who had led the charge, held up his shield and short sword defiantly. 

The grunt leaped onto him, knocking him hard to the stony ground and pinning the shield low against his body. After it sank its teeth into him, it lifted him and worried him like a dog with a rag. The boy’s scream was shaken out of him, and he was thrown to the ground. 

In Finstel lands, Tejohn had seen a much smaller blue grunt single-handedly defeat five spears with its uncanny speed and strength. What’s more, it had been content to bite its victims lightly. A small nip was enough to spread the curse, after all, so there was no need to be vicious. 

But this creature, one of the grunts that had come through the portal in Peradain, fought with a viciousness that chilled him. It tore off limbs, broke bodies, ripped flesh. It wasn’t enough for it to simply defeat and infect humans with its curse. It had to break them, too. What’s more, the arrows sticking out of its body didn’t seem to slow it at all. 

Tejohn was helpless. The archers had fled. The spears could not form a line and hold it, and neither could they do the most basic maneuvers. He watched as the massive grunt turned its attention to the line of spears and the people behind it. It didn’t roar. It didn’t have to. The soldiers’ courage had faltered, and their line came apart like wheat stalks before a flood. 

The grunt crouched low to bound after them. 

“Blessing!” Tejohn shouted. There was no point in shouting orders to the Twofin spears and bows, so he might as well try the enemy. “BLESSING! BLESSING!” 

The grunt turned its attention toward him suddenly, its eyes wide. He had gotten its attention. He shouted the word again as he drew Snowfall’s sword. It turned toward him as he advanced across the yard away from the steps of the holdfast. 

When it bared its long teeth, he thought of Laoni. He had not, in truth, ever really expected to succeed in his quest, nor to see his children again. 

No matter. If this is my death, I welcome it.

The grunt, a creature that had just killed more than a dozen fighting men, charged at him.
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At almost the last moment, he thought again about how that final soldier had fallen. His shield pinned to his hip. The man been unprepared for the way the beast would leap up on him. 

Tejohn had no time to think clearly or formulate a strategy. The grunt was nearly upon him. I can not throw my strength against a grunt’s. He lifted his shield high and, as the creature leaped on him, fell backwards. 

He shrank himself as much as he could to protect his head and shoulders. When the beast hit him mid-fall, the momentum it added was astonishing. His shield slammed against his ribs at the same time the sharp gravel dug deep into his bare, lacerated back. 

His vision went cloudy for a moment, but the pain kept him focused and he didn’t hesitate. He stabbed upward with his short sword, feeling feathered shafts scrape against his wrist. Great Way, but he needed all his strength to force the blade into the beast’s flesh. It was like trying to stab someone with a spoon. 

The grunt shuddered and slid sideways just a bit. Tejohn gasped at the pain the beast’s shifting weight caused him, but it sharpened his senses, too. The metal rim of the shield where it pinned against his helmet blocked his vision, the beast reeked of offal, and he heard the grunt’s painful rattle. He couldn’t see it reach for his sword arm, but he felt it moving on top of him. Tejohn lowered his weapon and struck higher, directly into the grunt’s armpit. 

The point ground against bone, and this time, the beast actually screamed. Song would remember that Tejohn actually laughed aloud to hear it. Then he felt the grunt pull his shield away from his face with irresistible power, exposing his head. 

The thing’s hot breath blew through the eye and mouth slots in his helm; it smelled like iron, blood, and goat piss--then he felt its mouth on him. The ridiculous red comb twisted, rotating the helmet and covering his eyes. Stupid, Fire-taken ornamentation. I should have stayed on my feet and died like a spear of the empire. Not that he could see with the shield over his face anyway. Tejohn stabbed blindly again and again, but it was no use. The grunt’s jaws slowly, inexorably crumpled Snowfall’s oversized iron helm, and Tejohn had to squirm free of it or have his skull crushed.

He rammed the sword home one more time and, to his surprise, the grunt threw back its head and bellowed with pain and grief. Tejohn pushed against the blade with all his strength; the creature shifted away. He barely managed to keep hold of his sword. 

The grunt rolled onto its side, back to him. Its breath was quick and shallow. When it tried to roll onto its stomach, he could see that its left foreleg--left arm?--hung useless behind it. Still, it managed to get up onto three trembling limbs and slowly shuffle away from him. Gray blood soaked the lilac-colored fur on its left side. 

Fire and Fury, what would it take to kill this thing? Tejohn forced himself to sit up Monument give me strength to endure the awful pain in my side and back. He pushed the point of his sword into the gravel to help get to his knees, then he was on his feet, somehow. His shield hung on his left arm in two pieces. The grunt had cracked it down the middle. He let it fall away. 

The thing was just a few paces away, crawling toward the village. It had a stubby little tail as long as his hand; he hadn’t noticed that before. Tejohn lifted the sword and looked at the bloody point. The creature was terrifying even on the verge of death. He didn’t want to get any closer. 

Unfortunately, his short sword was the only weapon he had. Where was his spear? He never went into battle without one; had it shivered? He flicked the sword, spraying the creature’s awful gray blood onto the ground. No matter. He had to use the tool he had. 

Tejohn glanced at the grunt’s rib cage and froze. Were those wounds closing? They were. The ragged edges of the cuts in the beast’s side were slowly, slowly closing. 

Rocks crunched beneath his boots as he rushed toward the creature. It growled and, with what might have been its last burst of strength, spun toward him, jaws gaping. The move was so sudden that Tejohn struck with a last panicky rush of will and muscle, stabbing the point directly into the creature’s throat. The iron burst through the fur at the back of its neck and it fell away from him, yanking his weapon from his hand. 

Tejohn circled around and pulled out the sword. The killing wound to its throat was slowly knitting shut. He then plunged it in again, this time angling upward into the brain. When he pulled the weapon out this time, the wounds did not close at all. It was dead this time. Fully dead.

Great Way, how could something be so beautiful and so ugly at once? Fury, thank you for giving me the strength to kill this enemy. Please don’t ask me to do it again.

Some time later--an hour? A moment?--Tejohn looked up to see Redegg standing beside him with a look of utter shock on his face. “I should have expected,” Tejohn said in a shaky voice, “that commander Snowfall would not bother to sharpen his sword.” 

Tejohn plunged the weapon into the grunt’s brain again and left it there. Just to be safe. 

A sudden roaring sound seemed to come from everywhere at once. What’s trying to kill me now? When he looked up, he saw Twofin spears sprinting at him from the far side of the courtyard, and they weren’t even keeping a decent line. Behind them were wild-eyed citizens, cleavers still in hand. 

Don’t touch me. He slapped his hand on his empty sheath but it was too late; hands grabbed him from behind and lifted him up. The incredible roaring noise became cheers.

They were cheering for him. 

The crowd carried him toward the holdfast. Their hands rubbed hard against the many raw lash wounds on his back, and every time they moved him brought a grinding agony in his rib cage. He curled up and tried to roll onto his right side so their hands wouldn’t push against his ribs, but he did not have much control over what they did to him. 

“Stop!” The voice was deep and loud, cutting through the noise of the crowd. “Stop, good people! Stop!’ 

They did. Tejohn could see that the magistrate blocking the entrance to the holdfast. He had a surprisingly deep voice for someone so small and slender. Tejohn wanted to pass out, but he couldn’t control that, either. 

When the crowd had grown quiet, the magistrate began to speak again. “Good people, you don’t understand! This is the man who murdered Tyr Iskol Twofin!” 

There was an awful moment of silence, then a second cheer--even louder than before--sounded out. Tejohn was carried into the great hall on a tidal wave of hands. “Gently!” someone shouted, then others took up the call. The people bearing him became more careful. “To the sleepstones!” someone called. “To the chair,” went the counter. 

Someone finally had the wit to ask him what he wanted. Tejohn told them to put him down. The pain in his ribs on his right side had become bright and nearly unbearable, and he could feel the blood from his whipping soaking the clothes over his backside. What he wanted was a sleepstone, but others might have needed it more. 

After they had lowered him--as gently as they could manage, which wasn’t gently enough--into the Twofin chair, he did his best to control his breathing. The crowd of people withdrew several steps. “Redegg, Lowtower, and Bluepetal,” Tejohn said, his voice sounding awfully shaky. “Bring them here.” 

Two young civilians ran out into the crowd as if excited to be taking his orders. Tejohn glanced at the faces arrayed before him and saw the magistrate standing there, his face pinched. 

“Why?” 

The man knew what he was asking. Before he answered, he turned his face away. “Because it was a fair verdict.” 

One of the soldiers stepped forward and knelt before the chair. “My tyr, we have no medical scholars of our own, but we do have sleepstones available.” 

“The soldiers outside,” Tejohn said weakly, “the ones who’ve been bitten. You can’t put them onto the sleepstones.” 

The crowd moved back and then forward. He could see the happiness going out of their expressions. “Why not?” the soldier said. It was practically a challenge, and Tejohn knew he wouldn’t have dared ask a question of the last man to sit on this chair. 

“Because the grunt’s bite passes on its curse, and a sleepstone will speed the change.” 

The crowd began to talk among themselves. They sounded like a flock of geese. “Change? What change?” “What curse?” 

“It’s true!” a voice called from the back of the room. The crowd stilled and turned toward the woman speaking. It was Granny Nin. Tejohn couldn’t believe it. Why was she supporting him? “It’s been happening all over the lowlands, from the coasts to the Finstel lands. The creatures have been making more of themselves, and they do it by biting. That thing out there was once a human being, just like one of you.” 

That wasn’t true, but Tejohn didn’t think there was any need to argue the matter. The truth would be too complicated to explain  “That’s why the creature had to be stopped before it could reach the buildings. The people.” His head was swimming. “Those bitten soldiers need to be cared for, but the magic in the sleepstone will only feed their curse and make them transform all the sooner. Any that are injured but not bitten can be healed.” 

“There are none,” a soldier said. “They’re all dead.” 

“All?” Tejohn thought he sounded old as he said it. “None who were not bitten survived?” 

The young man shook his head. “And the ones who were bitten are in terrible pain, my tyr. The pain they’re suffering…” 

“If you must see it for yourselves,” Tejohn told him, “bring one to the sleepstones. Just one. Keep a guard on him of six men, with axes. When he begins to change, they have to strike through the skull. Do you hear? As soon as he starts to change.”

“We understand,” the soldier said. He stood and pushed through the crowd toward the doors. 

“I understand, too,” Tejohn muttered. 

Suddenly, Redegg was standing beside him, with Bluepetal at his shoulder. “My tyr, you called for us? We are, of course, at your service.” 

“The people put me on this chair,” Tejohn said, “but I can’t stay.” 

“Tyr Twofin had a private sleepstone. Perhaps--” 

“Take me,” he said, hoarsely. “Where is Lowtower?” 

“Here, my tyr,” the commander said, pushing through the crowd. 

“Good.” Tejohn stood unsteadily. There were traditions in the lands of Kal-Maddum, but for the moment, Tejohn was too dizzy, too wracked with pain to care about them. Why should there be one man to rule over all? He spoke to the crowd with all the strength and command he could muster. “These three men will rule while I heal. They are your council. They will prepare your soldiers for the defense of the walls, provision for a siege, and make sure Doctor Twofin is caught and tried for his crimes. They will also see to it that Iskol Twofin’s heirs are kept safe. As for me, I still await my sentence. Magistrate?” 

The small man was still standing by the wall. The crowd drew away from him as though he was contagious. He looked into their faces and remained stoic. “For destruction of public property, the accused is to pay a fine of not less than three silver bolds to the royal chair by sunset three days from now.” 

“I’ll pay that fine!” a man shouted from the back of the hall. Several other joined the shout to contribute. 

Tejohn couldn’t help it. He smiled. How strange it felt to receive kindness. “Thank you all,” he said. “But there is still much to do.” He sat again, then turned toward Redegg, Lowtower, and Bluepetal. “We have a few things to discuss before I sleep, but I need to get to that sleepstone.” 

Lowtower stepped forward as though he was about to take Tejohn’s arm. “Shall I--” Tejohn warded him off with a look. The tyr stood out of the chair and stepped down onto the floor. 

Redegg seemed to understand and began to lead the little group toward a nondescript door in the northern wall. The crowds parted for them, and Tejohn heard the murmurs behind him as they saw his back. Ridiculous. How many of them had laid their hands on him as they’d carried him out of the courtyard? Hadn’t they seen? 

The cuts on his back were ugly but shallow. That he knew. If they’d been more severe, he could not have forgotten about them in the excitement of battle. It was the bleeding that was debilitating. “I’ll need something to drink before I sleep. Preferably something without poison in it.” 

They passed through the door and down a flight of black stone stairs. Here, out of the sight of the crowd, Tejohn accepted Lowtower’s help. 

“I’ll see to it, my tyr,” Bluepetal said. “What... Er, what is your symbol? We should waste no time in taking down the Twofin banners and--” 

“Leave the Twofin banners,” Tejohn said. How many times did he have to say it? “I’m not taking over these lands, not even if the people want me to. I still have important work to do. However, if we’re going to win this war against The Blessing, I’m going to need to return to find a stable holdfast and capable soldiers. That means you three have to hold this land together. Everything you do has to be for the greater stability. No reprisals. No looting the treasury. Understand?” 

“I think the people would be happier if they thought you were going to return to take command.” 

Bluepetal clearly didn’t like the idea of serving on a ruling council, especially since he seemed to have guessed that Tejohn planned to make it more or less permanent once he set out to complete his quest. As for what the people wanted-- 

Actually, that wasn’t a terrible idea. Isn’t that how the herding clans and some of the Durdric communities did things? The people chose their own leaders. Of course, they were small groups of people, while a tyr--even a tyr of a small land like the Twofins--ruled over thousands of people. Could rule by popular acclaim work at that scale? 

Tejohn nearly laughed aloud. Not a year ago, he would have thought those ideas were treason. 

For the moment, it was irrelevant. If they won this war, they could experiment with new ways of picking leaders. Daydreaming about it now was just a waste of time. They turned a corner, moving deeper into the black rock. “About that magistrate…”

Lowtower interrupted, his voice sharp. “The one who ordered my family arrested at the tyr’s urging? The one who refused to hear even a single petition on their behalf? Do not worry, my tyr. His family will be returned to him. Not right away, but within the next few days.”

Tejohn realized that Lowtower might have been arrested before he had a chance to join his family. It wasn’t his place to ask after them. “What are you planning?” 

Redegg cleared his throat. “I would suggest to my colleagues that we must locate the rogue scholar and repair the gate as our most pressing bits of business. Then we should send out messengers to contact the peoples around us--not just Bendertuks to the south but the cliffside Durdric villages to the west as well. If our neighbors are warned against these creatures, they will better resist them, to our benefit.” 

Tejohn nodded. “Anyone object to those plans?” Bluepetal and Lowtower didn’t speak up, so he assumed they didn’t. “You need militias. Why are there no women among your bows and spears? I saw guards, but not soldiers.” 

Bluepetal knocked three times on a heavy oak door, then once more after a slight delay. A bolt slid back and he pulled the door open. Whoever had slid back the bolt was nowhere in sight. Bluepetal spoke quietly as he led them through yet another dark corridor. “Twofins don’t allow women into their armies. That’s been the tradition for generations. Women do not fight in our wars.” 

“Your men can barely fight. But never mind; if the soldiers are too delicate to take a life in front of women, form women-only militias. The men weren’t able to hold back that grunt, and it was only one. They’re going to need additional training and greater numbers. Call for female volunteers. These are their homes and families, too.” 

“That seems reasonable,” Redegg said mildly. 

“My tyr,” Lowtower said, his voice tense, “my spears are used to fighting from atop the wall. That has always been the Twofin strength.” 

“You need new strengths. More strengths. Make sure that happens, or I may wake from this sleepstone in a nest of grunts.” 

Lowtower bowed stiffly. “I hear and obey, my tyr.” 

“We’ll also need to collect those whisperers,” Redegg said, clearly glad to be changing the subject. They climbed a short flight of stairs, and Tejohn grew lightheaded at the effort it took. “Their rumors won’t have the same impact as actual deeds performed in full view, but they can be harmful nonetheless. Here it is.” 

“Bring in Granny Nin as an advisor,” Tejohn gasped. “I’d have put her in charge of your council if she came from Twofin lands, you’ll find her useful nonetheless. She rules her caravan without lash or spear, and you’re going to need her kind of diplomacy and charisma. Besides, it’s not like you can send those caravaners out into the wilderness.” 

They had come to a heavy, dark wooden door at the end of a corridor. Bluepetal did the same knock, but there was no sound of a bolt being pulled back. Everyone grew tense. Lowtower laid his hand on his sword and pulled on the latch. The door swung outward. 

The tyr’s room had an open gallery on one side, so the daylight let them see the damage that had been done. Furniture had been smashed, tapestries torn, and clothing strewn around the room. 

But it was the smell that was most upsetting. The room stank like burned meat, and Tejohn knew immediately what that meant. He glanced about the space, wishing he’s asked for new weapons, but Doctor Twofin was no longer here. 

They walked carefully into the room. The first two bodies they found were beside the bed. The feather mattress had been scorched and blackened on one corner, but considering the condition of the bodies, it was amazing that everything in the room hadn’t burned to ash. Both had been reduced to blackened skeletons, curled up on their sides like sleeping infants. Beside them wore torn scraps of grayish-white servants’ tunics. 

“At least we know where Doctor Twofin has been hiding,” Bluepetal said. “Great Way, he’s been treating the holdfast servants as though they’re nothing more than penned animals.” 

Tejohn’s response was harsher than he’d intended. “Penned animals are fed and cared for, because penned animals are valued. A hollowed-out scholar values nothing but himself. And don’t think it’s just servants he will mistreat; he will do the same to you, your children, the tyr’s children...to anyone he pleases. You think wizards are frights for a children’s story? They’re not. They’re dangerous.” 

“Not anymore, I don’t think,” Lowtower called from the other end of the room. Tejohn moved toward him, the stench of burned corpses giving him focus. Against the far wall was Iskol Twofin’s sleepstone. Lying beside it was another corpse burned beyond recognition, but the cloth beside it was no servant’s rag. It was fine green linen, and right at the scorched edge they could see a medical badge. 

Lowtower turned toward the west, where the western wall would have been. Another burned corpse in a servant’s tunic, this one not nearly so damaged, lay dead at the edge of the gallery. 

“I’ve often thought this would be the way to do it,” Lowtower said. “See the broken oil lamp on the floor? When a scholar attacks with a flame, you throw a quantity of oil on him.” 

“Oil that doesn’t burn the medical badge,” Redegg said. “How convenient.”

“I agree.” Tejohn wanted to slump onto the tyr’s daybed, but he knew someone would have to scrub it clean. Someone like him. If he lay on the sleepstone, the magic would pull him into unconsciousness. So he stood, still slightly unsteady, while the revolting smell filled his nostrils. 

“If you’ll excuse me,” Bluepetal said, and ran from the room. 

“Are you sure he should be the third in your interim council?” Lowtower asked. “He doesn’t seem to be the hardiest of fellows.” 

Tejohn looked at the commander, then looked away. “There’s no shame in being made sick by this horror.” He glanced at the doorway and saw a servant standing there. She was elderly and hollow-eyed, with the rangy muscles of someone who had been worked hard and fed little. “Servant, come here. I have a task for you.” 

He sent her for the chief. At the Palace, there had been numerous chiefs for each part of the building, but a small holdfast like this one wouldn’t need such a complex structure. When the chief arrived, he made arrangements for the bodies to be cleared away and buried respectfully. He also ordered the chief to take a census of the staff to try to identify the bodies; it had been all too common in the Finstel labor camp for dead servants to be pitched into the river or thrown into a pit without making any attempt to figure out who had been killed or whether they had families. No, Tejohn assured the man, that was not the body of Doctor Twofin lying there. 

Tejohn also spoke to the man about missing children; he could not stop thinking about the body parts they’d found in Doctor Twofin’s lab. The chief was looking at him strangely before he left, as though he thought a tyr’s interest in his servants extraordinary. 

The dead were taken away quickly, and the floors scrubbed by a dozen workers all at once. A bowl of cold alligaunt tail broth was brought to him before they finished; the smell in the room was still awful, but he forced himself to drink it down. 

If Javien had survived, he could have taught the locals how to build a water drip for injured people on sleepstones. There was so much waste in the world, and the Little Spinner never slowed. 

A soldier came to report that the first bitten spear had been taken to a sleepstone, where he transformed into a beast within moments. The six guards struck quickly, striking off his head, but now his family had nothing to bury. 

“We brought the body to the other injured soldiers, and they begged us to kill them.” 

“No!” Lowtower barked. “Our people don’t strike injured soldiers. Let them commit suicide if they can’t live. Let them keep their honor.”

“They say they can’t,” the soldier muttered, and the commander huffed.

“It’s true,” Tejohn said. “The curse will not allow them to do harm to The Blessing, and now they are The Blessing.” 

“So we execute them like criminals?” Lowtower asked, his voice going tight with outrage. 

For a moment, Tejohn thought he might vomit up the broth. He’d delayed his time on the sleepstone too long. “You three will decide that, along with the soldiers themselves and maybe their families. If it helps, think of them as infected. They’re already going to die, but you can stop the spread of the contagion.” 

“But—” 

“Enough,” Redegg interjected. “For now, that is enough. Tyr Treygar has injuries that need to be healed, and we must go back out there to let the people see us leading. Have no fear, my tyr. We will handle whatever problems arise.” 

The wizard is still on the loose. “Protect me,” Tejohn said. The three men nodded to him, and then he had had enough. Tejohn lay back on the sleepstone and felt the magic inside drag him down into sleep.
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Tejohn awoke with a parched throat in an empty stone room, and for one absurd moment, he looked for his wife and children, expecting them to be snoring in the darkness nearby. But when he reached out, he found only the stone edge of the table. His memories came back to him in a rush, and he had to close his eyes for a few moments while his bitterness and resentment subsided.

The only light came from a tiny hearth fire burning at the far end of the room, but after so long with his eyes shut, it was more than enough. He sipped from a bowl of water on a nearby shelf, counting slowly to ten between each taste. 

He needed to be on his way. The sooner all this was finished, the sooner he could return to Laoni and the little ones. Unfortunately, there were some things that couldn’t be rushed. He sipped again and again, but when the bowl was empty, he knew it hadn’t been enough. 

There were no clothes laid out for him, no weapons, no food. The adjacent room was empty except for the tiny, blinding firelight. He stood in the center of the room, wondering what had happened out in the holdfast. Were the three men he’d put in charge still in charge? Had the grunts overrun the place? 

The door opened and a servant entered. “My tyr! I did not expect to see you up so soon. These are for you.” 

She was a young woman, dark-skinned and wide-eyed like his own wife; the resemblance only annoyed him. She hurried to a cabinet hidden in the shadows of the hearth and retrieved a long robe in a rich blue color. 

Blue was a color of kings and rich men. Why had this been set aside for him when he needed weapons and a kit for the road? 

The servant quickly filled him in on everything that had happened while he slept. Only three days had passed, which was a surprisingly short time for a man with broken ribs; perhaps Doctor Twofin had enhanced the power of the sleepstone somehow. Redegg had been arrested for nearly half a day by a pair of palace guards but had been released as soon as news reached Lowtower. The gates had been sealed with massive boulders and no one was admitted without being searched for bite marks. Word out of the flatlands was that farmers were abandoning their fields a mere month before harvest, and everyone expected a year of famine. Few refugees were coming to Salt Pass, so far. As an afterthought, she assured him that the mining scholars had been stopped while they were still preparing the tunnel; Iskol Twofin’s plan to flood the lowlands had been thwarted. 

Dawn was still some time away. Tejohn shrugged into the robe, feeling suddenly like a man who ordered others to do for him rather than do for himself, then enlisted the servant as his guide. She led him first to the armory, where he picked up a kit, shield, spear, sword, and knife. All of it, even the blade of the spear, was engraved with the emblem of the Twofins. He also traded his regal blue robe for a padded shirt, steel cuirass, greaves, unadorned helm, and high boots. At least the weapons were sharp. 

The servant accepted the robe uncertainly, then set to folding it. “My tyr, the council selected this because they thought you would benefit from the trappings of power.” 

“To the kitchens,” Tejohn said. 

Of course, the kitchens were up and running, even at that dismal hour. Tejohn downed an entire kettle of thorn tea, then filled the skins in his kit from another. He took packs of meatbread from storage and wrapped them tightly. Then, alone in the great hall, he ate a hurried breakfast of compote, porridge, and roasted alligaunt tail. He offered the chair opposite to the servant. She sat but refused to eat. 

“I will return. Be sure they know that. I will return, and when I do, I expect to have a spell powerful enough to turn back this invasion. I want you to pass that information to the council. They must hold out until I return.” 

She stared down at the table while she spoke. “They will ask me where you are going, my tyr.” 

Not long ago, he would have been annoyed by a question from a servant, even one disguised as a statement. That version of himself had been destroyed, and he was glad of it. “Tempest Pass.” 

She looked at him warily. “Few survive in that wilderness, my tyr. Very few.”

“Tell me what you’ve heard.” Tejohn began to scrape porridge into his mouth all the faster. He knew he had to leave as quickly as possible or be drawn back into discussions with the three council members on the choices they were making, and whether he should step in himself. 

“The mountain trails are filled with Durdric holy fighters,” she said. “There are not as many as there once were, I’m told, but every path passes through or within sight of a Durdric enclave. There are also big cats and other creatures among the rocks. If you try to pass with iron or stone, the Holy Sons will kill you. If you try to pass without, you cannot defend yourself.” 

“Can’t I descend all the way into the Sweeps?” 

She glanced up at him warily, then looked down again. “Yes, my tyr, but the earth is so muddy that it will swallow a man whole. Worse, the alligaunts are quite numerous. In fact, they are so numerous that there appears to be no other living beast there.” 

“If the alligaunts were that numerous, wouldn’t they hunt the land barren and run down their own numbers by starvation?” 

“Yes, my tyr. That’s what we expected but it hasn’t happened. We’ve been waiting for the number of alligaunts in the Sweeps to collapse for two generations or more. It hasn’t happened and no one is quite sure why, although many believe the waters of Lake Windmark to run deeper and be more fertile than anyone suspected.” 

“Hm.” Tejohn emptied his bowl. “It seems I’m foiled one way or the other. When was the last successful visit to the tower?” 

“From here? Six years ago, my tyr.” She laid her hand on the rough wood of the table. “They flew there by cart.” 

Of course! How could he have forgotten the cart he had stolen with Doctor Twofin? “Perhaps I will wait around to speak to the council after all. I’ll have need of that cart soon enough.” 

She grimaced. Tejohn knew the expression of someone who did not want to share bad news. “My tyr, I’m sorry, but the flying cart is no longer...” 

“Of course it isn’t. That would have been too simple. Was it destroyed or stolen?” 

“Probably stolen. Yesterday morning, it was simply gone, along with the guards who had been watching over it. No one is quite sure what happened, but...” 

“But it’s assumed that Doctor Twofin escaped in it.” 

“It is, my tyr.” 

Tejohn couldn’t suppress a bitter sigh. Again, the man had left him stuck where he didn’t want to be. “What about Tempest Pass, six years ago? What did they find?” 

“I’m just a servant, my tyr. I’m not privy to such things. I do know that they made several trips to the tower that month, and each time, they returned with dour expressions.” 

Tejohn looked into her eyes. “Look at me.” She did. “Scholars have rules they are commanded to follow, upon pain of mutilation or death. Do you think Doctor Italga out in Tempest Pass has broken those rules and gone hollow?” 

“I can’t say, in all honesty, my tyr, but that is the rumor we’ve lived with for the last six years. It’s impossible to tell truth from fable. The only thing I can say is, if he was supposed to be executed by his bodyguards, it had not happened, as of that last trip.” 

There are benefits to being younger brother to the king. “It’s time.” 

He stood, shouldered his pack, picked up his shield and spear, then started toward the door. The servant glanced all around her. No one else was in sight and that seemed to bother her. 

“My tyr, the council will rise soon--” 

“Accompany me to the northern gate. What do you call it?”

He started toward the exit. She struggled to keep up with him. Their tread was loud on the rough plank floor. “The Marsh Gate, my tyr.”

“Does it empty directly onto the marsh?” 

“No, my tyr, but it comes close.” 

They unbarred the door and stepped out into the night. The eastern sky was blocked by mountains, of course, so the sunrise would start with little more than a glow around the slopes, but Tejohn could see no trace of it. 

Still, the stars stood revealed in the sky, and the light they shone illuminated the barren mountainsides. Amazing. After a lifetime of squinting at things in the same room, he could finally see the world in its true complexity. How cheated he had been. Once again, he wished his wife and children were with him. “What’s your name?”

“Sibilanth Totewater, my tyr.” 

Tejohn began walking northward toward the town. They passed spears patrolling in teams of three, but none challenged them. “Do you have family here?”

“Not any more, my tyr. Last year, the Twofin heirs became ill. It was just fever sweats, of the sort any child might have, easily cleared on the sleepstone, but the old tyr became convinced that my brothers had poisoned them.” 

“They worked in the kitchen with you?” 

“One squeezed grapes for the little ones’ juice and the other carried it to them. Tyr Twofin, he put them both in the airiest cell in the west. For nothing.” 

She didn’t need to say more. The old tyr had fed her family to one of those Fire-taken water serpents. That was why she had been trusted to look after him while he was helpless on the sleepstone. Tejohn was glad Redegg and the others had not bought her loyalty by taking hostages. 

“I’m sorry.” The words felt strange as they came out of his mouth, and he did not want to see her reaction, but they were said and they needed to be said. He had never apologized to a servant before in his life, especially for something someone else did, but it seemed like the right thing to do, no matter how awkward. 

Totewater did not answer. They passed out of the parade ground into the town, which she told him was called Saltstone. It was larger than expected; the pass sloped downward and curved around a walled-off rockslide on the eastern edge. The houses nearest the holdfast were large and fine, built from stone blocks and sturdy timbers with black slate roofs, but as they went farther north, they grew smaller. More were made of wood, with tarred plank roofs, until finally they were passing through row after row of shacks made of crude wooden frames covered with cloth stiffened with dried mud. The warehouses near the walls were made of raw lumber and unmortared stone, rough and utilitarian.

Along the western side of the cliffs were little grassy ledges where sheep had been perched. The eastern side of the mountains had been carved into terraced farmland. The Twofin people had made the best of their confined terrain. 

The wall at the north end was just as large as the one at the south, which surprised him. Surely the Indregai did not raid this far to the west, and the Durdric did not form armies. A wall this high and thick in the middle of nowhere had to be a matter of prestige, didn’t it? 

The guards at the Marsh Gate were reluctant to let him through before sunrise, but Tejohn could tell their hearts weren’t in it. A Twofin scout blundered sleepily from the barracks to give his advice about traveling through the wilderness, but there was little in it that Tejohn had not already planned to do. 

The guards opened the little gate and escorted him out with a bow. The scout said there had been unusual activity among the rocks for many days and asked to accompany him. Tejohn needed only delay long enough for the man to fetch his kit and quiver from the holdfast, but Tejohn refused. The more he delayed, the more likely the council would awaken and try to stop him. He also couldn’t help but think of Reglis Singalan and Beacon Javien Biliannish, both taken from The Way because of him and his quest. “You’re needed here,” he said. “Do not follow or try to catch up. I command it.” He stepped through the door, then turned back. “Will I be able to see the tower at Tempest Pass when the day comes?” 

“If the weather’s clear, my tyr,” the scout said. “And it usually is. It’s still farther than it seems.” 

Tejohn nodded to him, then turned to Totewater. She had come to the very edge of the little Marsh Gate door but did not dare step through. “You know what to do.” She nodded. 

He turned his back on them and walked northward. The little door thunked shut behind him, and he could hear bars sliding into place. 

I have condemned myself to death. The loose stone and dirt crunched under his boots as he made his way down the slope by starlight. He was heading almost due north, and if he was correct, he would have to find a path that would take him westward to the farthest edge of the Sweeps where he could turn northwest toward the tower. 

It felt good to be alone. He rested his spear on his shoulder, hiked his shield up high, and walked out into the wind and darkness. The odd smell of the Sweeps wind--that vinegary tang--was very strong here, and it was a bit bracing. Another realm entirely. It was an odd, intoxicating thought. 

No doubt the Durdric had lookouts stationed near the gate, and he was being observed even as he descended. His pack protected his back and the shield his left; it was unlikely an arrow would come to him out of the swamps. To the right were more terraced patches of garden, some quite large. All looked abandoned. Surely none of the Twofin people would shoot him. Still, he walked forward as if this was a final test of his honor and his life. 

Grateful am I to be permitted to travel The Way. 

The starlight was bright enough that he could see narrow trails running off the main pass up into the western side of the mountains. On two of them he could have sworn he saw rough stairs. These he bypassed, assuming they would be guarded. Farther he went, glancing back only once to see the distant torchlight of the Marsh Gate behind him. The ground became less stony, more earthen. Then, he stepped into a puddle of chilly water. 

Even with the wind, the splash he made sounded loud in the darkness. Immediately, the flat land ahead of him lit up with nearly three dozen pairs of glowing eyes. 

They were low to the ground, all of them, no higher than a house cat’s eyes would be. The closest was perhaps forty paces, the farthest harder to determine, and Tejohn had little doubt what they were. 

Alligaunts. So many, though? And all crouching so close to the Marsh Gate? He backed away from them, point low. Surely they weren’t expecting prey. A herd of boq or a family of wild goats, maybe? 

Tejohn had an unhappy suspicion that they were waiting for him. 

It was still too dark to see them clearly, but their backs were long and narrow, and so were their heads. Their skin was ridged and thorny, somewhat like the backs of the blue grunts, but they had no hair on them at all. They were slick, wet, gleaming things, their heavy, muscular legs holding them very low to the ground. Only after he’d noticed them did they begin to lift their tails straight into the air, once again reminding him of cats in the way they waved and curled them. 

Fire and Fury, there was a sense of palpable menace from them. 

No matter. A glance to the right showed that the first faint traces of dawn had appeared at the far end of the Sweeps; he turned his back on it, hopping over a few low rocks toward a narrow stony path barely six feet above the mud. It wasn’t the path he would have chosen, but it had apparently chosen him. Tejohn followed the trail carefully, holding his shield high on the left in case a Durdric archer with a flint arrow lurked above, and holding his spear high on the right in case an alligaunt lay crouched between the rocks. 

But there were none. The alligaunts never followed him, and no Durdric arrows struck his shield. As the daylight came up, he realized he was quite alone on the side of the mountain. After a short time, he climbed to a path that was slightly higher on the hillside. It was not because he wanted to be away from the muddy swamps below--in truth, the alligaunts seemed to have vanished--but because that higher path offered more concealment from watchful eyes above. 

Tejohn traveled the whole day in silence, stopping for water only once. He moved carefully among the rocks, determined not to accidentally kick loose stones into a crevice or expose his position unknowingly to lookouts above. 

It was going to be a long trip. The tower at Tempest Pass was indeed visible, pink granite against the charcoal gray mountain slopes, although he couldn’t see the pass. However, it was almost directly across the lake; it may have been farther than it looked, but Tejohn thought it looked far enough. 

Ahead, the slopes curved around the westernmost edge of the Sweeps. If the sorcerer-kings of ancient times had truly dug out the Sweeps valley as a long trench, this was where they started. Tejohn needed only traverse the inside rim, keeping clear of the beasts below and the Holy Sons above. 

However, as much as he crept and watched and crept again, he did not once spot a Durdric raider or alligaunt moving on the mountainside. He did have to hide for part of the afternoon when a team of spears and bows bearing the Twofin symbol blundered by on one of the higher trails, calling his name. For whatever reason, the council wanted him to have help. Or they wanted to bring him back at spearpoint. 

He hid and kept still. Eventually, they turned back east toward the pass. He hoped he was rid of them. 

Midway through the next day, he was suddenly struck by the smell of old blood and rotting flesh. Very quickly, he came to a flattened space on the side of the mountain slope. There were little mud houses here, along with okshim carts, rice barrels, and wooden swords for children. 

There were bodies, too. Tejohn went on guard immediately, scanning the area for any signs of danger. There were none. The bodies were at least a few days old, but there few crows that had gathered were silent as he approached. Strange. 

Tejohn sneaked forward, approaching the nearest corpse. It was an old woman, a broken pail clutched in her hand. She hadn’t simply been struck down; she had been killed and pulled apart as if by hooks. 

The Durdric fought with hooked weapons, but he’d never seen evidence that they did anything like this. This was simple mutilation. 

The pail appeared to have been struck by an ax, as if she’d raised it to defend herself. There was a string of seashells around her wrist. 

A little farther up the slope was another body, this time of a young man with a broken club beside him. He had not been flensed like the woman had been; lying facedown in the dirt, his neck was gone. It hadn’t been severed. It had been removed from the tops of his shoulder and the base of his skull and was simply nowhere to be seen. 

What sort of weapon was this? Tejohn stood in the middle of the muddy path, looking all around for some sign of who could have killed this way. 

The dirt slope ran all the way down to the marsh grounds below. After a moment, he could make out an alligaunt lurking at the water’s edge, watching. There was, as far as he could tell, no reason the beasts would not come up the slope to feast upon the bodies, but they hadn’t. Were they loath to leave the water, or was something else keeping them at bay? 

If there was one thing he was sure of, the old woman and the young man had not been killed by grunts. They took huge ragged bites from their prey. These people looked like they had been struck by sharp-edged weapons. 

A small voice urged him to search the houses for supplies, but he didn’t dare linger. Everything about this seemed wrong, from the mysterious way the people had been killed to the lack of scavengers. He drank from and refilled a water skin at a basin designed to capture the flow of a tiny waterfall, then struck out further for the west. 

It wasn’t until the next day that he saw the creature that had killed those Durdric villagers.
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It was midday when they passed over the final rise and saw Goldgrass Hill stretched out below them. Cazia couldn’t help it; she gasped. 

The grass was not gold or even slightly yellow; it was the most vibrant green she’d ever seen in her life. Small white cottages dotted the landscape, with little garden plots and lush lawns between them. 

The road sloped away from the caravan, crossed an arching stone bridge, then went straight up what must have been Goldgrass Hill proper. It was a long, gentle slope that seemed to go on and on, passing through the gates of a white-painted lumber wall, then into the city itself. Above the wall, the buildings were somewhat larger and closer together but still had a great deal of greenery between. 

At the top of the hill was another white wall, with a few towers looming over the top. Cazia also thought she saw high-peaked roofs like the one Ivy lived in inside Peradain. 

Great Way, Peradain seemed so long ago. 

Ivy stepped up beside her. “Well?” 

“It’s beautiful, little sister. Very beautiful.” 

The little princess was extraordinarily pleased. “It is true. Peradain was beautiful, too, in the way, but Goldgrass Hill is the most lovely city in all of Kal-Maddum. Oh, and the grass will not turn gold until the autumn.” 

“Noted,” Cazia said, and they laughed together. “Why is everything painted white?” 

“For this,” Ivy answered, staring out at the buildings below them. “So, a few things to remember. Try to--” 

At that moment, four deep baritones began call out a long, sustained note. They’re doing it wrong was her first thought, because they sang aw instead of ah, as she had been taught. Then others joined in, making a chord. Finally, the song began. It was in Ergoll--Cazia was learning to tell the difference between it and Toal--and the melody was simple, joyful, and a little triumphant. Wrong for me but not for them. Cazia couldn’t help but smile wider. 

“Our homecoming song,” Ivy said. “I will have to join in, so I will be quick, okay? First, try to stay on the paths. It is not a capital crime to walk across someone else’s green, but it is considered awfully rude. People put as much pride in the grass as they do the gardens. Second, you are a guest, so you will not be expected to take part in contests of wit. In fact, do not try. It is a complicated game and you do not know half the rules. All you need to remember is to never show that you have taken offense to anything anyone says, even me. Third, it is considered slightly rude to talk about the possessions of someone who is not there. Talk about what I have, and what you have, but not what he or she has.”

“Is that why you talk that way?” Cazia said without thinking. “So-and-so and the wife instead of So-and-so and his wife?” 

Ivy looked abashed for a moment. “It is easy to cause offense to an Ergoll when speaking Peradaini. Finally, before you meet my mother and father, you and Kinz are going to be taken somewhere private so you can be bathed and given fresh clothes. I hope you will not mind--”

“Oh, I would love a bath! Song knows, I need one.” 

“Oh, good! Kinz was afraid it would make her sick or something.” Belterzhimi approached and held out his hand. Ivy took it. “I will see you inside the villa!” The Warden helped her onto the front of the cart, then climbed up beside her. They stood, side by side, and joined in the song with the others. Immediately, the voices seemed to become three times louder. 

It was a joyous procession. Cazia had never seen so many happy faces or lifted spirits. Not at a wedding, not at a healthy childbirth, never. Her whole body flushed with the pleasure of seeing merchants united with families, of soldiers stepping out of the caravan to embrace their dogs, of children waiting patiently at garden gates for a familiar face, and of countless people weeping and waving at Ivy--at Princess Vilavivianna, who waved back at everyone, smiling so broadly that she could barely keep up the song. 

They sang all the way down the road, across the bridge, and up the hill. Everyone did, except for a few squint-faced grumps that Cazia wanted to pinch. There were always a few. 

People lined up along the main road or clustered at the edges of the crossroads, craning to see Ivy as she passed. By the time they reached the top of the hill, it seemed that the whole town was singing. 

The gates to the compound at the top--what Ivy had called the villa--had been thrown open. Dozens of people stood atop the walls and in the entrance, and the streets became so crowded that Cazia began to fall back, losing sight of the cart and the princess. As she passed through the thick, lumber walls, she heard someone call her name. 

It was Kinz. Goherzma, Belterzhimi’s servant--actually, he was the warden’s “man,” which seemed to be pretty much the same thing--had pulled her aside, and now they beckoned to Cazia. 

The two girls were led along the wall to a small outer building. It, too, was painted white, although the wood grain had begun to show through. Kinz and Cazia were handed off to a group of stern older women in short tunics. The girls were taken to a large stone basin with a tiny fire beneath. The water inside was delightfully hot. 

The stern women began to scrub at the girl’s backs with rough cloths almost immediately, but Cazia didn’t ask them to stop. It occurred to her that they might not speak Peradaini, and maybe would push her under the water if they heard. 

It was Kinz who asked them to stop, in Toal. They seemed disappointed, but they became much gentler. They also became more resentful at the extra time the chore would require. Cazia kept her things in sight the whole time. 

It was hours before Ivy and her parents were ready to meet Kinz and Cazia, and that was just fine by them. Kinz took to a soak in a hot tub immediately, and the girls were almost disappointed when they were summoned. 

“I am not made comfortable in fine white clothes,” Kinz said. They’d been offered linen robes with deep pockets, and Cazia immediately put the three crystals Kelvijinian had given her into them. 

“I know what you mean,” Cazia said. “I hope we won’t be expected to eat dinner in them.” 

They were. Kinz and Cazia were brought before Alisimbo and Silvisbemuntu of Goldgrass Hill, king and queen of the Ergoll people. After an initial show of respect, they were seated on cushions on the floor before an empty table. The king and queen were both very like the princess--pale, yellow-haired, and lean. Unlike the princess, they looked at Cazia the way a falcon looks at a mouse. 

But they were friendly, even though it seemed to take an effort. Their Peradaini was quite good, although not as good as Ivy’s.  They were grateful to have their daughter back, and were considering making honored guests of Cazia and Kinz. 

Considering? Cazia wasn’t sure what to make of that. 

“We must ask,” Alisimbo said, “why you did not send Vilavivianna to us with the Ozzhuacks. Why did you delay?” 

“That was her choice,” Cazia answered. 

“Her choice?” Silvisbemuntu said. “She is a child.” 

“She’s only three years younger than me.” Cazia suddenly realized that the king and queen were addressing their questions to Kinz. “There’s something you should understand: Kinz was not with us when that decision was made. She and her brother only joined up with us as we split from the Ozzhuacks. At that time, Ivy had already committed to going with me.”

The king’s friendly expression faltered. “My daughter is of the royal blood of the Ergoll people. Please show the respect she deserves by using her proper name.”

She invited me to call her that, Cazia almost said. 

Silvisbemuntu glanced at her husband in admonishment. “Our daughter has told us of those lost when Peradain fell, but she will not tell us what happened afterward. She says we must hear the story from you. That you asked this of her.” 

Alisimbo’s expression became icy. “What hold do you have over our daughter that you can make demands of her?” 

“Friendship,” Cazia answered. They didn’t like that answer. “The truth is, the three of us talked this over for many long evenings on our trip south. How could we tell this story without being mocked as liars? I promise you, you will find it hard to believe, and the Toal already stole the artifacts we brought to prove our tale. So Ivy said… I’m sorry, Princess Vilavivianna said we should strike our deal first, then tell the story.” 

“What will we be bargaining for?” the queen asked. The good humor was slowly leaving her expression, too. 

Cazia sighed. There was no way to put this gently, so she just said it. “Your flying cart. I need it.” 

Alisimbo and Silvisbemuntu exchanged a series of short sharp words in Ergoll, their expressions stony. They’re insulting each other, trying to decide what to do next. It’s just like Ivy said. 

“How did you learn of this cart?” the king asked. “It has been kept in utmost secrecy.” 

Cazia shrugged. “Belterzhimi asked us a lot of questions, and he asked once too often about flying a cart.” She felt a pang of regret at that. The warden had been kind to her, mostly, and she didn’t want him to think she’d betrayed him.  “It’s obvious you have a cart but no one to fly it.” 

“We have you,” the queen said. “Apparently, you can fly it.” 

“I’ve been told how it’s done,” Cazia said, “but I have never actually tried it. And you would have to make a prisoner of me.” 

The queen leaned back and stared at her. “Just how much gratitude do you think we should show to a girl who dragged our daughter through the wilderness instead of bringing her straight to safety?” 

Cazia felt her face grow warm, but she remembered Ivy’s warning and did her best to hide her growing anger. “I would not wager a tin speck on the gratitude of royalty. What I’m going to offer instead is something you can use for the benefit of your own people.” From her pocket, she drew out one of the crystals. 

Alisimbo laughed nastily. “A piece of cheap quartz?” 

But Silvisbemuntu leaned forward, her brow furrowed with interest. 

Cazia smiled. She had the queen’s attention, at least. “Do you have any serpents here inside the villa?” 

“Ahch,” the king exclaimed. “This. You foreigners are so terrified of the serpents. Yes, we have serpents living as guests here. They are allies.” 

“Iv--Princess Vilavivianna says they eat chickens and things from specially built coops.” 

“We are pleased to raise the animals for them. The serpents are tenacious fighters who terrify our enemies. It is because of them that your people have been held at the other side of the Straim.” 

“But,” Cazia said, “there was a time when you were at war with them.” 

“Of course,” Alisimbo said impatiently. “Before the Alliance, there was no Alliance. Any child would understand this.” So much for not insulting guests. 

The queen’s voice was quiet when she spoke. “What are you saying?” 

Cazia set the crystal in front of her and she picked it up. 

Kinz said, “Way iss fullgorm bin intfull.” 

“Of course I do,” Silvisbemuntu said. 

“Of course you do what?” the king snapped. There followed a short exchange in Ergoll, then the king took possession of the crystal. Kinz spoke again. The queen grabbed the king’s arm in excitement. They began talking quickly over each other. 

Cazia took out the second crystal and heard “--some sort of trick.” 

“Of course it’s not a trick,” she interrupted. “Unless you think I’ve conspired with each of you to trick the other. No, I don’t speak Ergoll. Yes, I have a second translation stone, and no, these two crystals are not the only things I’m offering for the cart.” There was no need to mention the third; that one was hers. She stood. “Where would we find some of these serpents late in the afternoon?” 

The king and queen led them up a flight of stairs to a long outcropping of rock that stood above the courtyard. It was a fine vantage point to overlook the fast-flowing river, and it was also a good place for three large serpents to sun themselves in the fading afternoon. 

The king still held the crystal Cazia had given them, so she handed the second one to his wife. “Princess Vilavivianna has told us that you both are experts at keeping a neutral expression. This would be an excellent time to practice those skills.” 

She walked slowly toward the serpents. They noticed her and reared up, swaying. As she came closer, they began to hiss. Cazia forced herself to take another step closer, then another. Goose flesh ran down her back. That was near enough, she was sure. The king and queen were close behind her. She half expected them to call her back, but when they didn’t, she turned and walked away as calmly as she could. 

Ivy’s parents had indeed kept their expressions neutral, but there was no disguising the utter shock on their faces. They glanced at the crystals in their hands and then at the serpents. They’re afraid the serpents will understand them.

“You can talk in front of them. Unless you give a translation stone to one of them, they won’t understand you any better than before.” 

The king and queen looked very pale. “They said they wanted to devour you. They said they were awaiting the day of devouring.” 

“They make to say that often,” Kinz said. 

“They do. Princess Vilavivianna had a hard time believing it, but the serpents hate you. They really, really hate you. What we have figured out after listening to them for days is that, before the Alliance, they were nearly wiped out completely. They joined the Alliance so they’d have a chance to build up their numbers again. But they’re planning an attack that will take back their lands--they’re very territorial--and it sounds like it will be soon.” 

The king and queen looked at each other in astonishment. “This is…” 

“You have the stones, so you’ll have plenty of chances to listen to them. It’s weird, isn’t it?” 

They sighed. “It is. Very much so.” 

“This is what I’m offering in exchange for the cart,” Cazia said. “Those two stones and the knowledge that you have a traitor in your Alliance. And obviously, the serpents are not large enough to swallow people whole--” 

“But they could kidnap them,” Alisimbo said. “They could capture men and bring them into their lands to build structures…chicken coops or goat pens, and then raise the animals themselves. Who knows how many of their kind are living inside the border of their own lands?” 

“The Straim will protect you from The Blessing for a while,” Cazia said, “but not forever. No matter how valiant your warriors, you can’t fight the grunts and the serpents both. Give me the cart. Kinz and I will go into the west, where my cousin is searching for a spell that will turn the war against them.” 

“And you would swear to bring this spell to us?” Silvisbemuntu asked. 

“For Ivy’s family? Her people? I absolutely would. I swear it.” 

They didn’t seem to mind the use of her nickname now. “But not with our daughter,” Alisimbo said. “You can not take Vilavivianna with you when you go. One of her older brothers, perhaps…” 

Cazia glanced at Kinz, who wrinkled her nose. “It is not the good idea to give us the brother. He would make more use here with you.”

“Agreed. She should remain here with her family. Not because she’s too young to face danger, but because her people need her.” 

Kinz kept her voice low. “She will not make to like this arrangement.” 

The queen adjusted her fine robes. “She will learn to live with it. To make this easier for her and for you, we will arrange for you to leave before dawn. When she wakes, you will already be gone.” 

“Fine,” Cazia said, feeling that it was a bad decision, but she could not take the princess away from her parents again. “Which leads us to our next bargain.” 

Ivy’s parents stared at her in shock. “You wish to make another bargain?” 

“I do. Tonight, after we eat, I will make three more of these translation stones for you, one for the Toal, one for the Winsoll, and one for…Great Way, I’ve forgotten.”

“The Peshkoll,” Alisimbo said. “Do not fret about forgetting them. They are quite forgettable.” 

Well. “One each, and you two will be the ones handing them out when you tell your allies about the serpents.” 

“A great boon,” the queen said. “What will you ask in return?”

“First, a small thing, but you’ll have to provide the crystal quartz for the stones.”

“That will be no hardship,” the queen said. “What is the large thing?”

“Tonight, the three of us will tell you what we did, where we went, and what we saw. We’re going to be completely honest with you. All I ask is that you swear to believe it. For your daughter’s sake, because I know how hard it will be for her if you don’t.”
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It was after midday when Tejohn came to the next village. Before he saw any signs of habitation, the wind blowing in his face brought him the sounds of wailing. He crouched low and crept forward on his belly. At the first tall cluster of standing stones, Tejohn removed his helm and peered ahead. 

There were more mud houses--so dark, they were practically black--strung along another long slope that had been mostly cleared of rocks. The villagers were also in full view. They sat together in an open space at the center of the little settlement. The way they were clustered, they might have been huddling against icy weather. Every few moments, one of them would moan; to Tejohn’s ears, they weren’t cries of the injured. They were cries of grief. Scrutinizing them more carefully, he saw that each of them had been bloodied. 

Great Way, he knew what that meant. They’d received The Blessing and awaited their transformation. Grunts must have been patrolling nearby, probably behind the rocks where Tejohn could not see.

He was downwind of them, so the grunts were unlikely to pick up his scent, and he would have to make quite a loud noise to be heard over the wind. Still, he stayed low in the crevice, watching the villagers in their goatskin clothes and seashell decorations, and he waited for a patrolling grunt to move into his line of sight. 

Tejohn lay unmoving among the rocks for most of the afternoon without satisfaction. At the farmhouse in Finstel lands, the grunts had walked circuits around their victims to protect them. Was Tejohn’s vantage point too high, allowing a blue grunt to pass beneath his view? Or perhaps there was a purple grunt that guarded its victims from a stationary spot.

Whichever creature it was, he could not fight it. He didn’t dare. Even if there was only one grunt and he managed to win the fight again, the injuries he’d suffer would mean the end of his mission.  

How to get around them, though? There were no trails leading higher into the mountain, and Tejohn did not have the skills or the gear to climb cliffs, let alone climb them without being seen. It would be easier to move downslope, but that would put him closer to the alligaunts. The only plan he could come up with was one he absolutely did not want to risk: to lie in hiding, wait for the villagers to transform, then hope they missed him when they dispersed in search of prey. 

But as much as Tejohn hated that plan, it seemed to be the only one available to him. He retreated out of sight.

Finally, just before the sun dipped behind the mountains, he heard a loud squawk. It sounded like a bird’s cry echoing out of a barrel. He quietly slipped out of his hiding place and peered up the hill. 

Something moved. He had to blink and squint to make sense of what he was seeing: the movement--that thing--was a bird, he realized. A bird with black and silver stripes on its feathers, massive legs and feet, and stubby, useless little wings. After a moment of disbelief, he realized it stood a full head taller than him. 

But it was the huge, curved beak that really caught his attention. That was the weapon that had done so much damage to the corpses he’d seen yesterday. The curving talons on the creature’s feet were long enough to gut an okshim, but that beak was broader than the biggest axe Tejohn had ever seen, and it looked extremely sharp. The young man with the broken maul had not had his head lopped off; it had been bitten off. 

A chill ran down Tejohn’s back. That was a ruhgrit out there. That was what the ruhgrit turned into when they received The Blessing. 

He lowered himself out of sight and retreated to a narrow crevice deep enough for him to lower the butt of his spear without the point showing. Tejohn crouched on his pack and set his shield over top of him. Fire, pass me by. 

Just as darkness settled around him, he began to hear the sounds of screaming and tearing flesh. 

He hid through the night, listening to the sounds of transformation and retreating grunts. Eventually, he fell into a fitful sleep. When he woke, daylight shone around the edges of the shield above him. Slowly, he extricated himself and crept toward the village. 

The grunts and the…what were the names of those new creatures? Tejohn did not want to think about it. He wanted them as far away as possible, physically and mentally. In any event, the village was empty, and by the muddy tracks, he could see that The Blessing had all gone upslope, into the mountains. Were they simply hunting for more humans, or were they afraid of the water? He looked out over the black, choppy waters of Lake Windmark; anything could be out there, not just dumb, delicious alligaunts. And of course, the grunts could not swim. Tejohn did not linger there. 

So, he traveled around the western end of the Sweeps, making plodding northward progress among the rocks. After that second day, every Durdric village and hovel he came across was deserted, and the only sign of The Blessing, in all their forms, were the shrieks and roars that echoed from the rocks above. 

Clean, fresh water became scarce and he became even stingier with his dwindling supplies. He ate only once each day at his brief midday rest. He knew he was slowly starving himself, but no matter how many stones he threw at birds or how many times he stabbed at snakes, he could not catch them. 

Then, one morning as he was just waking up, he saw a mound of dirt beside him rise out of the path, mold itself into a human face, and speak his name. 

With no weapon in hand, he punched it as hard as he could, spraying the wet soil among the rocks. As he hurriedly gathered up his things, he kept glancing back at the gouge in the mud. A dream. It had to have been a dream. Still, at the first opportunity, he moved to a higher path where the way was rockier and less muddy. 

Finally, on a rainy day when the tower was only two days’ journey, he lost his patience with sleeping in hiding places among the rocks. When he came upon three abandoned houses on a narrow plateau, he searched them, confirmed that they were empty, and settled into one for the night. 

In the morning, he noticed piles of stones in the doorway. Fire take him. He knew it was safer to sleep in hiding, but he just couldn’t take another windy, rainy night. Now the alligaunts had left their mark, and the next time he tried to sleep, they would come for him. 

He found jerky hanging in the rafters beside a basket of dried onions. There was a basin outside and a stand of firewood, too. Great Way, if he was going to make the mistake of taking shelter, he would going to make the most of it. 

He stepped over the piles of stones, then refilled his skins and a little wooden bucket. The house had a fire pit with a stone basin over it. Tejohn dropped half the jerky, the best-looking onion, and a fair bit of water into it before he began building the fire. It took some time, but the bow and string fire-starter he found hanging on the wall was sturdily built, and soon the blaze was growing. 

He took a short bow and a handful of flint arrows outside. There was no one to judge his performance, so he tried his hand at archery while waiting for the water to boil. He found he could hit the side of a building from fifteen paces, but that was it. Even putting an arrow through a gaping window--wider by a human body by half--was a difficult trick. The bow was not his friend. He tossed the weapon back inside. 

And had to step over the stones again. Almost against his will, he took another look at them. The largest pile held thirteen smooth black stones. The smallest was a single stone alone at the end of the row. Why did they leave these beside the people they hunted? A few years back, a tavern know-it-all had insisted that they swallowed the stones to help grind up their meals. It seemed as good an explanation as any, but why make these piles, and why delay their attack to show them to him? Were they taunting him?

The water still had not boiled, so he settled down to look at the piles again. Maybe the significance was in the piles they did not make. They had skipped piles of four, six, eight, nine, ten, and twelve. They were every other number except for the nine, but what did it mean? 

The question was absurd, obviously, because it did not mean anything. How could it? Still, Tejohn went to the edge of their little clearing and collected a handful of stones to make piles of his own. 

It occurred to him that the alligaunts might be leaving these piles as a test. If he still had the translation stone Cazia Freewell had made for him, would their low hisses have sounded like words? He’d seen stranger things, he supposed, but he had no idea why they would want to test him before they attacked. 

Unless this was a test of his wit and the beasts would not harm him if he passed. 

It was a disturbing thought, not least of which because the meat in his meatbread and the jerky he was cooking looked like alligaunt tail. Tejohn went back into the house, aimlessly searching for something to throw into the pot of bubbling stew. There were a few leaves hanging beside a window; he didn’t recognize them, but he added them anyway. 

Back outside, he began to make piles in the quantities the alligaunts had skipped directly next to the piles they’d left. Could that be the answer to their test? Tejohn was sure it was too easy; someone else had to have thought of this before. He wasn’t smart enough to be the first one to solve this puzzle. 

He knocked over the pile of four and restacked it into two piles of two. Then he split the pile of six in half, then the pile of eight. Was that the secret? The alligaunts would not make piles that could be split in two? 

That didn’t explain why they skipped nine, though. Tejohn collected enough stones to make a pile of nine and confirmed it: just like seven, nine could not be broken into two equal piles. He glanced at the split pile of six and had a new idea. Nine could be split into three piles of three. 

He went through all the piles the alligaunts had left him, breaking them apart into every combination he could think of. The two could be split into even piles of one, of course, but there was already a pile with a single stone in it. Besides, every pile could be separated out into singles, so maybe that didn’t count. 

Tejohn reassembled the alligaunts’ piles, although he didn’t take the time to make it as pretty as they had. Then he put together a new pile of seventeen, nineteen, then twenty-three (since twenty-one could be broken down into three even piles), then twenty-five. 

Satisfied, he went into the house. His food was ready, finally, so he began spooning his makeshift stew into a bowl. Great Way, but it tasted good. All it needed was salt for flavor and rice to make it rest in the belly. As he sat and ate, he looked around the room at the bundles of sticks and arrows lying around loose. It was a new, strange way to view things, as equal amounts all piled together. He had ten fingers, five on each hand. Ten toes, five on each foot. Together, they made twenty. 

Tejohn set his bowl down, went out onto the plateau, and found two more stones he could add to his final pile, making it twenty-seven. Checking it, he discovered that wouldn’t work, either, so he settled on twenty-nine. Was this the test? Tricky.

After that, he finished his meal, stuffed the remaining jerky into his pack and set out again along the path. 

The tower was close. He would reach it tomorrow if he moved quickly or the day after if he ran into problems. The path was not flat or easy, but he had not come to any dead ends. 

He expected to come across fortifications designed to protect the king’s brother quite soon. He doubted he’d find armed troops there, not in these times, but a wall or barricade would still be difficult to pass. 

Then there was the king’s brother himself. Tejohn knew there were scholars who lived in the wilderness, researching magic in seclusion. Tejohn knew those scholars had servants to take care of them. And of course, scholars had strict rules about the use of their magic so they wouldn’t go hollow. 

The real question--the question he had been afraid to ask before now--was this: had Ghoron Italga, scholar prince of the ruined empire and brother to King Ellifer Italga, kept to those rules way out here at the edge of the world, or had he fallen into madness?

At the start of their journey, Lar had clearly believed Ghoron had been strict with himself and he expected to find him healthy. Now, after every awful thing that Tejohn had experienced on this journey, the idea that he would arrive and be welcomed by a sane, kindly host seemed absurd. In fact, he thought it would be a wild stroke of luck to find the servants still alive. The rumors Totewater shared with him back in Saltstone--while still only rumors--were not encouraging.

Tejohn couldn’t take any chances. He planned to sneak up on him and, instead of killing him the way he had killed Doctor Rexler, overpower and bind him. 

How long would it take Prince Ghoron to teach him to cast that spell? Not too long, he hoped. Not too long. 

Tejohn glanced eastward down the long passage of the Sweeps. From this westernmost vantage point, it really did look as if this long marshy valley had been gouged out of a single gigantic mountain range. 

Then he saw a black dot in the sky, flying low over the marshlands. It was immediately obvious that it was not a ruhgrit, being taller than it was wide, but it took longer than it should have for Tejohn to realize it was a flying cart. 

What’s more, it was heading toward Tempest Pass. 

He leaped up onto the nearest boulder and began to wave his spear and shout. Lar is in there. It was absurd, of course. Lar Italga couldn’t be in that cart, because he’d been transformed into a grunt and trapped in a pit. It couldn’t be. Yet Tejohn believed it without a shred of doubt. Maybe it was madness, but he believed it. 

The cart changed direction, angling away from the direct west-by-northwest path it had been on. For a moment, Tejohn thought they had seen him at that incredible distance, but it quickly became clear that they were simply moving too fast for a safe approach to the tower. The cart curved from left to right across his field of vision, circling the western end of the Sweeps in a huge arc to let as much of their momentum fade as possible. 

Luckily, this new arc brought them very close. He waved his shield and spear, shouting as they passed overhead, and he saw two faces appear over the rail. Both had long hair that whipped in their faces, one dark, the other blond. Fire take him, had the Indregai Alliance gotten their hands on a flying cart and a trained driver? 

They circled around again, this time going slow enough to approach the tower but clearly moving toward him instead. Tejohn scoured the area around him, looking for a flattish place they could land but finding only jagged black boulders from the cliffs behind him to the lake’s edge before him. 

The cart’s driver did not even attempt to land. The vehicle crept forward, slowly sinking to his level. The blond face peered over the rail again, but they were moving slow enough that he recognized her. It was the little Indregai princess he had left at Fort Samsit months ago. Song only knew how she’d survived. 

“Tyr Treygar!” she cried, then turned to someone at the back of the cart. “See? I told you! It is Tyr Treygar!” 

The cart lowered far enough that he could see the driver. Great Way, it was Cazia Freewell. “It’s good to see you again, my tyr. If you’re heading for the tower, you’re welcome to ride the rest of the way with us.” 

“I accept. Thank you, Miss Freewell. I’m grateful for the offer.” 

“Good. Kinz, would you...” 

The third in their group--a tall gorgeous young woman with the dark skin of a herding clan--reached down and accepted his pack. He passed his shield and spear next, feeling self-conscious as how dirty he was and how badly he smelled. She offered to help him into the cart, but he muttered, “I’m not that old,” and climbed in himself. “I’m sorry,” he said immediately. “I shouldn’t have said that.” 

“An apology!” the princess exclaimed. “You have changed since we last spoke with you.” 

Tejohn wished he could remember the child’s name, but all he could recall was that it was an endless string of syllables. “All of Kal-Maddum has changed. I found myself hard-pressed to change with it.”

“Look.” The tall one they had called Kinz pointed southward along the trail. There were alligaunts moving among the rocks toward them, their greenish black snouts showing bristling teeth. 

“Up we get,” Cazia Freewell said. She operated the lever to make the cart float straight up. The alligaunts stopped in their pursuit and reared up on their hind legs. It was an odd thing to see, and Tejohn nearly swore in surprise. While the green hide on their backs was so dark it was nearly black, their bellies were the color of fresh apricots. Their long heads--which were rounder and heavier than they first appeared--lifted until their snouts pointed at the sky and their forelegs reached toward him, long claws clutching. 

The gorgeous young woman looked him in the eye. “The lakeboys must have been very hungry to make to pursue you so far.” 

He sighed, thought of his wife and children, then said, “Thank you all for picking me up. I didn’t even realize they were trailing me, and I much prefer your company to theirs.”

“Tyr Treygar,” the Freewell girl interrupted, “what is the situation at the tower?”

He suddenly noticed the bandage on her left hand. She seemed to be handling the levers that worked the carts with ease, but he wondered how recent her injury was. “At Tempest Pass? I don’t know. I haven’t been there yet.” 

“What?” Her voice echoed off the rocks and the black wooden disc above them. “How can that be? You left--”

Tejohn held up his hand to silence her. She did, stopping her outburst with a deep breath and a respectful nod. She had changed, too. “Our cart was destroyed on the first night. I’ve been afoot since, and it’s been a long trail of blood and heartache.”

“Is Lar dead?”

He could see how difficult that question was for her, but she hadn’t hesitated to ask it. “He wasn’t when I last saw him. He became a grunt three days after we left, and I trapped him in a pit in a mining camp well east of here. I set a man to watch over for him, but that was months ago.”

“Any other news?” the princess asked.

Tejohn told them about the mad scramble for scholars, about the military strikes the tyrs made against each other, about the silence from Simblin lands, about the great distances the grunts had traveled to spread The Blessing throughout the empire. 

But most of all, he explained that there was no empire anymore. The princess and the herding girl exchanged a knowing, almost jubilant look, but Tejohn made clear that there was only violence and chaos in its place. 

“There’s worse yet,” he said. “I’ve seen huge, flightless birds roaming the Southern Barrier, passing on The Blessing. I believe they’re infected ruhgrit.”

“Ruhgrit?” Cazia asked. 

“The gigantic eagles,” Tejohn said. How many times had he explained that name on his trip? He wished he had never tried to build up Lar’s reputation with it. “After Lar killed one and feasted on its heart, we began to call them that. It’s ‘chief’s meal’ in Chin Chin-ro.”

This time all three girls exchanged a look. “We’ll probably have to change that name,” Cazia said. “We negotiated a sort of truce with them.”

“Actually,” the princess said, “Cazia did.”  

So, the eagles were intelligent, too? What a strange world. And that Cazia had worked out a truce was impressive, even if she didn’t have the right. “Happily, the good news is that the transformed birds lose their wings, so they can’t fly across the Straim to attack your people, princess. That part of Kal-Maddum is safe for now.” 

The girl sighed. “Unfortunately, the Indregai serpents do grow wings when they receive The Blessing. Nowhere is safe.” 

Fire and Fury, it was all happening so fast. “My wife and children...” he said, but his throat tightened before he could continue that sentence, and it took him a few moments to speak. “My wife and children should be in Beargrunt. If you’ve been to Indrega, did you see them? Are they safe?”

The princess shook her head. “We did not go that far south. The cart had been brought north to Goldgrass Hill, and that is where we started this trip to Tempest Pass. I am sorry. If it is any comfort, as of three days ago, there were no reports of any grunts in that area.”

Tejohn sighed. “Thank you. It’s been so long since I had word of them, I tried to assume the best, but...”

“But you have been seeing the world make to collapse around you,” the older girl said. 

He nodded. “How did you get this cart? And how did you get out of Samsit? How do things fare in the east?”

“We escaped from the fort by sneaking, mostly,” the Freewell girl said, “while the grunts were tearing the place apart. We got the cart by trading for it from Ivy’s father and the Warden of the Western Frontier.”

“Trade? What could you possibly trade that would be worth...?” Suddenly, Tejohn didn’t want to finish that sentence. She’d given them magic. Of course she had. 

“I realize that I broke my oath,” Cazia Freewell said. Her expression was somber. “It was an oath I took to Ellifer and Amlian, to the scholars of the tower, and to Lar. I didn’t break it lightly.” 

Tejohn stared over her shoulder at the Southern Barrier. Out here, it was almost as though the empire had never existed at all. “Song knows what choices you made and why. It’s not my place to judge.”

“Not even as a tyr of the empire?” the princess asked. The others had called her Ivy but he would not use a nickname for her uninvited.

“What empire?” he asked in return. He realized they were watching his hands, so he set his spear and shield on the floor of the cart. “What magic did you give them? Just out of curiosity.” 

“Two stones. One was a translation stone so they could understand the speech of the serpents.” Tejohn did his best to keep his expression neutral, but it wasn’t good enough. The Freewell girl wasn’t fooled. “It’s not like that. It’s not so they could coordinate military maneuvers or however you talk about armies. The serpents have been planning a revolt.”

“What?”

“It is true,” the princess said reluctantly. “I did not want to believe it, but it is true. We were in the habit of saying anything at all in front of the serpents, because they could not understand us. It turns out they were doing the same thing.”

Tejohn was surprised to see that the little girl’s face was flushed bright red in embarrassment. What she had to be embarrassed about, he couldn’t imagine. “What were they saying?”

“That they should wait for the final hatching before they started to eat us. Apparently, they have been using these last few years of peace to build an army. If The Blessing had not come, they would have attacked sometime next summer. Now we are not sure what they will do. My father and cousin were very upset, but I do not know how we will fight the grunts at the bank of the Straim and the serpents on our northeastern borders. My cousin’s only advantage is that the serpents do not yet know we can understand their language.”

“They chant,” Cazia said, looking a little distracted. “Is that strange? They don’t talk to each other so much as chant the same things over and over, with a call and response. Who would have expected serpents to chant?” 

For one absurd moment, Tejohn imagined the Evening People listening to the serpents, judging their hissing chants like a performance at a Festival. “Two translation stones, then?”

The Freewell girl got an impish grin. “No. The second stone is something else. It takes away a person’s magic. Yes, if a scholar touches it, he or she can’t cast a spell for a short time.”

“How short?”

“More than a day for me. The best part is that it is a cure for hollowed-out scholars.” 

Tejohn’s immediate impulse was to scold her. Instead, he asked, “How did you ever test that?” 

The Freewell girl glanced at his hip, and he realized he had unconsciously laid his hand on his knife. He moved it immediately. She did not answer right away.
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They approached the tower at something like a crawl. Perhaps it felt slower than it was, but for most of the day, Tejohn was sure they were barely matching the pace of a double-time march. 

He did see that the paths he had been following came to an abrupt end well before they reached the Tempest Pass. There was a series of cliffs and rockfalls that utterly blocked the way; to finish the journey without a cart, he would have needed a boat to navigate the northernmost part of Lake Windmark or he would have had to clamber over treacherous terrain. 

The tower itself stood out against the rock behind it because it was made of the same pink stone that marked every Peradaini fortification. It turned out to be a little smaller and a little closer than Tejohn had expected; it was no more than five stories high, if you included the peaked roof. 

The rock face behind it looked to be normal stone. Arla had told him, back during their journey through the Sweeps, that the Northern Barrier had been fused into an unscalable wall as smooth as a sheet of beaten copper. Tejohn had to admit he wanted to see that, but apparently, it didn’t extend this far west. 

On the northeastern slopes behind the tower, someone had cut terraces into the rock. There were many small patches of farm- and pastureland for some distance along the Northern Barrier. As they came closer, Tejohn realized there was another low cliff separating the terraced farmland from the tower grounds themselves. 

The Freewell girl approached carefully. The winds--along with the sour smell--had become intense, and they had to shout to be heard. The cart itself trembled a little, as though the buffeting winds might shake it apart. Tejohn leaned over the side and was dismayed to see that it had been put together with bronze nails instead of a good, old-fashioned tongue-and-groove system with rope lashing. 

The princess pointed toward the terraces. Someone was waving a red cloth in the air, obviously to get their attention. The sun was slowly dipping below the peaks to the west and Tejohn wanted them to hurry up, hurry up. 

The Freewell girl turned the cart away from the tower and started toward the waving cloth. When they came close enough, they were directed to a terrace without crops. It made sense to set down on a fallow field, but Tejohn didn’t like the idea that the cart would be mired in the mud.

“You’re late!” a woman shouted as she sprang up a roughly-carved set of stairs. “We were expecting you before midsummer! And...” She looked over the four of them as they came over the rail. “You’re not the usual crew.” 

The Freewell girl led the group through the muddy field. “We’re the unusual crew. Can you take us to a place we can rest? We’re exhausted and we’re in need of a sleepstone.” 

“No sleepstone here,” the woman said. She had a deeply lined face and steel-gray hair, but her muscles were as thick and lean as any young spear. “We don’t have the people and we don’t have anyone to refresh the spells, not since the prince went hollow. No feast here, either. Everything was prepared for midsummer but no one arrived.” She started down the stairs, expecting the others to follow. They did. 

“Who’s in charge here?” Tejohn asked. 

“I’m chief servant,” the woman said. “Esselba Pick.” Others began to congregate at the edges of the terrace, hoes, pitchforks, and other tools resting on their shoulders. 

“I’m Tyr Tejohn Treygar,” he responded. He’d just told the Freewell girl and her companions that there was no more empire, but if his old title made things a little easier, he would make use of it. “What news have you had of the outside world?” 

“Little. We haven’t even had a Durdric trader through here in a month.” 

“Let’s gather your people,” Tejohn said. “We have much to discuss.” 

As he suspected, everyone in the little village was officially a servant of the Italga family, pledged to care for Ghoron in his tower. Since the prince had gone mad six years before, their only responsibility was to lower a basket of food onto the tower grounds twice a day, no matter the weather. That was it. The rest of the time, they lived like free people, and like free people in small communities everywhere, they were simultaneously curious and suspicious of outsiders. 

Their homes had been carved out of the mountainside. Tejohn was initially surprised that they lived in little caves, but he shouldn’t have been. They needed every bit of flat ground to grow food, and there was no other way to get out of the incessant wind. 

While a meal was being laid out, the Freewell girl pulled Tejohn aside to ask if they dared tell the whole truth. She had a point; there was every chance that the lot of them, upon hearing that the empire was no more, would simply pack up whatever they could carry and walk away. There were unclaimed lands on the other side of the Northern Barrier, he’d been told, although they were rumored to be barren and icy most of the year, and all these people would have to do was walk through Tempest Pass toward them.

Alternately, they might free themselves with the points of their knives. He promised to consider it carefully. 

At least thirty people, adult and child, sat down to supper. They had rice and grapes along with roasted alligaunt tail. Tejohn hesitated to take a skewer of the meat, thinking back to those piles of stones and the strange grasping motions they’d made toward him, but he noticed a few of the villagers watching him from the corner of their eyes, so he took one. Fire and Fury, it was delicious. 

“So,” Esselba said once the food was served. No one stopped eating, but they all looked to Tejohn. “You say there’s news?” 

“A lot of news,” Tejohn said, “and it’s complicated. Before I start in with it, let me ask a pair of questions. Are all of you servants to the same master? Who is that master?” 

Everyone began eating more slowly. A terrible tension built in the room. “We are,” Esselba answered, “and we are all bound to Ellifer Italga and the Italga family, most of us for three generations.” 

Tejohn nodded and set down the rice ball they had offered him. “In that case, I have three things to tell you. Consider this the first items of news we will report.” He held up three fingers, then lowered one. “First, Ellifer Italga is dead and his family has no living heirs.” There was a commotion from the group, but Tejohn lowered another finger and kept talking over them. “Second, as a tyr of the empire, I transfer your service to me. Last, in gratitude of this fine meal you have placed before us, I release you from your service. As of this moment, you are all free people.” 

The group stared at him in stunned silence. Finally, Esselba spoke. “What if we don’t want to be free people?” 

“What do you mean?” the herder girl blurted out. “How can you make to reject freedom?” 

“Because we are protected here.” Esselba’s tone was plain but placid, as if she were explaining the basics of planting a seed to a child. “We grow our own food and take our own meat. We mine a little copper. We trade with a few broad-minded Durdric travelers. We have no worries that some square of spears from a minor tyr will march upon our lands and put us all to the blade. We are safe.” 

“There’s no one left to protect you,” the Freewell girl said. “I lived in the palace before it fell. I was there, at the Festival when everything went wrong. I’m telling you, the Italgas are no more.” 

They spent most of the night talking over the events of the spring and summer. No one believed them at first, to Tejohn’s tremendous frustration, and there were many incredulous questions. Over time, though, Esselba Pick became convinced, and most of the others followed her lead. 

“Tomorrow, we will need to speak with Prince Ghoron.” 

“To what end?” a narrow-shouldered young man said. “The man went hollow years ago. He only grows more sickly.”

“We can restore him,” the Freewell girl said, “with a kinzchu stone.” Kinz, the herder refugee, looked surprised at this. Freewell turned toward her and said, “You’re the reason we escaped with them, aren’t you? And I hate to even think that other name.” 

While the herder’s cheeks flushed a little, she ate a rice ball. Esselba leaned forward and spoke in a low voice, “Is that the Fourteenth Gift? A spell to cure wizards?” 

“It’s not one of the Gifts,” Freewell said. “It’s the First Plunder. We stole it from an enemy.” 

They were offered a cave low on the hill. There were bed frames with thin mats over knotted ropes and a little oil lamp, but only one room. Tejohn didn’t feel comfortable sleeping so near three young girls, but they didn’t seem to care. As they laid out to sleep, Tejohn suddenly realized he’d neglected to share an important piece of news. 

“Miss Freewell,” he said as she was about to blow out the lamp. 

“At this point, you should call me Cazia,” she said. 

He sighed, looking up at the trembling shadows on the cave wall. “Lar told me the same thing, once, but... Cazia, please call me Tejohn. There’s no more need for all this ‘my tyr’ business. From any of you.” 

“Thank you,” she said. Great Way, but she sounded as serene and self-contained as Laoni. “What did you want to tell me?”

“It’s about Doctor Twofin. I don’t know how to say this gently, but he was taken captive by the Finstels and forced to... He has gone hollow.” 

“We can fix that,” the girl said. Her expression was utterly still. 

“So I gather. However, in the meantime, you should understand that he’s done things. Things out of children’s horror stories. Even if you can undo the madness on him, you can’t undo his crimes.” 

“We’ll see” was all she said. She blew out the flame and the cave plunged into darkness. He listened carefully for any sound that she might make—he knew she had loved the old scholar—but if she shed any tears, she was quiet about it. Tejohn fell asleep to the sound of the wind whistling across the entrance to their shelter. 

At morning meal, the people needed to be convinced all over again, so Tejohn told the story once more, answering every question as best he could. It was exhausting and infuriating, but he needed their help, so it had to be done. 

After that, they discussed the way to cure Prince Ghoron with a “kinzchu” stone, as the girls called it. The cliff where they lowered the basket of food to him was at least thirty feet above the tower grounds. It was possible to throw or drop the stone on him, but he could dodge them easily. What’s more, Kinz had a small number of stones in her pouch--Cazia refused to stand within three paces of them when the herder took them out. If they missed, they would have to climb down to the tower grounds to retrieve it. 

Which Esselba expressly forbid. Ghoron was barely human, she insisted, but he no longer attacked those who stayed atop the cliff. For those caught on the tower grounds, anything might happen. She said that every once in a while, a couple of Durdric boys got it into their heads to show their bravery by touching the pink stone of the tower. Some made it in and out while the prince slept. Some were burned alive. Some were engulfed in green smoke that washed their flesh from their bones as if it was mud washed away by a stream. No one was to go down there. It was forbidden. 

Forbidden for servants, Tejohn wanted to say, but not for him. It was true that the Freewell girls and her friends were sure they could cure the prince, but Tejohn would have to see it before he believed it. And even if it did work, they would have to capture the man, wouldn’t they? He could climb down the rocks under cover of darkness…

How would he tell if the prince was watching? The tower had narrow windows, of course, but the sagging shutters were closed on all of them. The darkness inside would have been maddening for anyone sane, but Tejohn had no idea how it would affect a scholar who had gone hollow. A wizard. 

But it meant that he could watch everything they did through the gaps in the shutters, and there was no way to tell when he slept and when he was awake. There was no way to tell when they could sneak up on him unobserved. 

“Bring the basket for his food,” Cazia said. The villagers did, and the three girls set to work deciding how best to place their anti-magic stone. 

After a great deal of back-and-forth, the princess turned to Esselba and asked, “How does he eat? Does he use a spoon? Does he pick? Does he bring the face into the bowl?” 

“Like this,” Esselba said, then mimed grabbing a fistful of food and clumsily stuffing it into her mouth. 

“Perfect!” Kinz said. The girls broke the strips of meat until they were just large enough to cover the stone. The other ends of the strip they buried at the bottom of the bowl with a few thin purple carrot slices. On top of that, they mounded rice, then pressed the stone into the center of the mound and covered it with the small strips of roasted alligaunt.

It looked surprisingly appetizing, and the few bits of meat ought to draw anyone’s attention. “What if he swallows the stone?” Tejohn said. “Or chokes on it?”

The princess frowned at him. She looked very like a disappointed tutor. “You have a very dour outlook on life.” 

At the cliff face, the basket was gently swung out on a boom and lowered to the ground below. Esselba struck a tinny gong five times, then leaned back away from the edge of the cliff. Tejohn laid his hand on Cazia’s shoulder and they all moved back out of sight. The highest window on the tower was just below the level of the cliff, so he and the others could still be seen, if the prince thought to look. Assuming he hadn’t seen their cart, of course. 

They lay still at the top of the cliff, all five of them, and waited. Tejohn could not help but wonder what the prince would look like. He flashed back to that day at Pinch Hall, when Doctor Rexler had been standing at the top of a stair, flames and iron spikes flying from his hands. When Tejohn had broken through his flank, the image of the man, wearing his hybrid armor and scholar’s robe, etched itself in his memory. Rexler’s tears had made streaks through the soot and mud on his cheeks, but his expression had been as empty as an insect’s, even after Tejohn had thrust sharp iron into him. 

Then there was Doctor Twofin, who had seemed almost sane while they were escaping from a Finstel prison tower, but who had turned out to be the worst sort of wizard: he had turned his magic on living creatures, making chimeras of them. And what sign had he given of his crimes? In his brother’s hall, his robes had been the finest Twofin green and his fingers had gleamed with silver rings. Nothing betrayed the madness in him but a stoic expression with the occasional tear. 

So, what would betray this prince of the empire, brother to the king, living in exile with his madness? Tejohn realized he was clenching his fist so hard, his knuckles had gone white. Cure a wizard of his madness? The very idea was absurd. What a wizard needed was an arrow in the eye, a spear point in the guts, a sword through the heart. Even the old practice of disabling their magic by taking their fingers was too gentle, as far as he was concerned. 

He glanced at Cazia Freewell lying on the rocks beside him. She was capable of actual emotion, so it was clear she had not gone hollow. Had she ever been? Part of him refused to believe it, and yet he had accepted a ride from her and had slept in the same room unprotected. 

The tower door suddenly swung inward. They all tensed and waited for someone—or something—to emerge. 

A hand. A filthy human hand reached out from the shadow of the doorway and pressed flat on the top step. 

“Inzu’s Breath,” Kinz whispered. 

Prince Ghoron Italga, last of a line of emperors, crawled from the tower on his hands and knees. He was naked and filthy, his every rib showing through his skin and his gray hair matted with dirt. Every move was cautious, like a predator sneaking up on wounded prey, as he slowly made his way across the tower yard toward the basket of food. 

“This is a scholar?” the princess whispered much too loudly. Ghoron did not hear her over the wind, but Cazia, Kinz, and Esselba all put their finger to their lips. 

“Yes,” Cazia whispered back, so softly Tejohn could barely hear her. “And a Peradaini prince. Plus, he probably has the power to kill us all, so shush.” 

When he reached the basket, Ghoron seemed to sniff at it for a moment. Then he looked around the yard. His filthy face was streaked with tears. 

Finally, the old man seemed to be satisfied that he was safe. He knelt on a flat stone and plunged his hand into the bowl. 

Immediately, he froze, his every muscle locked and trembling. He threw his head back, mouth gaping with shock and terror. Then he lost his balance, collapsing onto the stones and convulsing. 

“We should go down there,” the princess said, crawling toward the boom and rope. 

Tejohn lunged across Cazia’s body and caught the little girl by the elbow. “No!” he snapped, dragging her back. “Not while he’s conscious.” 

“He might die!” the princess snapped. 

“We need him,” Kinz said, her dark eyes narrowed at him. “Is that not why we made to be here? Because we need him?” 

“Yes,” Tejohn said, “but—” 

Ghoron began to scream. Once, twice, three times. He screamed until his lungs were empty, then he took a deep breath and screamed again. It was the sound of a man being tortured to death, and it made Tejohn’s skin crawl. Still, it was a gentle punishment for a wizard.

All of them looked down at the prince. A yellow-white glow began to flow out of his chest like steam from a boiling pot. It resembled sunlight reflected off choppy water. Why did it seem so familiar? 

“It is made the same as the Door in the Mountain,” Kinz said. “Just the same.” 

“You’re right,” Cazia said. “It looks like a portal.” 

Great Way, they were right. Whatever effect their little stone was having on Ghoron Italga, it was related to the portals, somehow. 

The last of the glow flowed out of him and was dispersed by the wind. The prince went limp, his eyes falling shut and his mouth going slack.

“He passed out,” Esselba said. 

“Finally,” Cazia added. She began to get up. “Well, let’s—” 

“I’m going down there first,” Tejohn said. “Alone.” 

The four women looked at him a moment, then shrugged. “Do not make to kill him,” Kinz said. 

“Not unless I have to.”
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Tejohn Treygar tied off the rope they had used to lower the basket, then lowered himself down to the tower yard hand over hand. He went faster than Cazia thought possible short of falling, and she had to admit to experiencing a brief twinge of envy at the strength in his arms. How much easier would life be if she had that? 

Still, it was a little absurd. Old Stoneface—and no matter how friendly they had become since they saw him struggling among the rocks and decided to offer him a ride, she still thought of him that way—didn’t need to put himself between her and danger. She had faced danger without him, probably more than he had ever faced in his life. 

Well, maybe not. He had gone to war, after all. Still, it annoyed her. 

Tejohn dropped to the ground beside Ghoron and drew his sword, then he unslung his shield.

“He is making surprisingly careful with the unconscious man,” Kinz said. 

“A wizard,” Cazia responded. “He—” 

“We know,” Ivy said, not whispering but keeping her voice low. “You have told us enough times.” 

Apparently, it still hasn’t sunk in. Cazia kept her mouth shut. Things had been tense with Ivy for the whole trip. The truth was, she wasn’t even supposed to be here. 

Cazia had made a deal with Alisimbo and Silvisbemuntu to leave their precious daughter in Goldgrass Hill when she left. They’d even planned to begin her flight west before dawn, to avoid the big scene Ivy would throw if she discovered she was being left behind. 

However, by the time they were approaching Peradain, they heard a knocking on the bottom of the cart’s floorboards. Ivy had strapped herself to the axle and, in the darkness, had flown off with them undetected. 

The fight they’d had then was the worst they’d ever endured. Princess Stowaway, Cazia had called her, which had broken some part of the complicated Indregai code her people follow when they mock each other. The girl had been livid, but Cazia matched her shout for shout. 

Alisimbo would think she’d broken her word. She had promised to leave Ivy behind, and the girl had made a liar out of her. 

It was only Kinz who convinced her not to turn back. The Indregai take insults and broken oaths very seriously, and she did not believe they would be allowed to simply drop off the princess and fly away again. Kinz worried Alisimbo would use their broken oath to confiscate their cart and make slaves of them. 

That couldn’t be allowed. Cazia had to give in, which made Ivy smug. Luckily, Kinz stepped in to scold the girl, giving Cazia a chance to calm herself. 

Had she ever kept a promise in her life? She had sworn never to leave the empire, had sworn never to reveal the secrets she’d learned in the Scholars’ Tower, to never give magic to anyone without the permission of the king. She’d promised to return Ivy safely to her home--which she had done, technically, but surely it didn’t count if she undid it right away. She’d also lied several times to the Tilkilit Queen, but that didn’t bother her much, considering. 

Finally, Lar had commanded her not to go to Tempest Pass. Yes, things had changed since then. Everything had changed, but—

“You,” Esselba said quietly. “May I ask you a question, in private?” 

There was no way Cazia was going to move away from this spot. In fact, she was fighting the urge to climb down the rope after Stoneface. “This will have to be private enough.”

The old woman glanced at Kinz and Ivy, then shook her head. “Okay. You’ve seen it, haven’t you? The empire? You’ve seen the state it’s in from your cart?”

More news. That’s what she wanted: more testimony about the state of the world beyond her little village. “It’s not as bad as it sounds,” Cazia said. “There are still humans left out there.” Esselba blanched a little; apparently, the news that Cazia thought better than it could be was worse than the older woman had imagined. “There are people in cities, in holdfasts, burning torches through the night, living under siege from The Blessing. We saw others on the roads, refugees. Not many, I’m afraid, but some. If we’re successful here, we can return to help them. To save them.” 

“What about Gerriton?” Esselba asked. “Most of the people here are Gerrits or Grimwoods.” 

“I don’t know about Grimwood lands,” Cazia answered. “We didn’t pass over them. But…” As she tried to think of a gentle way to finish her sentence, she saw Esselba’s expression go bleak. Her hesitation had been answer enough. “I’m sorry.” 

“You’re sure? Gerriton has been taken over by the enemy?” 

“This enemy doesn’t take over cities. Gerriton was emptied and burned months ago. And yes, we’re sure. We flew along the roadways so we would not get lost. The city is a ruin now.”

“What about the people? Could they have fled to the refuge at Anmall’s Wall?” 

“Anything is possible,” Cazia said doubtfully. 

Esselba sighed. “I believe you. I shouldn’t believe you, but I do. Now I just have to decide what to tell the others.”

“Here you go!” Kinz called. She threw a short rope down to Tejohn. 

Cazia caught hold of Esselba’s hand and said, “They’re free people now.” 

The old woman blinked three times, then nodded. “Of course.” 

Stoneface bound Ghoron’s wrists swiftly and surely, then placed a stick in his hands and, with a slender string, tied his fingers to that. 

Kinz was the first down the rope. She moved much more slowly than Tejohn had, and it took all of Cazia’s willpower not to snap at her to hurry. When she finally reached the bottom, Ivy tried to climb onto the rope next, but Cazia pulled her back. The princess pouted a bit, but she waited her turn. 

“You might need this,” Esselba said. She pressed something into Cazia’s uninjured hand. It was some kind of soft rock about the size of a sourcake. 

“What is it?” 

“Something we trade the Durdric for. It’s soap. Wet the prince down and rub this on him to get the dirt off.” 

Cazia slipped it into her pocket and nodded in thanks, then started down the rope. 

She wanted to descend faster than Kinz, but it was impossible. How long had it been since she’d been struck in the hand with an arrow? She’d lost track, but it had been at least a month and a half. She could move her fingers pretty well now, but holding her weight was still impossible. Trapping the rope in her elbow, she descended with all the speed of a weary caterpillar. 

Fire and Fury, it was embarrassing.

Kinz’s nose wrinkled in disgust. As Cazia finally reached the ground and came near, she understood why; the old man smelled even worse than he looked. “Let’s move away,” she said, laying a hand on Kinz’s elbow. “He’ll be out for a while.” 

“We hope,” Tejohn said. 

They all looked up to see Ivy taking hold of the rope. Esselba tried to move close and assist her, but the princess gave her a withering look and she backed away. 

Tejohn moved to the bottom of the rope, obviously worried that the girl would fall. Ivy ordered him to move away but he ignored her. Cazia and Kinz looked over at them, then looked at each other. The older girl rolled her eyes. “There is supposed to be the…what did you call it?” 

“A library,” Cazia said, and they both hurried away to the tower while Stoneface and the princess argued over how much help she needed. 

Before they were five paces from the entrance to the tower, they caught the smell. It was a complex, multilayered thing: part feces, part mustiness, part worst armpit smell in the world. Both girls staggered back from it, and circled around to the western side of the door, where they would be upwind. 

“Monument sustain me,” Cazia whispered. “How could he… What is that? What is that smell?” 

“I have never made to smell anything like this,” Kinz said. “It is like breathing poison.”

Cazia peered into the open doorway. “We always knew Ghoron might have gone hollow; that’s why we need the library. The spell we’ve come for should be there, but…” 

Kinz sighed and laid her hand on Cazia’s shoulder. “You faced down that eagle and the worm. We defied the Tilkilit Queen together. Will we let the bad stink make us stop now?” 

“Absolutely,” Cazia said, and they laughed together, then started toward the doorway. 

The inside of the tower was repulsive beyond anything the smell could have prepared them for. The floor was caked with a dried brown sludge. Scraps of cloth, long gray bones, and pieces of broken furniture stuck out of it as if it was a frozen lake. The smell continued to waft over them, and Cazia knew it was clinging to her skin, getting into her hair, permeating her clothes. 

There was a trail of almost-clear floor along the wall leading to a stair. She bolted inside and ran up the steps—they creaked under her weight and her boots slipped a bit on the oily wood. Near the top of the first flight, she came to a shuttered window and bashed it open with her elbow. 

Then she ran back down the stairs out into the yard again. “Fire and Fury,” she gasped, after letting out her breath. “It’s like he lives inside a…no, this is worse than a midden. Little Spinner, please bring him back to sanity. Please let this be at an end.” 

They looked back at the prince where he lay sprawled on the rocks. Just beside him, Tejohn stepped back from the rope, allowing the princess to finish her descent unaided. Ivy gave him a haughty I-told-you-so look, then bent to take the stone from the unconscious man’s hand. She stopped and backed away, her nose curled in disgust. 

“Does he have no family? Does he have no friends to look after him?” 

Tejohn nudged the man’s hand with the tip of his boot, then rubbed it clean against the rock. “He’s a wizard. If anyone came close enough to help him, he would have burned them alive and cut them apart. What’s the tower look like?” 

“Like his skin,” Cazia said, “but worse.” 

“Far worse,” Kinz said. 

Tejohn and Ivy walked to the tower door and peered in. The princess staggered back, but Tejohn looked around once, then back to them. “Where is this library?” 

Cazia shrugged. The map room in the Scholars’ Tower had been on the ground floor, but Lar had stored his scrolls as high off the ground as possible. 

Tejohn sighed, took a deep breath, and stepped inside. 

The three girls looked at each other, then shrugged. Better him than them. 

They circled the tower while he climbed, standing beneath him as he opened each shutter, one at a time. He leaned out, his face paler each time, to take a deep breath, then continued climbing. 

“Five floors,” Kinz said. “I am glad he is doing it and not me.” 

“It is disgusting,” the princess said. “If I had to go in there, I would jump off the cliff into the lake below after, just to wash the smell out of my hair.” 

Cazia glanced over at the edge of the cliff. “The alligaunts wouldn’t come near you.” 

“Hah!” Kinz said. “You would strike those lakeboys dead! The water would turn brown and they would roll over like logs.” 

Old Stoneface threw open a pair of shutters just below the roof. He’d reached the top floor. Cazia followed him around to the other side of the tower as he opened the last window. “There’s nothing!” he called down. 

“What do you mean, nothing?” Cazia shouted back. “There should be scrolls! In cubbies!” 

“The shelves are here,” he shouted back down, “but they’re empty.” 

“Fire and Fury, I did not come all this way...” Cazia took a deep breath and charged into the tower, sprinting up the stairs. On the second floor, she was assailed by a swarm of fat, buzzing flies, and on the third floor, the air was so awful that it didn’t even help to stick her head out the window. She coughed and choked until she reached the top. 

The fifth floor was cleaner than the rest, but it was still unbearably filthy. Tejohn had opened two windows, and the westernmost one was perfectly situated to allow the Sweeps wind to blow through the building. 

“Don’t touch anything,” Tejohn said, and she almost burst out laughing. Of course not. He had the decency to look embarrassed.

There were three tall shelves against the walls, and all were divided into little cubbyholes. A nasty, hairy mold grew over the bottom three rows, making it look like the wood was covered with a bear pelt. 

All the cubbies were empty. Tejohn was right. There were no other floors and no place for the scrolls. Everything they had needed was gone. 

Together, they fled from the tower, running down through all the muck and stink. The trip down seemed even more precarious than the way up, and Cazia thought several times that she would loose her footing and tumble into the mold and muck. 

They burst through the doors into the yard, and not even the powerful Sweeps wind was enough to clear her nostrils of the smell. Her hair felt sticky just from the air in the tower. 

“How important were those scrolls?” Tejohn asked. 

More than anything, she wanted to answer, but the thought made her sick. “I don’t know enough,” she admitted. “A translation spell has to be placed on an object. It can’t just float around in the air during a conversation. A fire spell can’t be put into an object, otherwise the Scholars’ Tower would have gotten rich selling firewands or something.”

Stoneface glanced at Ghoron’s prostrate form. He understood. “But a healing spell can be cast directly on a person who needs it or onto a sleepstone for later.”

“So can a light spell. You can make a glowing light or you can put that light into a stone, which lasts longer and is portable. There must be an underlying theory to it, but my lessons never got that far.” 

“You think the stone, this First Plunder, is related to the portal. And that it has restored Ghoron’s sanity.” 

“Well…” Was this the moment she admitted that she had gone hollow and the stones had brought her back? She was pretty sure he’d guessed already, but the idea still frightened her. She’d experienced the strange feeling of having her magic stripped away, and as much as she hated to admit it, over the last several days, she’d come to acknowledge that Ivy’s idea that magic was a kind of possession was accidentally correct. “I do believe the kinzchu stones are related to the portals. So are the Gifts.”

“The Gifts? You know this for a fact?”

“I do. What I still don’t understand is how they’re related.” 

“Do you think they can take The Blessing from its victims?”

Cazia didn’t trust the strangely gentle tone of his voice. “I hope so, but even if it does, the stones we have will never be enough. I have to learn how to make more somehow.” 

“And you think the library would have instructions for that.”

“Instructions?” She shook out her hair so the wind could blow through it. “I didn’t think they would have step-by-step instructions. But there would have been something I could study. Wisdom. Revelation. Something. The scholars wrote their discoveries down so they could sign their names to them. They all wanted to be remembered by later generations.”

And now they would be forgotten.

“I’ve tried to create new ones,” she said. “I’ve tried to use my magic to understand the stones well enough to create new ones, but…”

“But it’s beyond you.” 

Cazia felt hopeless and angry. They’d come all this way with the stones they’d stolen from the Tilkilit, and they had no idea how to make more. The only other library she knew about in all of Kal-Maddum was the original Scholars’ Tower in Peradain, and not only had that city fallen to The Blessing, but Doctor Warpoole had dropped an acid cloud into it. 

Were there other, secret libraries hidden around Kal-Maddum? It was possible, but Cazia had no idea how to find them. She didn’t even know where to start. 

Fire and Fury, it was so frustrating! All this risk and effort to find the information she needed, only to discover it had been destroyed. Everything had been destroyed. There was no way they could fight The Blessing with a handful of stones.

Cazia turned back to the tower, beginning the motions for a fire spell. If it didn’t have what they needed, it needed to be cleansed…

Tejohn rushed forward and caught hold of her hands, breaking the spell. “You’re going to burn it?”

“Why not?” she snapped at him. “It’s filthy! Full of diseases, and we have no sleepstones here to cure us if we catch something. Better to purify it now.”

He shook his head. “A burning tower at the end of the Sweeps would be like a signal. Every grunt within three day’s travel would descend on us.”

“Hmf. It would have been satisfying, at least. And we would have had something to watch while we waited for him to wake up and tell us how much he remembers of his library.”

She looked back at the wretch lying on the stones. He has been cured of his madness. But part of her didn’t believe it. Was it possible that he had read the scrolls before destroying them? Did he know the spell Lar wanted to learn? Was he knowledgeable enough to create more kinzchu stones? Could that…animal teach them how to save every living person in Kal-Maddum? It seemed impossible.  “Some prince.” 

Ghoron slept for the entire day and all through the night. Esselba lowered wooden flats so Cazia, Ivy and the others would not have to sleep on the stones. Although it was still late summer, after sunset the Sweeps wind was strong enough that Cazia had to call for a blanket to throw over the prince. Come dawn, she woke to find Tejohn standing guard over them all. 

Esselba and a few other villagers watched them from the cliff above. Cazia called for a meal, and the woman moved back out of sight without so much as a nod of her head. They were given small bowls of thin rice gruel—no point in wasting good food on people who would soon be murdered by a wizard, apparently—then left alone with the rising sun in their faces and the sour wind at their backs. 

They whiled away the hours by telling their stories. Tejohn went first, and as far as Cazia could tell, he held nothing back. She was startled by the tale he told: he’d been traveling mostly within the empire, and he’d faced much more outright cruelty than she had, except for the Tilkilit, who didn’t count. Was this a new thing, 0r had the empire always been so harsh? 

When he finished, it was the girls’ turn, and Ivy started to describe the fall of Samsit. She kept getting details wrong, telling things in the wrong order, and skimming over events that made the story interesting, so Cazia kept interrupting her until the girl got all huffy and fell silent. 

Cazia told the whole thing, including the deception by Kinz and Alga, the dragon bones, the Tilkilit, the abandoned tower by the sea, the conversation with Mother, everything. Tejohn listened without interrupting or rolling his eyes. Not even once.

His face became pale when she told him about their flight across the empire. He’d expected to hear that Peradain was in ruins, but the stories she told of shattered cities, burning crops, and corpses on the road clearly shook him to his core. 

“Where did you cross over into the Sweeps?” he asked. 

“Caarilit. It was a burned, empty ruin.” 

Tejohn was silent a moment. Cazia was finished with her part of the story. “I almost think you believe us.” 

“I do” was all he said in return. 

Then Ghoron groaned and rolled onto his side. 

“Fire and Fury,” Tejohn drew his sword and raised his shield, then moved close to the prince. 

“Where am I?” Ghoron called out. “What has happened to me? Was I dead?” 

“No,” Cazia called. She would have approached, but the look Old Stoneface gave her warned her off. He’s just being careful. “What is the last thing you remember?” 

There was a moment’s pause before he responded. “Being exhausted,” Ghoron answered, “and falling asleep in my bed. How did I get out here? And what is this… Monument sustain me, what am I covered with?” 

“You went hollow,” Tejohn said, his voice cold. “You have been living in seclusion ever since.” 

“Feh!” the prince answered. “I’ve lived in seclusion for most of my life. There’s research to be done! It doesn’t mean that…” He fell silent, looking at the stones around him, then his hands, then the tray of food that had sat beside him overnight. “I…” 

“It’s coming back to you, isn’t it?” Cazia said. She looked at Tejohn. The old soldier’s lips were white where he pressed them together, and his face was shiny with sweat; he looked ready to kill at the slightest provocation. She raised her hand and pressed downward. Be calm. “You had something else living inside of you.”

“I did,” Ghoron said. His thin, high voice was almost swallowed by the sound of the wind. “Many, many somethings. Great Way, I did go hollow, didn’t I?” He glanced up at Treygar and, for the first time, seemed to recognize the danger the man represented. “Are you going to kill me?”

When Treygar answered, he bared his teeth. “I haven’t decided yet.”

“They’re gone,” Ghoron said. “I assure you it’s true. All of the voices are gone. I’m myself again.” 

Treygar didn’t relax one bit. “What voices?” 

Cazia broke in. “The other presence. The thing, unliving but intelligent,  that enters a person when they go hollow, and takes away their…our humanity.” 

“I remember now,” the old man said again. He sat up, moving as though his body felt strange. “I went too far. After years of being careful, I became frustrated and went too far. The magic inside me awoke. So many feelings I couldn’t control! Feelings that didn’t come from me! I couldn’t tell the difference between what it wanted and what I wanted.” 

Cazia felt a weird mixture of shame and relief. Someone else had gone through what she had gone through! She was not alone! She glanced at Kinz and Ivy, expecting to see them looking at the prince with disgust, but instead, they were staring at her blankly. 

I’m sorry.

“Unliving but intelligent. Yes, that’s what it was like. But as time went on, things got more complicated. It grew more powerful, controlling me more directly, and that voice inside began to sound like a chorus.”

Goose bumps ran down Cazia’s back. “How long before that happened?” 

“Months. Oh, Great Way, it has been months that I was— How did you cure me?” He turned back to his tray of food. The stone was still sitting in the bowl, half covered by strips of alligaunt that had hardened overnight in the wind. “Was it this?” He shoved a strip of meat aside and his finger brushed the stone. 

His body convulsed and he sprawled on the stones again. When he came back to himself, his mouth hung open in astonishment. “It took my magic away.” 

Cazia nodded. “Only temporarily.” 

“Soldier,” the prince said, “sheathe your weapons. You have no enemy here. These girls have defeated it. These girls have changed the world.” 

Cazia felt a flush of pride. Someone finally understood. 

Tejohn blinked several times, then slung his shield on his back. His shoulders were relaxed and he took his eyes off the prince while he sheathed his sword. Good. Old Stoneface recognized the kinzchu stones were a cure for wizardry. And if he could be convinced, anyone could.

“Now, my goodness! I need a barrel of water, a jar of oil, and a scraper. I can’t imagine how I got so filthy!”

“Excuse me,” Ivy said quite loudly. “We have an important question: Where is the library?” 

The old man looked put out. “My library? Why, it’s—” He turned toward the tower.

“Not any longer,” Cazia interrupted. “It’s been taken. We need it—and you—so we can make more of these stones.” 

“You don’t know how to make them? Then where did they come from?” 

“We stole them,” Cazia said blandly, “from someone who was trying to kill us. We need to study them and create more. Many, many more.” 

Ghoron scowled at the filth on his hands and his arms, as though they were the most pressing concern. Then he rolled onto his hands and knees and peered down at the stone. 

“Easy,” he said. “Yes. Yes, that should be no trouble at all.”
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Cazia’s first instinct was to begin immediately. Did they need specific kinds of stones? How many? What hand motions and mental symbols were required, and where could she get some parchment to write them down? Because she wanted to learn this spell from front to back immediately: how to embed it in an inanimate object like a sleepstone, how to cast it on others, and how to cast it on herself. 

Unfortunately, Ghoron was in no hurry. His stomach was grumbling loud enough for all of them to hear, and he wanted to return to his tower so he could clean himself up. The old prince struggled to his feet and began to issue orders as though they were all his servants. 

“Pardon me, my prince,” Ivy said with a slight smirk. “I think you should look inside your tower before calling for a bath.” 

Ghoron sighed and began picking his way across the courtyard, stepping carefully among the stones. Though his appearance was the same, the change in his demeanor from the creature that had crept through the tower door was astonishing. 

“Fire take us all!” he cried when he looked through the tower door at the mess inside. “What am I looking at?” 

“Your home,” Cazia said. “Come away from there. If you’re going to wash, you’ll have to do it out here. Catch.” 

She tossed him the soft cake thing—the soap—and began to prepare a spell. She could make water that was cold as glacial runoff, but for warm water? The changes she would need to make in her gestures were clear and simple. She cast the Fifth Gift, unleashing a light spray of water—barely warmer than his own body—onto the prince. 

He looked at the lump of soap in his hands, sighed, and began to rub it on his arms. Cazia began to circle him; she could maintain the spell for a short while, but not long enough to clean this mess. She suppressed a laugh. How strange it was to be standing here, bathing a member of the Italga family with magic. How absurd the world had become. 

They glanced up at the cliff, where a great many faces had gathered to watch in safety. Ghoron scowled at them. “When I’m clean, I’ll want to see my little girl. Jagia must be speaking in full sentences by now! I won’t help you with your research until I see her.” 

Things got complicated after that. 

Ghoron didn’t believe his daughter was nine years old. He didn’t believe he had been hollow for so long. He refused to accept that the empire had collapsed, that his brother and wife were dead, that his nephew the prince was lost, and that something called The Blessing was overrunning Kal-Maddum. 

Cazia went over her story again and again, skipping the more outlandish parts. The Festival, the attack, the flight to Samsit, the spread of the grunts. The prince only shook his head, staring down at himself while he washed. Cazia could see a little smirk on his face, as though everyone were having an amusing joke at his expense. 

As suddenly as if a chair had collapsed beneath her, Cazia fell into a cold fury. How dare he call her a liar after she’d lost so much and seen so much pain? Who did he think he was? With Ellifer gone, Ghoron Italga was nothing more than a half-starved old man with a name that would get him killed. Who was he to act like he knew what was happening out in the world? 

She started up her water spell again, but this time she made sure it was neither gentle nor warm. Ghoron shrieked like a bat, then lost his balance and fell onto the stony courtyard. The sound he made next was pitiful, and in truth, he was pitiful himself. The thick brown filth caked onto his skin sloughed off him along with the foamy wet soap. His cleaned skin was bright red and scaly from the mistreatment it had received over the years. He looked like a criminal pulled from an imperial pit, and Fire take her if she was going to suffer his scorn. 

Treygar stepped toward him. He held up one hand to Cazia, and contained in that gesture was a gentle admonishment, a weary agreement that the prince was being impossible, and the assurance that he would make the man understand. It was amazing, really, what Stoneface could fit into a single gesture. 

She stalked away from the two of them toward the edge of the yard. At the westernmost end, the yard sloped downward a bit and then dropped off at the edge of a cliff. Kinz and Ivy were both sitting there, pitching stones into the water below. 

“Kinz and I are arguing,” Ivy said very casually, “about whether the lake below is salt or fresh.” 

“Not arguing,” Kinz said, “just making to disagree about the world. I say the lakeboys prefer the fresh, so this must be fresh.” 

“I keep pointing out the kelp mixed with the reeds at the water’s edge. That is an ocean plant.”

An ocean… “Do you think Lake Windmark is connected to the ocean somehow? Like the tunnel we found outside the black fortress?” 

“Markwind,” Kinz said blandly. “It is possible. I have seen such things in the east. There are more than we realized, yes?”

Did she mean alligaunts? Cazia wasn’t sure. As she stared down into the waters, some two hundred feet below, she saw dozens of the creatures swimming among the rocks. No, not dozens; dozens of dozens. How could so many predators survive in such a small space? 

“What do you think?” Ivy asked. “Fresh or salt?”

Two hundred feet away. Cazia remembered how Ghoron—that pampered fool—had simply peered into the kinzchu stone and been sure he could recreate its magic. Simply by staring at it. Cazia had tried the same thing, many times, but it never worked for her. What had he done differently? 

Cazia leaned out over the cliff, spurring Kinz and Ivy to hastily grab hold of her jacket. The water was dark green at the edges but night-black in the center, where it must have been very deep. It was also slightly choppy from the wind. With the Fifth Gift, she could make or purify water, but could she know it as well? 

She stared down at it, trying to examine it the way Ghoron had examined the kinzchu stone. He couldn’t have used magic, not so soon after touching it, so she didn’t, either. She could think about her magic, though. She peered down at the water. Becoming a wizard had changed the way she understood her magic; had it also changed the way she could understand the world? 

“It’s salty,” she said, sure it was true just as the words came out of her mouth. “Not as salty as some places, but… There’s a stream that feeds into it from the west, and…” 

She was suddenly dizzy, then fell onto her side. The girls shrieked in terror, dragging her back from the cliff’s edge. Cazia heaved and retched, her nearly empty stomach spitting up a thin stream of acid. 

She lay with her face against the stones—she could see into them, too. The odd structure of them, their weight, and…

Her whole body began to tremble. Kinz held her arms still while Ivy stroked her hair and shushed her. For once, Cazia thought that was advice worth taking. She closed her eyes and did everything she would normally do to fall asleep: she slowed her breathing, relaxed her muscles, and did her best to empty her mind. 

It worked, after a fashion. Of course, she didn’t sleep, but she did stop trembling. When she opened her eyes again, the stones were just stones. Just surface. 

“Sudden dizziness?” Kinz asked. “That is unlike you. We have made to stand atop greater heights than this.”

“I can look into the world.” The words barely made any sense, and she was the one saying them. “I can look into the world and see its parts.”

“Well, do not do it again,” Ivy said. “We might not be able to catch you next time. You scared Kinz out of the life.” 

“Yes, but the princess was unmoved.” Kinz took Cazia’s hand and helped her sit up. 

“Thank you. This means something. I don’t know what, but going hollow and then coming back to myself has changed me in a way I do not fully understand. I didn’t even know I could do that.” 

Kinz raised one eyebrow. “Make yourself sick?” 

“It was the way the prince looked at the stone, yes? I saw your expression when he said it would be easy. You were not sure it was even possible before then, yes?” 

“That’s true,” Cazia admitted. “He was hollow for longer than me and he went further. I’m not sure what he’s capable of. Fire take me, I’m not sure what I’m capable of.” 

Ivy squeezed her hand. “Collapsing and vomiting, apparently. You wizards are a mighty lot.” 

Cazia turned around to look back at the prince. Treygar was scrubbing the man’s back with more vigor than the old fellow found comfortable; that was clear. At the same time, the old soldier was speaking in a low, harsh voice that made Cazia a little fearful. Fire and Fury, she envied him the authority that age, size, and a deep male voice gave him, and she could not help resenting him a little bit, too. 

“Let’s go.” The other girls followed her toward the prince, circling around so they would be slightly uphill from him. No one wanted his dirty water to touch the edge of their boots. 

Ghoron apologized to her immediately. He explained that he’d mistaken them for Stoneface’s servants, and living a secluded life as he did left him vulnerable to pranks in his younger years. Cazia would have been happier with an apology that didn’t lay the blame elsewhere, but library or no, she needed his help to make more kinzchu stones. She nodded and forced herself to smile. 

The soap worked remarkably well on him, but when Cazia rinsed it off--with warm water again, to the old prince’s obvious relief--it left him looking scrawny and scalded. Ghoron needed a sleepstone just for his patchy, scaly skin.

When he was clean, the villagers seemed convinced they would survive the morning and sent down meals for all of them. Ghoron’s came first, so he finished first and returned to the bottom of the cliff.

Esselba allowed herself to be lowered down the rope. She gave Ghoron an old scholar’s robe, and after he put it on, he attempted to embrace her. She wanted none of that. They sat on a flattish boulder at the foot of the cliff and talked quietly. Esselba’s arms were crossed and her feet pulled up tight to her body. The prince kept turning toward her with his arms loose and spread apart, but she only covered herself tighter when he did. 

Cazia couldn’t help but wonder what their relationship had been. She looked too old to be Jagia’s mother. Grandmother? It was hard to tell. Eventually, she went back up the rope, and Ghoron shuffled barefoot toward them.

“I murdered someone,” he said. “I killed the girl who took care of my daughter.” He glanced at their faces; Cazia must have been staring at him in horror, because he immediately said, “She was only a servant,” as though that would lessen his crime somehow. 

Before Cazia could think of an answer, Stoneface said, “Only a servant?” 

“She was a good girl, though. Just a child, really. I don’t remember it.” He looked from one person to another. “I wasn’t myself when it happened. I suppose I shouldn’t keep saying ‘I did it’ when it was actually The Other. I’m not sure that will matter, though.” He turned at looked up to the top of the cliff. “I’m alone out here. No guards. No friends. No one to stand for me.” 

“Do not expect me to make stand for you,” Kinz said. 

“You’ll have to earn that,” Cazia said, turning the conversation back the way she wanted it to go. “You’re going to have to do the work to help us all. Then, afterward, we’ll see where things stand.”

Ghoron took a step back, drawing himself up tall in a shocked, fearful way. “You’re talking as though I might be hanged. I already told you, she was my servant. It was an immoral thing to do and unworthy of an Italga, but she belonged to me.”

“I have freed the village servants,” Tejohn said. “I have seen the collapse of the empire. Ellifer, Amlian, Lar, and everyone who supported them are gone. Their laws and customs no longer hold.”

The old prince quirked his head. “Is that why you’re here? So I can take Ellifer’s place?” 

Cazia rolled her eyes, but the others just stared at him in stunned silence. “Only,” Treygar said, “if we wanted your throat cut.” 

“He needs food and rest,” Kinz said. “Yes, he is made the bit of the fool, but people can not think clearly when they are half starved and exhausted.” 

Cazia looked back at Ghoron. He stared down at his feet, his face flushed with embarrassment. 

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I would like to lie down again, I think.” 

Treygar moved away from them. “I’ll talk to the people in the village.”

A new tray of food had been lowered, so Ghoron ate and drank his fill. “Better,” he said. Then he went to one of the wooden flats, pulled a blanket over himself, and fell immediately into a deep sleep. 

By this time, Ivy and Kinz had already followed Stoneface up the side of the cliff. Cazia was alone with the prince and sat on the flat beside him. She wasn’t a bit tired, but she couldn’t just leave the old man sleeping alone in the open. There were worse things than Durdric and hill lions in these mountains.

She sat beside him and stared out over the courtyard. It suddenly occurred to her that it had been created by scholars. The Eleventh Gift had been used to make this space flat, and the loose stones—well, some had fallen from the mountain behind her, obviously, but many more had the strange squarish shape that mining scholars often created. She picked it one up and tested the weight of it.

Could she stare down into it and see it magically, the way she had with the lake? Probably, but ugh. Why would she want to put herself through that again? And why hadn’t Ghoron gotten sick when he’d done it? 

There were too many questions. She stared southward over the courtyard, past the tower to the gray and black stones of the mountainside. There were clumps of grass and odd pink flowers growing from between the rocks, and twisted trees on the few ledges in sight. 

To the north were the cliff and the rest of the village. That was the wondrous land of dinnertime, but she couldn’t enter. Not while the foolish old man they had come to see lay helpless. 

She was startled by the idea of how she would have reacted to this situation just half a year ago. Having lived almost all of her life in the palace, with only a few excursions into the city of Peradain itself, she would have hated and resented old Ghoron just out of habit. One or two of his clueless remarks would have labeled him an Enemy. The only way she would have looked after him was if Lar or one of her other friends had asked. 

Now she felt little more than pity for the man. She’d seen and done too much to think of him as an Enemy; he had become the worst boogeyman of her nursery stories, the hollowed-out scholar, and they had dealt with him easily. 

Going hollow was a curable condition now. Just that simple fact would change everything about the way people lived, assuming human beings survived the war that was overtaking them. She looked out eastward, down the long, long length of the valley. The green shallows, the fringe of brilliant green marsh plants that surrounded it, and even farther away were the green grasses, patches of bright yellow, blue, and orange of the wildflowers growing there. 

Her eyes filled with tears, and she wiped them away with a dirty hand. Colchua should have been here with her. She’d seen and done so many amazing things…it wasn’t right that her brother had missed out on them. He was the one who liked adventure stories, not her. He was the one who had been born to be a hero. 

Lar, too, if she thought about it. Before the Festival, he’d had a plan to change the way the empire worked, a plan he’d said would make things better. Now the empire was gone, and so was he. 

Kinz began to climb down the rope that connected the village with the prince’s courtyard, then once she’d reached the bottom, it was hauled back up and a basket of food lowered. The herder girl carried it to her, stepping carefully among the loose rocks. 

“You have made tears,” the older girl said. She placed the bowl in Cazia’s hand and embraced her. “The quick hug now, so you can get something to eat. After you eat, I will make the longer one.” 

Great Way, she was glad they had figured out a way to be friends. “I’m sorry,” Cazia said. She didn’t like to cry in front of Kinz, who had lost so much more than any of them. “I know things have been hardest for you—”

Kinz put her hand on the bottom of the bowl and pushed it up toward Cazia’s mouth. It was rice, of course, with carrot and some sort of dark roasted bird meat. “There is no competition in grief,” Kinz said. Cazia didn’t want to look up at her, so she began to eat. Fire and Fury, she was hungry. The older girl sat on the flat beside her. “No race to be made the most painful. All of Kal-Maddum should know this now.” 

“Okay. I’m sorry for that, then.” 

The girls laughed a little. Ghoron, lying beside them, stirred a bit but did not wake. 

“Eat,” Kinz insisted. Cazia obeyed. “While you are here with the prince, the others are above, searching for stones like the ones the Tilkilit used.” 

“We may not need the stones to be exactly the same,” Cazia said with her mouth full. “For translation stones, you need a gem, but for lightstones you can use almost any kind of rock.” 

“Yes, I remember, but until we are sure how this must be done we must make safe choices. There is much work to be done, making enough…enough kinzchu stones for making of the army. You have two scholars for the work, and if you overdo it, we have stones to cure you.” 

“But that would stop the work.” 

“Yes.” 

It was pretty clear where this conversation was going. “It would help,” Cazia said, “if we had a third.” 

Kinz smiled and nodded. “I would make to offer myself to be that third.” 

“Excellent. It only makes sense. We’ll start as soon as I finish eating. It’s supposed to be difficult to start your lessons as an adult, but we’ll try.” 

Kinz clenched both of her hands in a unconscious show of excitement. “I am grateful. And before you say the words again, please do not make the apology to me for old hurts. We are different than we were.” 

Cazia sighed. “That’s part of what I was crying about. Listen, I won’t pretend knowing magic isn’t absolutely wonderful, because it is. Not having to lug skins full of water around or rub sticks together to make fire is barely the start of it. But it’s also dangerous. You saw what happened to me.” 

“You lost yourself.” 

“I did. What’s more, if Old—Tejohn had been with us when it happened, he would have struck off my head without hesitation. He’s famous in part because he killed a scholar who had gone hollow and murdered dozens and dozens of people.” 

Kinz tilted her head. “But you did not try to murder us.” 

“I thought about it,” Cazia said. The words nearly stuck in her throat, but she forced herself to say them. “I came close to… Okay. The truth is that Ivy’s a little bit right about the possession thing. If you overdo it, that’s really what it’s like.” 

Kinz nodded. “And we know the stones can make to cure the person once, but not if it will work many times.” 

Cazia looked down at her hands. “Or even if  the cure is permanent. Kinz, my teachers lied to me because they wanted to control me, and that’s part of what got me into trouble. I’ll be honest about your limits—” 

“But I will stay far away from them. I understand.” 

Cazia sighed. This was her last unbroken oath, that she would never teach the Gifts of the Evening People to another without permission. Then again, who was left to give that permission? According to Stoneface, Doctor Twofin had gone hollow, and Ghoron Italga was just recovered from his own madness. Who was left to make these decisions but her? 

Cazia laughed. 

“What is so funny?” Kinz asked.

“I’m the youngest Scholar Administrator in history, and you’re my entire bureaucracy. Okay. The first step is to learn the proper mental state. Magic is all around you, all the time. All you need to do is open your mind to it.” 

“How will I recognize the proper state?” 

Cazia suddenly remembered the glow that had escaped Ghoron when he’d been cured of his madness. It had looked so much like portals…portals that had called to the strange spirit that had possessed her. 

“It feels like connection.”
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The village folk had never named their community. If this seemed strange to Tejohn at first, it quickly became clear that their greatest fear was that their land would be seized and they would be put to the sword, and no troops would be nearby to stop it. Calling themselves “Markwind Village” or “Italgaton,” they claimed, was tantamount to goading the rest of the world to say, “We ought to take Italgaton for ourselves.”

It seemed ridiculous on its face, but they had lived in the wilderness for ten years without even the need to construct a wall, so something was working in their favor. Not even the Durdric would attack them, knowing they were servants and not free citizens. 

What seemed less strange was their attitude toward Ghoron Italga. He was the reason they were living as they were, lifelong servants with no real master but their empty bellies. Without him, they would have spent the last ten years with a lash hanging above them while they scrubbed floors or dug mines. What’s more, since the prince had gone hollow, their duties toward him had become extremely light. 

However, the majority of them thought he should be hanged. When the madness had overtaken him, the servants had managed to spirit away his daughter under the perfectly legitimate concern that he would do harm to her. As they told the story, he caught them at it but let them carry the girl away without interfering. At first. Moments before they’d reached safety, the prince had come out of his tower and burned one of them alive. 

She was a girl of fourteen, Allittess. Esselba and her friends spent a little while talking about all the reasons she was an exceptional person, and Tejohn did his best to feign interest. The truth was, the world was full of delightful people slain for no other reason than that they caught the attention of someone who could do it. He was brimming with tragedy already.

“There’s a war,” he finally said, interrupting an old woman in the middle of a recitation of chores the dead girl had helped with. Only a few slivers of daylight came through the cloth hung over the cave entrance, but it was enough to see their faces. The rough plank beneath him creaked as he leaned forward. “It’s a war we can’t win without every scholar we can find.” 

“We haven’t seen any evidence of war,” Esselba said. 

“Except,” a narrow-skulled old man interjected, “that midsummer came and went without our annual visit from the palace.”

“How is it that he never came after you?” Tejohn looked from face to face, trying to determine whether they were about to lie to him. “I’ve never known a hollowed scholar to leave regular folks unmolested.” 

He’d expected them to look uncomfortable or to sheepishly admit they’d made some sort of bargain with a wizard, but instead, they became contemptuous. “He was supposed to be improving the flying carts. He isn’t a medical scholar,” Esselba said with a dismissive wave of her hand, “so it’s not like he was looking for bodies to cut apart. And apparently, mining and building magic are beneath his station in life, so he had no way to come up the cliff except climbing, and we discouraged that.” 

“How?” 

Stones in the summertime. Very cold water in the winter. It was only after we splashed oil on him and threatened to set him alight that he stopped trying.” 

“I sometimes wish we had done it,” the narrow-skulled man said. 

Esselba gave him a sharp look. “It would have cost all of us our lives,” she said. “Then.” Tejohn was about to object, but she waved him off. “I know, I know. The empire is losing a war.” 

“The human race is losing a war.” 

Before she could respond, a young boy threw back the cloth over the cave entrance. “Visitors,” he said in a way that made Esselba and her council share a worried look. 

“Wait here,” she said to Tejohn, then led the others out of the cave. Every one of them gave a worried glance at his spear leaning against the rock. 

He sat for only a few moments, then moved to the edge of the cloth and pulled it back far enough to peek out. 

Esselba stood in the small green, surrounded by other village folk. Before them were two grown women with a half dozen children kneeling behind. All were dressed in fur and had seashells woven into their hair. One of the women held a sharpened stick above her head; the other held a long wooden hook. They held both horizontally, with open grips, as though offering them to invisible giants. He could not understand their language, but he recognized the desperation in their voices. 

Of course they were Durdric; who else could visit in this remote place? He let the cloth fall closed, picked up his spear, and took up a position near the mouth of the cave. He had nowhere to fall back and no line to support him, but if the people of this unnamed village needed him to fight for them, he was ready. 

Instead, it was the herder girl and the Indregai princess who entered. “Something terrible has happened,” the little girl said. 

“I think we can guess what it is,” Tejohn said. 

The girl responded sharply. “Yes, I expect so.”

Testy. It wasn’t a surprise, though. She had been through a lot, and Tejohn had noticed a certain strain between the princess and the other two. “Good point. While we wait, we should plan our next steps.”

“We need more scholars,” the princess asserted confidently. “We can not equip an army with the few we have.” 

“What we need,” Tejohn said, “is more stones like the ones you brought us. The First Plunder. The prince believes it will be easy to copy the spell, but we will want to have the proper stones ready when he is ready. We should gather the same type of stones for him.” 

“From talking to Cazia,” the princess said, “I suspect that spell is within the grasp right now. 

“But first, we must make to eat,” Kinz said. “Cazia is down with the old scholar. I will bring her something.” She hurried out of the cave. Tejohn watched her go. 

“I have seen how you look at her,” the princess said primly. 

Fire and Fury, even the little girl had noticed. “How nearly every man looks at her,” Tejohn responded. “And some women, too. Still, it doesn’t matter. She has shown no interest in me, nor would I expect her to. More importantly, I swore an oath of marriage and I mean to honor it. However, I would like to thank you for pointing out my bad habit, princess. I will be more polite in the future.” 

The girl rubbed her forehead. She looked very tired. “I suppose you can not help it. She is very beautiful.” She looked very worldly as she said it, and Tejohn was unexpectedly charmed by her odd mix of childishness and adulthood. She should be safe at home among her people. 

At that moment, a boy entered with two bowls of rice, each decorated with strips of some sort of roasted game bird, along with actual spoons for once. The princess dug in immediately, but Tejohn scooped two of his four strips of meat off his rice and laid them atop the girl’s.

“Don’t argue,” he said when it appeared she would take offense. “I am full grown but you are still on your way. You need it more.” 

She shrugged, then scooped a piece into her mouth. “It tastes awful.” 

“Chew it well,” Tejohn said without thinking. Grief formed a lump in his throat, and for a few moments, he could not swallow. How many times had he said those same three words to his skirmishers? Great Way, but he hoped to see his family again, and soon. Very, very soon. 

“There is still one thing we haven’t tested,” the princess said. 

“What’s that?” 

“Whether the kinzchu stones work on The Blessing.”

It was amazing how quickly they had shifted their hopes from the variation of the Fifth Gift he’d come all this way to find to the kinzchu stones.

Tejohn dug deep into his bowl, hoping to find something sweet inside like an apricot. There was nothing. “Or how it works, assuming it does. Suppose it draws the magic out of them the way fire will boil a pot until it’s empty. Will that undo the transformation or will it simply kill them?” 

“I know which I prefer,” the girl said. 

Everything is dangerous. “If it simply kills them, it will be a powerful weapon for our side, but I’m not sure it will matter in the long run. The head of a spear can already kill if you touch someone with it the right way. I think the war has gone too far against us to win with what is essentially a more effective spear.” 

“I see your point. What if the stones do not affect them at all?”

“Then Ghoron or Cazia must reinvent Lar’s spell, we recruit good spears to fight alongside scholars, and hope the Little Spinner favors us.”

“Ugh,” she said. “I’m full.” 

Her bowl was still about a third full. After making sure that had indeed eaten as much as she could, Tejohn gratefully accepted the remainder of her rice. 

By the time he finished, Esselba had returned alone. The Durdric refugees had confirmed the news Tejohn had brought: the Peradaini empire had fallen and now the curse was spreading among the mountain peoples. 

“If you have weapons against these creatures,” Esselba said, “I want them. Kinzchu stones, you called them? The people in this community deserve to be protected.”

“The stones work against scholars,” Tejohn said. Was every leader of every group, however large or small, going to work against him? “We’re not ready to take on the grunts yet.”

Esselba licked her lips. “The first set of weapons you make will be distributed to the village. Two for each of us. Otherwise, you are not welcome here.”

“Two?” the princess exclaimed. “That—”

Tejohn held up his hand to silence her, and she clenched her jaw. “I will make a counteroffer. If we find a way to fight the grunts, we will do our best to see that you are protected. In return, you will offer us the food, shelter, and raw materials we need. If you don’t like that deal, we’ll gather our people and go.” 

Esselba’s eyes went wide. “That would leave us unprotected!” 

The princess crossed her arms over her chest. “You yourself said we would no longer be welcome.” 

Tejohn’s voice was calm. “It’s true. We have too much work to do to risk being poisoned or having our throats cut in the middle of the night.” 

“We would never—I never threatened your lives. Never.” 

“You don’t have to.” Tejohn gestured toward the bench opposite, but Esselba only shook her head. This was her village and she was not going to sit at his urging. “You’re filled with fear right now, and that fear is going to build. Soon, your council is going to be urging you to do what you have to do to protect your children. That’s understandable. I know the feeling. I have children of my own. However, we are here to fight for the survival of all of us, so if you think I’m going to leave weapons sitting idle in this tucked-away little village while men, women, and children die out there, you are mistaken.”

“The people out there aren’t my responsibility,” Esselba said. “These people here are.” 

“How can you speak that way,” the princess asked, “about all of Kal-Maddum?” 

“Because she’s a debt child,” Tejohn said. “See her wrist?” Esselba did not move to display the tattoo on her inner arm, but she did not try to hide it, either. 

The princess looked up at Tejohn. “I did not understand. I’m sorry.” 

Esselba’s expression was icy. “You didn’t do anything to us, so you have no reason to apologize. But that world out there? That world stole everything from me. From all of us here. All we have left is this patch of ground and each other. I don’t understand why I should have to give even more.” 

“The empire is gone,” Tejohn said. “We’re the ones who will decide what to replace it with.”

“If we survive,” the princess offered. The other adults had to shrug. 

Esselba moved to the entrance of their little cave, drew back the cloth, and stared out at the people moving through the common. Two elderly women chased a group of small children through the grass. Two youths carried a full barrel between them. Others passed. Only the children smiled and laughed—news had traveled quickly. 

Finally, she turned around. “What raw materials?” 

By the end of the day, the plans were laid, but it was too close to sunset to start. In the morning, a half dozen young people were going to take axes out to a copse on a ridge and return four days later with enough wood for spear and mace shafts. Three of the older men would venture out in their hunting gear. A big cat was preferred, but any animal they could bring back for the leather would be welcome. 

A much larger group, which included the new Durdric refugees, would go in search of the black stones. The mountain people assured them there was as much of the smooth black stone as they could carry a short distance downslope, and it was all lying about loose. They wouldn’t even need to dig for it. Apparently, that was the line you couldn’t cross in the Durdric religion: a stone could be picked up from the ground, but to dig was blasphemy. 

After visiting Cazia and Kinz down near the tower, the princess informed him that Kinz had begun training to be a scholar. To his embarrassment, Tejohn’s instinctive reaction was outrage, but he squelched that response before it showed. Of course the herder should learn to do magic, as long as it helped them against The Blessing. 

Let Fire take the old rules they had lived by. There was work to do and a war to win.
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Only two people were capable of making a flying cart do any actual flying, and Tejohn did not trust Ghoron Italga with anything more dangerous than a blunt spoon. It was a sign of how much the world had changed that he preferred to work with Cazia Freewell instead of an Italga prince. 

Even better would have been Kinzchu, the girl from the herding clans. She was sensible and courageous, but more importantly, she had not learned how to create more of the stones that bore her name. Cazia and Ghoron had. They were secluded in an old tent the girls had erected, making forty stones a day, having worked out through their own unfathomable methods the way to cast that spell. The best thing they could have done was teach Kinz to fly a cart so the two scholars could remain at Tempest Pass to continue their work.

Unfortunately, while a cart driver did not have to be a full scholar, they did need to know how to create the special mental state that let scholars unlock their spells, and Kinz had been studying magic for only three days—if you call sitting and staring into space “studying.” Tejohn had heard she was making decent progress—by whatever means such things were measured—but she could not keep a cart aloft.

So Tejohn sat at the front of a cart, a leash knotted around his waist, as they raced eastward across the Sweeps. The princess sat beside him, similarly tied, a little bow across her knees and a quiver beneath her boot. In the back, Cazia operated the levers. 

“It’s just amazing,” Cazia said. She seemed brighter and more cheerful than Tejohn had seen her in a long time. “Ghoron came to Tempest Pass to improve the flying spell for his brother, and he’s done it. This is much faster!” 

It was. There was no denying that it was. The princess held on to the rail so tightly that her knuckles were white and her pale face seemed almost ghostly. Tejohn looked out over the valley ahead of them—they were already leaving behind the waters of Lake Windmark, passing over the rich green marsh grasses at the low western end of the Sweeps.

Beyond that were open meadows, little clusters of trees, and the slowly rising ground. 

It was beautiful. Tejohn still hadn’t gotten used to his new, improved vision. The first time he’d traveled through the Sweeps, all he’d seen were mud and clumps of grass. Now, looking from above, he could see the peaks on both sides, the long northeastern tail of the lake, and a hundred different colors of summer flower. 

Grateful am I to be permitted to travel the Way. 

He wished Laoni and the children could have seen this. He would have to bring them here someday when the world was more settled. 

“Ghoron will work on another while we’re gone. Esselba’s people are not great woodworkers, but they don’t have to be. As long as the carts don’t rattle apart in the wind, we’ll be fine.” 

The princess turned around. “How long?” 

“For this trip?” Cazia yelled. “I don’t know.” 

Tejohn broke in. “It was nine days by cart from the mining camp to Tempest Pass.” 

“But now we have the Sweeps wind at our backs,” Cazia answered, “and a much faster cart. I think we might make it before sunset. Do you think he’s still there?” 

“He had better be. We need him.” 

He was Lar Italga, King of Peradain and heir to the Throne of Skulls—which had probably been destroyed months ago. However it wasn’t Lar’s role as ruler of a fallen land that made him important; it was his training as a scholar. The boy had been right all those years ago. The empire needed scholars. 

Also, if Tejohn was going to test out these magic-destroying stones on a grunt to see if it undid his transformation, he was going to try it on Lar first. He owed the boy that much. 

At midday, the princess brought a small loaf of meatbread and a jar of water to the back of the cart. Since there was no one else capable of handling the levers and they had no intention of stopping, she had to feed Cazia by hand. 

All day, they passed mining camps, one after another. They were all laid out in a similar manner: walls, low buildings, a stubby tower or two for defense, but they were still too far west for the one Tejohn was looking for. Much too far west. 

Then, in the midafternoon, Tejohn was startled to see a fluttering red-and-black banner on the southern side of the valley. He jolted out of his bench to look at it, but it had already passed behind him. 

“That!” he snapped, pointing behind them. “Did you see that?” 

“No,” Cazia answered. “Do you want to see it again?” 

No, keep going. “Yes. Yes, I need to see it again. I don’t want to waste time, but—” 

“Sit down and hold on,” Cazia said, and she began to slow the cart.

The princess chirped in fear as they lurched forward. Tejohn himself clutched at the rail to keep himself from toppling over the edge. The cart tilted to the left as Cazia steered it away from the Southern Barrier.

Tejohn glanced at the princess and saw that she was staring at him wide-eyed. The rail began to shudder under his hand. “Easy!” he shouted. “The cart’s not sturdy enough for this!” 

The fierce excitement in Cazia’s expression vanished, and she gently lowered the levers, causing the cart to settle into a more gentle curve. “Sorry.” 

The altered spell that allowed them to speed up very suddenly also allowed them to shed that speed quickly. That, plus the fact that they’d turned suddenly into a powerful headwind, brought them down to something like sprinting speed. 

The cart circled around, heading toward the banner Tejohn had spotted. His initial glimpse was correct; it was a battered Finstel banner, with a red waterfall on a black field. Could this be the pass to Caarilit already? It didn’t seem possible, and it didn’t match what he remembered of it. The long spur seemed flatter than he’d expected, and the steep, tree-covered hill on the eastern side looked more like a gentle slope. Still, there was a broad passage southward between the peaks. 

Still, there was the banner, which meant either someone had planted a banner much farther west than they should have, or this was the entrance to the Caarilit pass. 

“Well?” Cazia asked. 

Neither of them knew the place. It was his duty to make the decision, and if he was wrong, they would end up camping in grunt-infested lands. Who would stand watch through the night, a twelve-year-old girl? “Everything looks different from up here,” he admitted. “We’ve come far, but could we really have come all the way to Caarilit? Do you recognize these hills?” 

“We were arguing when we came through the Caarilit Pass,” Cazia said sheepishly. “Again. We weren’t really looking.” 

“Can you not recognize this landscape?” the princess asked. 

“I was nearly blind then,” Tejohn admitted. “Let’s stay close to the Southern Barrier. If I’m correct, the second mining camp we come across should be it.” 

The sun had nearly dipped behind the mountains when they found it. Tejohn expected more uncertainty, but he noted the crude cover for the animal pen and the shattered Sweeps crucible, and immediately decided this was the place. 

Cazia and the princess refused to simply lower him into the compound at the end of a rope. The sensible thing would have been for them to keep their distance while he scouted the place, but the two girls insisted on landing with him. Cazia admitted that she was exhausted, and the princess said she’d feel safer inside walls than outside them. Besides, what if the grunts began throwing stones? The cart would be safer on the ground.

So, Tejohn hefted his shield and his two spears. One was the steel-bladed weapon he’d brought out of Twofin lands. The other was a specially made kinzchu spear: at the end of the long shaft was a squarish black rock held on with dried leather straps. 

He had a smaller version in his belt next to his sword, but he hoped he would not have to use it. 

As they descended into the center of the camp, he shook his shoulders and bent his knees. He wasn’t a young man anymore, and he needed a little warm-up time after a long day sitting on a bench. 

The little girl had no such trouble. She sprang over the rail a moment before the cart touched down, her quiver strapped up tight to her hip and an arrow nocked. Tejohn followed as quickly as he could, then motioned for her to hang back. “You see something, you speak my name.” 

She nodded, her delicate little face grim. From the stories they told, all three girls had faced numerous dangers together, but Tejohn still wanted her up in the sky. The memory of his own little boy, murdered so many years ago, came back to him like an old injury that would never heal. 

Focus. He turned his attention to the space around him. The buildings were dark, although it was possible that the fires had been hidden or doused at their approach. No one called to them. No one challenged them. 

This was a bad sign. Tejohn had hoped to find Wimnell Farrabell still here, tending to the prince. Farrabell could have flown the cart home, hopefully with a newly-restored prince as one of the passengers. Best of all, Tejohn would have been able to test the kinzchu stones on a captive grunt. 

At the moment, the compound felt abandoned. Tejohn had to once again wave the princess behind him, then moved forward in a low crouch, spear at the ready. They might face anything here. Anything. A hill lion. Durdric Holy Sons. Even one of those monstrous running birds. 

He should have secured the tower first—it was the most defensible position and would have been a fine place to defend two underage girls—but he didn’t. Tejohn had not liked the prince much when they lived in the palace. He had not cared for the boy’s laziness, his flippant attitude toward the peace his ancestors had created, nor for the skills he was supposed to be learning so he could continue that peace. 

But now, when he was only a few feet from the spot where he’d secured him, Tejohn felt an undeniable urge to see him again. Yes, he was dying to know if the stones would undo The Blessing. Yes, they needed to find Mister Farrabell. Yes, they needed another scholar. But what he wanted most was to rescue the king he had sworn to protect, a boy who had lent his arm to an injured commoner. 

He rushed to the supply room, the two girls close behind. Any evidence of the killings that took place so many months ago was long gone, and he was glad of it, as much for his own sake as the two girls’. 

He paused at the open doorway. It was dark inside, much darker than the twilight around him. “Mister Farrabell,” he said in a calm, measured tone, as though they saw each other in a butcher shop every day. 

The only answer was silence. 

Cazia came up behind him with a glowing lightstone. He took it from her and tossed it inside. The room lit up with a pale light. Tejohn had hoped to find Wimnell unconscious on the sleepstone, but no one was here at all. He set his long weapons against the outside wall and crept in. 

He moved around the sleepstone to peer into the open pit. It, too, was empty. There was a pile of bones and old gore at the bottom, complete with swarming flies. Tejohn realized that Cazia and the princess had come behind him and looked in before he could stop them. Neither seemed particularly disturbed by the sight. 

“Do you think he jumped out?” Cazia asked, “or was pulled out?” 

“It seems he took the leftovers of the meals and piled them up to reach the lip,” the princess said. “Or am I being morbid?” 

“It’s a time for being morbid,” Tejohn said, then leaned against the wall. Fire take him, he had not been fast enough. Lar Italga had needed his help, but he had not returned quickly enough to save him. 

He had failed again. 

“Little Spinner, bring us back to peaceful times.” Cazia said. 

The princess moved toward the door. “It is possible that he is nearby, yes? Oh, look!” 

Cazia picked up the lightstone and held it high. Goose bumps prickled down Tejohn’s back; the door had been smashed off its hinges, and the blow had come from outside. 

“Grunts hate closed doors,” Cazia said. 

Tejohn suddenly remembered the way they’d behaved at the farmhouse. How could he have forgotten? Grunts went mad when they saw a closed door. “I half hope the grunt that did this and freed the prince is long gone by now.” 

A dark-furred beast pounced into the doorway and snarled at them. 

The princess screamed, her piercing voice astonishingly loud in the enclosed space. Tejohn was moving forward even before he had a chance to think about it. His shield high, his spear hand empty, he reached for his sword—no, he remembered at the last moment, the mace.

His hand closed on the mace, lifting it from the hook on his belt, when his shield struck the grunt. The beast had been reaching for the princess, but Tejohn knocked its arm aside, and she fell backward onto the base of the sleepstone. 

The grunt looked at him with wild hunger, then shoved. Tejohn’s shield pressed against his body, trapping the mace. He held on to the haft with all of his strength; to lose it would be to lose all of their lives. Assuming it would even work. 

As those thoughts raced through his head, the grunt’s shove became irresistible. Tejohn’s shield pressed against his ribs, his thigh, and his cheek, lifting him off his feet with undeniable force. 

This is going to kill me. He flew back with shocking force, and he barely had a chance to register that thought, and the sense of loss and regret that went with it, when he struck the pile of baskets stacked against the wall. The impact was still painful, but it didn’t take his life. 

As he slumped to the floor in the pile of tumbling baskets, he saw the princess scrabble to the side, making her way around the sleepstone. Cazia threw the glowing rock at the grunt’s head with all her strength, but the beast ducked low, coming frighteningly close to the princess’s bare legs. 

Tejohn held up his mace and was surprised to see that it had snapped in half. The anti-magic stone was gone. It was only then that he realized there was something hard under his left knee that made his whole leg tingle. The grunt reached out to Cazia; she stumbled back, her hands moving quickly. 

It was no use. The thing was too close for her to finish her spell. In desperation, Tejohn grabbed at the thing beneath his leg--please be the kinzchu stone--and flung it toward the creature. 

It struck the beast on the shoulder. The grunt collapsed instantly, its outstretched claws tearing the flesh of Cazia’s bare forearms. She yelped and staggered away as it flopped onto the stone floor.

Then it screamed. The sound echoed off the walls like a war horn. Tejohn didn’t need the translation stone to know that was nothing more than a wordless cry of grief and pain. A death cry. 

Little smoldering fires broke out in its fur. The smoke was white, thin, and smelled of ironwood. Then the flames spread suddenly, spreading over its entire body in a rush. The white smoke billowed toward the ceiling like a mushroom. Tejohn fell to his knees to breath the sweet air near the floor and he saw, stirring among the ashes, a human form. 

It was a man, plump as a successful merchant, with a bald head and a vacuous pug of an expression. He was utterly naked but for the gray ash coating his skin. He began to cough and choke, instinctively rolling out of the lingering smoke and fine ash toward cleaner air. 

A cure. It had worked! It had truly worked! Tejohn had hoped against all reason that the stones would undo The Blessing, and for once, it had gone his way. 

Finally, they had a weapon to use against the grunts. Not a flying cart the creatures were able to smash apart. Not a scholar’s spell that would put an end to honest soldiering. Just a little magic stone that scholars could not even touch without losing their magic. Tejohn snatched the broken mace from the floor. The handle was slightly charred but the stone was intact. It had worked. This was a war that soldiers could win. 

Grateful am I to be permitted to travel The Way.

Tejohn wiped at the man’s face, trying to clear the ashes so he could breath comfortably.

“Where’s Ivy?” Cazia asked, struggling to her feet. Blood ran down her arms onto the backs of her hands, but she didn’t seem to have noticed. 

She stood and went around the sleepstone to the edge of the pit, then cried out. Tejohn was beside her in moments. 

Down in the bottom of the pit, lying among the bones, was the still form of the little princess. A shattered rib had pierced her side completely through.
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Cazia’s entire body prickled with goose flesh. I cost Ivy her life. But no, she hadn’t died yet. Cazia looked for a rope she could drop into the pit below and saw instead a slender wooden ladder leaning against the wall. 

“MOVE!” she shouted, bulling past Old Stoneface and stepping over the former grunt as though he was nothing more than a bundle of dirty rags. She snatched up the ladder, jammed one end down into the pit—taking care to set it opposite where Ivy had landed—then practically leaped onto it. 

It was almost too much for the ladder to take, and she cursed herself when she felt it bow under her weight. Fury favored her this time; it did not break. She scrambled down the rungs into the stink of rotten flesh and landed beside the princess. 

It was bad. Very bad. The little girl’s pale face was paler than Cazia had ever seen it, and she was so still. Her breathing was shallow and rapid. 

“Don’t pull the bone out,” Tejohn called down to her as though she was a complete fool. Cazia scooped the girl into her arms, fighting to keep her balance as the slimy bones shifted beneath her feet. Then she hurried up the ladder. 

Careful. Careful. Losing her balance or dropping Ivy would almost certainly kill her. Cazia couldn’t have that on her conscience, not when they were so close to a sleepstone that she could have lifted her head and spit on it. 

“There’s a stone in the pouch at her belt!” she snapped as she came near the top of the ladder. “She brought it in case I needed it. You have to cut it free before we put her on the sleepstone. Hurry!” 

Tejohn reached down with his little knife and cut the pouch free. He threw it behind him and reached for the girl. 

“Hurry, hurry!” Cazia was already barking at him, her fear and impatience growing so huge inside her that she thought she might burst into tears. Tejohn scooped the girl up as though she was as light as an summer robe, pivoted smoothly to the broad stone bed, then gently laid her on her side atop it. 

Cazia scrambled over the top of the ladder and moved beside him. Ivy was so pale. So pale! Tejohn had a tight grip on the thick end of the rib where it protruded from the girl’s back. Cazia wanted to shout at him to both take it out and leave it in. Finally, he did pull it out and cast it into the pit. Blood poured out of the little girl’s back.  So much blood.

“Too soon!” Cazia cried. “You pulled it out too soon!”

“I’ve done this before,” Tejohn answered, and the calm in his voice startled her. Cazia took a deep, shuddering breath, then helped him ease the princess onto her back. “It will be a near thing.” 

“She’s so small,” Cazia said. Where were these words coming from? When did she start saying trite, obvious things? 

Except Ivy was small. Tiny, in fact. Her body was so narrow and her shoulders so bony. 

Tejohn put a hand on Cazia’s shoulder. It was meant to be comforting, and to her surprise, it was. “She must have fallen while she was fleeing from… What’s this?”

There were two more puncture wounds in Ivy’s calf, much smaller than the one through her back. Of course, it made sense that she would have landed on more than just the one rib. Cazia was sure there were other marks on other parts of her.

But a little voice in the back of her mind was crying out an alarm.

“Is that a bite?” Tejohn asked, giving voice to her fear. “Could the grunt have bitten her?”

Cazia’s thoughts raced. Everything had happened so fast! Ivy had been scrambling away from the creature and it had fallen toward her…

All of her strength left her in a rush and she had to grab hold of the edge of the sleepstone to steady herself. Vilavivianna of Goldgrass Hill, princess of the Ergoll people, descendants of the Chieftains of the Forty Valleys, had been cursed by The Blessing. 

Cazia burst into tears. After everything she’d done to look after the girl, after everything they’d been through together, Cazia had finally failed her. She’d promised to bring the princess home safely and she had. She had done it. Ivy had been reunited with her parents and, if she hadn’t stowed away on the bottom of that stupid cart, she would be safe still. 

A bright, hot flush of anger rushed through her. Why hadn’t Ivy done what she had been told? Why couldn’t she ever do what she was told? 

Not that Cazia was such a great role model. Fire and Fury, why couldn’t the grunt have bitten her instead? How could the princess return home to her people now? 

“We have the stones,” Tejohn said. Cazia’s head hung down and she couldn’t see his face, but she knew his expression would have only enraged her. “The sleepstone brings on the curse quickly, but we can undo it. In fact, we can pull her off partway through if we have to.”

“It’s temporary,” Cazia said. 

“What do you mean?” Tejohn glanced down at the pot-bellied man still lying on the floor. His horrible bare ass was covered with gray ash. 

“The effect of the stones is temporary. My magic goes away but it always comes back.” 

Tejohn’s hand dropped to his sword. Did he even realize he was doing that? “Maybe.” 

“You’re right,” Cazia said glumly. “Maybe it will be permanent. But what if it isn’t? How am I supposed to bring her home if she’s cursed?”

He lifted the charred, broken handle of his mace and examined the stone at the end. It was still secure and unmarked. “We will cure her again. If we have to, we will make a nice piece of jewelry for her.” 

“She would have to wear it for the rest of her life!” 

The old soldier stepped close to her and put his hand on her shoulder again. She was struck suddenly by how tall he was—even more than most—and how heavy his touch was. “There are worse fates.” 

He was right. She knew he was right, but it annoyed her anyway. Cazia didn’t want Ivy to suffer a less awful fate. She deserved better. 

She turned toward the fat old man and cast a water spell, spraying him down to rinse off the horrible ash. It didn’t work very well; the ash stuck to his skin stubbornly. The water pooled around his body, then began to flow toward her. 

She sidestepped, feeling a shudder of revulsion at the idea that it might touch her. The man needed someone to scrub him down, but Cazia wasn’t going to do it, and Old Stoneface was standing even farther back than she was. She kept the water spraying over him while he lay on the stone floor like a sick cow. 

The next time she cast the spell, she made the water much colder. It wasn’t the glacial cold that she’d used to punish Ghoron, but it roused the man from his stupor anyway. 

“Food,” he muttered. “Fire and Fury, but I have not had real food in—how long have I been…” 

“We don’t know,” Tejohn said. “When were you transformed?” 

“I was bitten just before midsummer,” the man said. “I thought we would be safe in my house, but the…my family…” He gaped at the floor, then at the two of them. He examined his dirty hands, then touched his belly. “Where am I? What happened to me?” 

“You’re in the Sweeps,” Tejohn said. Cazia suddenly found herself aggravated beyond reason with the conversation. She turned back to the sleepstone and stroked Ivy’s faint yellow hair. She was still breathing and her color seemed a little better. It had taken Cazia a little while to get used to the idea that the girl’s fair skin—with the bluish veins showing through in some places—was not a sign of illness. Now she just had to convince herself that it wasn’t a sign the princess was fading into death. 

“And,” the old soldier continued, “you’re the first person to be cured of The Blessing. That we know of, anyway.” 

“You were wise to cure me,” the fat man said, as though they’d made some kind of careful selection. “Can I have a blanket, at least? The water was chilly. And I still need food.” 

“We can share some of our meatbread,” Tejohn said, setting his pack on the floor. “And you can wear my cloak for now.” 

The man sighed as though he’d been offered gruel, but he draped himself in the wool cloak gladly. “I have a reward in mind for both of you. My home was not as secure against the invaders as I’d hoped, but I have more than a few silver bolds, golden pinches, and golden petals. In fact, the reward will be even more substantial if you can cure my wife, children, and grandch—” 

“If you don’t shut up about your money,” Cazia said, quietly, her voice tight, “I am going to burn you alive.” 

She refused to look at the man’s face, but she could hear his shock and outrage. “What did you say?” 

She ignored that. “What’s your name?” 

“Winstul Cloudless,” he answered. “Second cousin to Tyr Gerrit and sole contractor for lumber collection in the eastern Grimwood.” 

“None of that impresses me.” Cazia didn’t dare look at him because she thought she might start kicking him, or worse. He infected Ivy with The Blessing. It hadn’t been his fault, but her emotions didn’t seem to care. “None of that matters anymore. Do you know what you are? An experiment. We brought a new weapon into the wilderness to test it against a grunt, and you just happened to be the first one we came across.” 

“Ah,” he said. “I see.” 

“Do you think we would have picked a fat old man if we’d had a choice? We--” 

“Cazia,” Tejohn said, clearly hoping she would relent. 

She spun around, fixing Winstul with an angry glare. He sat draped in Tejohn’s cloak like an invalid, his gnarled, vein-ridden dirty feet sticking out. No, she wasn’t going to relent. Not to this man or anyone. “We came in search of someone important. We need scholars and soldiers. We would rather save a child! Or a mother who—” 

There was a howl from outside that made the hair on the back of Cazia’s neck stand on end. “Fire and Fury,” she whispered, “did they hear me?” 

“I doubt it,” Tejohn said. He pointed at Winstul. “I think they heard his roaring.” 

The howl returned, and this time, it sounded louder than before. Cazia looked out the doorway, but the sun had already dropped behind the mountains. Night had come upon them and she could see nothing. 

The howling returned, and this time, it was joined by a second voice. Panicky, she hurried back into the storeroom. They could have escaped in the cart, maybe, but Ivy couldn’t be moved. There was no hope for them to hold out here long enough for the princess to recover. “What do we do?” She could use her spells or take up one of the kinzchu stones, but not both. “What do we do?” 

Tejohn put his hand on her shoulder and turned her toward the doorway. He stepped through and brought both of his spears inside. “I want heavy stone blocks in front of the doorway. Make them thick, broad, and tall. Just leave enough room at the top for an arm to reach through.” 

“That won’t work,” Winstul said. “I tried that. My own son blocked our doorway with scholar’s granite, but the beasts are relentless.” 

Cazia began the spell, changing it to make the block as thick and tall as she could manage.  The first block fell into place. Then the second. Then a third. She could see by Tejohn’s expression that he thought the gap was too narrow, but better that than too wide. 

“It won’t work,” the merchant said again. “Trust me. I know.” 

Even the man’s fear got on her nerves. “We’ve run into grunts a few times before.” 

Winstul’s mouth worked. “At least douse the light.” 

“If we did that,” Tejohn said, “they would have a hard time finding us. Besides, what if those grunts out there are your children or grandchildren?” 

Cazia jammed her hand into her pocket and grabbed hold of the translation stone there. The howls suddenly became words. 

Children! Children! 

They’re coming because they heard the death cry, Cazia realized. They’re not on the hunt; they’re as worried about Winstul as she was about Ivy. 

Cazia dropped the stone back into the bottom of her pocket and the noise from outside became mournful howling again. Goose bumps ran down the back of her neck, and a knot began to form in her stomach. She looked at Stoneface, and her expression must have alarmed him in some way, because he turned his full attention to her. 

“They sound like they’re mourning a child,” Cazia said. They both looked at Winstul, still sitting on the floor. He looked uncomfortable for a moment, then struggled to his feet, one hand holding the cloak shut in front of him. He wobbled unsteadily, but when Tejohn took a fist-sized, cloth-wrapped piece of meatbread from his pack, the old man accepted it gratefully. He ate carefully, keeping the cloth between his ash-covered hands and the food. 

There was another roar, closer this time. “Eat faster,” Tejohn said, and when Winstul popped the last piece into his mouth, Stoneface took the ash-covered cloth back and tossed it onto the top of the block tower, just barely hanging over the outside edge. He stood on his toes to peer through the gap. 

“What can you see?” Cazia asked, the knot in her stomach slowly turning into nausea. He looked almost absurd with his huge spear and broken mace like a child’s spoon. 

“Moving shadows,” he answered. “Here they come.” 

The last word was barely out of his mouth when something heavy struck the stone barricade. A terrible roar echoed through the room, making Cazia’s knees feel weak. Great Way, how easy would it be for one of those things to tear her apart. Suddenly, a weapon that could defeat their enemy with only a touch did not seem enough. 

A long clawed arm thrust through the gap and grasped at the air, then withdrew. The long fur covering it was a pretty purple--they weren’t facing the small, quick grunts now. These were the creatures that had destroyed Peradain in a day. Would the kinzchu stones even work?

Feeling light-headed, Cazia backed away, a fire spell forming in her thoughts. Winstul crouched on the floor, cloak wrapped around him as though he might make himself so small, he would vanish. 

But Old Stoneface stayed right there against the granite blocks she had made, keeping low enough so that his helm was below the top of the stacks. He held his broken mace tightly. Cazia was just about to call him back when there were two more heavy collisions against the stone, shifting the top block slightly. 

The roaring began again, and with it snarling and… Monument sustain them all, were the grunts barking? It was almost as if they were expanding their language. Cazia considered reaching for her translation stone, but in truth, she didn’t want to know. 

Another long, clawed hand reached through the narrow space between the top granite block and the lintel, grasping and clawing at the air. This one was an even paler lavender. Fear made her stomach feel like lead. I killed my brother. Fire pass her by, she had not felt a terror like this when she faced Mother, or when the Tilkilit were hunting her through the wilderness of the Qorr Valley. What was happening to her? Her hands were moving and her thoughts seemed divided and diffuse. 

A second arm came through, then a third. The noise they made buffeted her. Tejohn dropped to his knees to avoid their claws. He held the little mace but the beasts were moving too quickly for him to strike safely. 

Cazia had a sudden image of Tejohn being grabbed and yanked through that tiny space, breaking his body and the mud wall at the same time, and suddenly her fire spell was complete in her mind and she let it go. 

A narrow bolt of fire erupted from her hands. It struck the nearest arm very near the shoulder, setting fire to its fur and flesh. The beasts withdrew into the darkness, one of them whimpering like a whipped dog. 

Great Way, its arm still lay on the top of the stone block. Her spell had been hot enough to sever it. 

She stared in shock for a moment. How had she managed so much power? Then Winstul broke her concentration by saying, “Girl, you are going to burn down this building! Then what will—” 

“Shut up!” she snapped at him through bared, clenched teeth. Her fear of the grunts and disgust with the man writhed within her like living things, and she had to stop herself from slapping him. 

Tejohn stood and pushed the severed arm through the gap into the gravel outside. He peered into the darkness, then turned to Cazia. “The lightstone, quickly!” 

She snatched it off the ground. With it enclosed in her fist, the room fell into near darkness. Tejohn pointed out into the yard. Both of his hands were full, so she grabbed the edge of the blocks and wedged her foot into the groove where the bottom two met to lift herself high enough to look through the gap. 

She could see movement out there, but it was little more than flickering shadows. With all her strength, she hurled the stone through the gap. 

It landed in the yard a few feet away from the grunts. Two of them—Fire and Fury, but they were huge—stood just beside the third, who lay writhing on the gravel. 

“Do you see that?” Tejohn asked. 

“I do,” she answered, her voice sounding much more calm than she felt. 

The third grunt was regrowing that severed arm. It was pale and hairless, like one of Ivy’s limbs grafted onto the creature’s shoulder, but it kept growing larger every moment. 

“That was an impressive spell,” Tejohn said in a low voice. “Could you teach me to do that?” 

For a moment, she thought he might be joking. “You would have to go hollow first.” 

“Never mind. Okay. I have a new idea. Step down quietly.” 

She did and backed away. Tejohn knelt beside the stone blocks and lifted his broken mace until just the stone was barely above the level of the tower. He began gently tapping it against the rock. It was difficult to see him with only the light that shone through the gap in the door, so she began to prepare a new light spell. Tap. Tap. Tap. Tap. When that didn’t catch the grunt’s attention, he began to bleat like a lamb. 

One of the grunts roared. Although Cazia couldn’t see it coming, she could hear it charging at them. A pale-furred arm thrust through the doorway and seized the mace— 

Only to release it again as if it were white-hot. The grunt screamed in pain and they heard it retreat in a rush. 

The mace hit the stone floor in a clatter. She heard it fall but her light spell had not yet finished; in the darkness, she could not be sure where it hit. It seemed to be humming, like a chime in which the note grew louder after it had been struck, not softer. 

“What is that?” Tejohn asked. 

Cazia lost control of her light spell, the magic dissipating. The grunt was still shrieking outside, but the humming of the mace in the darkness below her became a buzzing noise—it was actually shaking against the stone floor. 

That was wrong. Dangerous. She bent down and slapped her hand on the floor where the noise seemed to be coming from and felt the wooden handle under her little finger. She snatched it up—Great Way, the thing hummed so powerfully, it almost felt like it was burning her—and pivoted, then threw it down into the pit. 

She didn’t see it burst. She did see the little flash of light on the walls of the pit and heard the kinzchu stone pop with a sharp crack. There were sounds of a ricochet and she suddenly felt a dull burning on her cheek and ear. Winstul chirped in alarm but didn’t otherwise move.

“Fury guide me,” Tejohn said, peering through the gap into the yard. The shrieking had become more intense.

Cazia knew she should have felt her magic torn from her; just grabbing the wooden handle should have been enough. Could it be taken from her without her realizing it? 

That question could wait. She rushed to the doorway and climbed up to look outside. 

The shrieking grunt thrashed on the ground. The other two were very close; the beast with the shrunken, hairless arm tried to offer the same solicitous attention it had received, but the way the beast screamed obviously put the other two on edge. 

If Cazia had not needed both hands to hold herself up, she would have grabbed the translation stone in her pocket. The grunt was making noises she had never heard from them before: not pain or rage sounds, but the noise she might expect from a dog being whipped to death. 

The other two grunts suddenly turned and sprinted away from the fallen creature, squealing in terror. 

The injured grunt clutched at its stomach, then exploded into a ball of white-orange fire.
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Whatever Tejohn had expected, it was not a miniature sun in the middle of the courtyard. Fire billowed outward like dust on a powerful wind and the sight transfixed him. 

It was Cazia who saved him. She let go of the stone blocks and fell against him, grabbing hold of his cuirass and dragging him toward the floor. The flames rolled in through the gap over the door and curled up toward the ceiling. A wave of burning hot air nearly pushed him over. 

“Ivy!” Cazia called, but the sleepstone was low enough that the fire passed above her. 

Before the fire had finished pushing through the gap, the girl was already starting a new spell. Tejohn raced around her. He’d seen a bucket in the corner, and of course, there was still the pipe that fed into the pit. He kicked the pipe, shattering the clay, then held the bucket under it. 

Monument sustain him, the entire roof had already caught fire. Flames lit the room, running up the wooden planks like liquid color. Tejohn looked down at his bucket and saw that it was still only half full. 

Cazia finished her spell and a heavy spray of water shot out from the space between her hands. It struck the roof with a sharp hiss. Steam began to immediately billow among the rafters. 

Winstul had moved toward the princess, clutching one half of Tejohn’s cloak over his front and holding the other over the girl to protect her from cinders. Tejohn’s bucket was finally full, but when he splashed it against the rafters, it was like trying to dam a river with a single spade. Luckily, the girl’s water spell was as astonishingly strong as her bolt of fire.

“I have to keep at them from outside,” Cazia said. Her water spell and the flames had both failed at the same time. She cast another Gift, this one to crumble the top stone of their barricade. It collapsed, most of it tumbling off the stone below. She swept her arm through the heap to clear a space, then sprang onto it.

Winstul stared upward at the roof. There were gaps between the planks; firelight could be seen though them. “Should I move the girl?” he asked. 

“Not if you want to live,” Cazia snapped. Then she dropped through to the other side. 

Tejohn was only a step or two behind her. The stones scraped against his legs as he slid across the top of the barricade, and he landed beside her. 

She was already starting another water spell. Tejohn looked back at the roof; the exterior was burning brightly in the darkness. He heard shrieks echo out of the wilderness, but they seemed to be retreating. The spears in his hands seemed like small comfort against the dangers of the night, but with luck, those dangers were not coming back.

Cazia began to spray water from her hands onto the roof itself. Billows of steam rose into the darkness and water ran down the slanted sides of the roof. Great Way, Tejohn had never imagined a scholar could possess such potent magic without being mad. It unnerved him and made him feel useless. Another way the world had changed. 

Cazia’s spell died, or she let it die. The roof was still steaming and smoking in some places, but the visible flames were out. “Was that enough?”

“Wood can smolder and reignite. To be safe…”

She didn’t need any other encouragement. As she began her spell again, Tejohn stood behind her, peering into the darkness. Their flying cart was far enough away to be undamaged. The flames had not spread to any of the other buildings that he could see. The grunts were nowhere in sight. 

And there was one of the Evening People, lying naked on the gravel. 

Tejohn ignored him for the moment. They had few weapons and only two of the precious kinzchu stones left. One was mounted on the end of a spear--which he only just then noticed had been slightly charred by the fire. The other sat in the bottom of a pouch the princess had brought along, which he had left on the floor of the storeroom somewhere. If the blue grunts returned, he could use this spear against them. In fact, with a proper choke point, he could hold them for as long as he could stay awake. 

If the purple grunts returned, he could use each of his two kinzchu stones once and only once.  After that, he would have nothing but his mundane weapons. Spear, shield, and sword. 

If Tejohn were to plan an assault on his own location, he would send in a handful of purple grunts, then the blue. They would expend the kinzchu stones and, after the battle, anyone who was cured of The Blessing could just be reinfected. Couldn’t they? 

“There!” Cazia said, letting her spell end a third time. “If that isn’t enough, we’ll have to dump the whole building into a lake.”

Tejohn looked her over. Had he really said his own weapons were the only protection they had? He’d just seen her make a barricade, burn off an enemy’s arm, and douse a burning building. Yes, the roof was mostly ruined and it wouldn’t do much to keep out the rain, but—Fire and Fury, he wasn’t sure what he was thinking. He just knew that Cazia Freewell was a powerful resource, and he would need to adjust his strategies accordingly. The world has changed.

“What?” she asked. 

Ah. He was staring at her. “You did well.” 

“Well, how about that! You just complimented a scholar and lightning did not shoot out of a clear sky to strike you dead.” 

“Maybe next time.” With the fire extinguished, he could not see the expression on the girl’s face, but she spoke as if she were smiling. He hoped she could tell that he was smiling, too. 

He began to laugh, turning away in embarrassment. She joined in, adding a sharp belly laugh to his. Soon, they couldn’t stop, each one’s laughter feeding the other’s. 

“Great Way, what are we doing?” she finally said, gasping out the words between breaths. 

“A sudden scare,” Tejohn said, slowly taking control of his own response. “A decisive victory. It’s a good enough reason to be happy, isn’t it?” 

She began to take deep, cleansing breaths. “It is. It really is.” 

From the pitch-dark room, they heard Winstul’s voice. “What are you two doing?”

“How is the girl?” Tejohn asked. 

“Drier than I am,” the man answered. “I don’t think she’s hurt, but it’s too dark to be sure.” 

“One moment,” Cazia said. She fetched the lightstone from the end of the yard and passed it to the merchant. 

He held it over the princess. “She’s fine,” he called. “Fine.”

“Good,” Tejohn said. “Winstul, climb out here. There’s work to be done.”

“Me?” He sounded surprised, but he came. 

Tejohn turned to Cazia. “How are you?” 

“Not hollowed out, if that’s what you’re asking.” 

“It is.” 

“I’m not even close.” 

Fire and Fury. “I’m glad to hear it. Go inside and look after the princess. Locate the pouch with her stone in it, but don’t touch. I—Are you bleeding?” 

The side of her face was dark in the starlight. She touched it and put her finger in her mouth. “I am! Oh, that’s right. The mace burst. Remember? A piece of the stone grazed my cheek and ear.” 

The implication of that struck Tejohn immediately. A kinzchu stone had touched her but had not stolen her magic. If it had, she would not have been able to put out the fire, nor could she have crumbled part of the barricade. The four of them would have been trapped inside a burning building. They might have found shelter in the pit, but the princess would never have survived. 

“I know,” Cazia said, reading his silence. “Really, though, the stone should have stolen my magic when I picked up the wooden handle. It works through cloth and wood. So, even before it burst, it had lost its power.”

“My dear!” Winstul exclaimed. “That is a terrible, ragged cut! We should close it up quickly or it will scar. Think of your future husband.”

Cazia turned toward him. The light from inside the building was faint, but it was enough to see that her eyes were wide and she had a tiny, mad smile on her face. Her only response was a little laugh. 

Tejohn set Winstul the task of entering the tower and searching for clothes and other supplies they might need, like bedding. He was also tasked to clean himself up somehow. The ash all over his body was as repulsive as an overturned chamberpot. The man gaped like a fish at every word, but he went to do it. 

They stood over the prostrate body of the transformed grunt. “Well,” Cazia said, “this is an Evening Person, isn’t it? Isn’t that what they look like?” 

“More or less. I mean, yes. Yes it is.” 

She sighed. “This solves one mystery, at least.” 

Co and the Evening People did not unleash The Blessing on us. They are victims, too. “It does. Help me with this refuse.” He took the shoulders of the Evening Person, she took his legs, and they carried him across the yard. They laid him atop the barricade, then Cazia climbed over and Tejohn slid the fellow across to her. 

She gently lowered him to the floor and Tejohn climbed inside. Great Way, he was an odd thing.

By the light of the stone, they examined him. Tejohn had never before seen one naked, of course, but he was not particularly surprised to see that the space between his legs was smooth-fleshed and featureless. His abdomen was also smooth—no navel—and his ribs stuck forward in a narrow, rounded way like a pigeon’s. His shoulder and hip joints seemed oddly fluid, as though they connected in ways Tejohn could not quite understand. His face was slender, with high cheekbones, broad forehead, and a narrow chin beneath a lipless mouth; like most of his kind, he was blandly beautiful. His ears were pointed at the top and the bottom. Even his hair, with its thick, golden strands, was oddly stiff like the spines of feathers. 

Twenty-three years ago, Tejohn had felt a powerful dislike for the Evening People and they way they treated him. Now, seeing one naked and helpless before him, he was overcome with disgust. They hadn’t looked like this. The Evening People had been radiant beings. They had not looked sickly and pathetic.

“Move him somewhere out of the way,” he said. “Then look after the princess. If there’s more trouble before we get back, seal yourselves in.”

“I will,” she said. She was even worse at lying than he was. 

There was no use loitering. Tejohn ran to the cart and began bringing their supplies to the storeroom. Mostly, they had food, but there was a bit of bedding and some tools, too. By the time he’d moved everything, Winstul still had not returned. 

Tejohn hurried into the low tower. The bottom floor was empty; for a moment, he was afraid that the floor would still be littered with the bodies of the men he’d killed here so long ago. But no, all that had been cleaned away. 

He found Winstul on the roof, pouring oil into his hair. Beside him was a scraping stick. The man was naked and glistening. Tejohn glanced at his ash-covered cloak where it lay in a jumble by the wall. There it would remain until the world crumbled. 

Winstul began scraping the oil from his skin and flinging it away from him. “I really need a bath for this to be effective.”

“Tell me how it was.”

“What was? Being blessed?” Tejohn didn’t like that term but he let it slide. “I… There’s not much to tell. We knew the grunts were coming, but I was sure that my house would be looted and burned if I left it. I have enemies, you understand. People who want to cut timber themselves…”

“Had enemies, you mean.”

“Er, yes. Quite. I knew that we would be reduced to penniless refugees if we fled westward. To the east, I had friends. In the west, none. So we… I mean, I hired a scholar to stay with us, and I forbade anyone in the family from fleeing. Most obeyed. Most were there, in my great room with me, when…” He paused again. 

“The story won’t get any less painful if you hold it in.” 

He set the scraper beside him. “The beasts had already beaten down the front door. It was oak, you know. And a tall stack of flat stones braced it, somewhat like what the girl did tonight. I wish I’d had her with us on that day. Anyway, none of it mattered. The creatures were relentless. Their bones must have been made of iron to withstand the blows they laid against my home. Their hands, their shoulders, all of them should have been shattered by the collisions.”

Tejohn figured they had been shattered, then healed again. But it wasn’t time to interrupt. 

“We kept retreating from room to room in the house. I had bought the cursed thing to fend off thieves and brigands, but against grunts, I had no hope. Eventually, my guards were dead or fled and we were down to one room, the great room at the top of my tower. 

“The grunts caught the scholar first as he tried to strengthen the barricade. Then my daughter-in-law, then my sister’s husband. They were each just torn apart and eaten. My daughter-in-law… Fire and Fury, I will never forget the look on her face. 

“The rest of us were bitten. Six grandchildren, five children and their spouses, my wife and my two sisters. Then we just sat in that room, growing hungrier, waiting. My memory gets fuzzier about this part. I think I was the first to change. Or maybe the third. It’s hard to say. I remember feeling a powerful need to get away from the others., though. I couldn’t bear to be near them any longer and ran off into the wilderness. 

“I caught a deer unawares and ate it raw. That I remember clearly.”

“You didn’t try to transform it?”

Winstul picked up the scraper again and began to use it. “No, I couldn’t. It was the wrong thing, if you know what I mean, like trying to ride a wheeled cart across a lake with… Hold on, I remember falling into a lake. I was on a ledge and some rocks slid loose. I plunged into deep water and immediately began drowning. I couldn’t hold my breath.”

“You couldn’t? Why not?”

“I don’t know. I don’t think the grunts can hold their breath at all. I began to drown immediately, but I caught hold of a fallen tree and pulled myself back to the air. I remember that clearing the water from my lungs was Fire-taken painful.” 

Tejohn hadn’t known that the grunts were unable to hold their breath. That would explain why they were so shy around water, though. That information would be useful, someday. “Can you remember anything else?”

“I remember hunting. It was… You aren’t going to like this part, but I’m just going to say it. Hunting was sacred. It was like being part of the universe, like praising all the gods around us, or doing magic. Not that I’ve ever been a scholar, but hunting as a grunt is as close as I can imagine getting to letting true power flow through me and out into the world. Do you know what I mean?”

“I don’t.” 

Winstul nodded. “You’re an honest man. Who did you come here expecting to find?” 

“A man named Wimnell Farrabell. I’d hoped he would be able to hold out.” 

“I’m sorry you found me instead. I know you’re disappointed, but I will do my best to help in any way I can.”

Tejohn stood. “You can start by getting off the roof. There are still ruhgrit about.”

That required a bit of explanation, but the old merchant was glad to receive it. He picked up the jug of oil and the scraper and followed Tejohn into the tower. 

While Winstul finished cleaning, Tejohn fetched blankets and cloaks for all of them. He returned to the storeroom, vaguely pleased to be with Cazia Freewell again. She was a fighter, like him, and it felt good to be around other fighters in dangerous times. 

Everything has changed. He couldn’t help but think so. Scholars that could be cured when they went hollow, but remained incredibly powerful? If they saved their world, they would never be able to remake the one they’d lost. As if he would want that. 

They covered the princess and the Evening Person, then laid out a few bedrolls opposite the broken pipe. Water still flowed from it, across the floor, and into the pit. Tejohn apologized to Cazia for breaking it, mainly because they would be unable to cover the pit and block that stench. She didn’t seem to mind. Then he sought and found the princess’s belt pouch. There was only one kinzchu stone inside. 

It was some time later that Winstul returned from the tower, and Tejohn was startled by what he’d found. There was a woolen blanket and some light rope that he tied off on the walls around them, protecting the princess from rain. He had also found plates and bowls, a scholar’s robe for himself, and a bedrobe for the Evening Person. The bedrolls he brought were thicker and softer than the ones Tejohn had found. 

The night was still young, but Cazia was so exhausted, she was ready to collapse. She had flown the cart all day, then faced down the grunts with Tejohn. Now that they were all in the storeroom, she added to the barricade so it blocked the entire door. Winstul made sure to prepare her bedding first, then brought her a clean cloth to tie over the cut on her face. 

The girl fell asleep immediately, but Tejohn stayed up until Winstul was ready to sleep. They nodded to each other and lay down. Soon, Tejohn heard them all snoring. 

Javien killed those children at the farm, and I let him. 

They could have been cured. That was the naked fact of it. If he’d stayed his hand that day, had just dragged Javien away from that farmhouse and kept to their mission, the people they’d murdered that day would still be out there somewhere, waiting for a cure. 

But of course he hadn’t. He was a man with weapons and a talent for using them. Every problem was solved with sharpened steel, and when he made mistakes, there was no hope of putting them right. 

The old farm couple. The bitten soldiers. The mother cradling her small children to herself. Maybe… Maybe they would have transformed and then come hunting Javien and himself. Maybe sparing their lives would have cut short the quest Lar had given him. 

But maybe not. He couldn’t tell himself reassuring lies, not about this. 

The fact of it was as unavoidable as it was unbearable, like a scar he could never heal and never hide. His shame and anger were there with him, too, like a shadow self that occupied the same space he did. This was something he was never going to escape. Never. 

Tejohn shut his eyes and, despite his turmoil, felt exhaustion finally claim him.

The princess slept all through the day and the next night. In the morning, Tejohn briefly described the water-dripping device he’d seen in the temple in Ussmajil and Winstul immediately went to work recreating one. He used the bucket, a few pieces of cut basket and some long threads from the linen bedding to design something that would drip water—cleansed by Cazia’s magic—onto the princess’s lips while she slept. The Evening Person lay on a length of bedding in the corner. He had not regained consciousness, and Tejohn began to wonder if he ever would.

When Ivy woke, she was famished but not as parched as most people healed by the sleepstone would be. Tejohn made them all sit down to a meal. 

The girl had a patch of blue fur growing on the back of her leg where her small second injury had been. Yes, she had been bitten. Mid-meal, Tejohn handed her the pouch, and she dropped the kinzchu stone into her hand. The blue hairs smoldered and burned to ash without any other effect; Winstul wiped it away with a piece of damp cloth. The little girl looked at each of them with a shocked expression, as though she’d just been slapped. 

Cazia hugged her. “I’m sorry. I should have done more. I’m sorry.”

Chin resting on her friend’s shoulder, the princess became absolutely still when she saw the Evening Person sleeping in the corner. When the embrace ended, she stood without a word and moved toward it, her expression utterly blank. 

“It was one of the purple grunts,” Cazia said. “When we touched the kinzchu stone to it, the stone shattered and the grunt burned down to him. We’re waiting for him to wake up.”

Winstul laughed. “You keep switching between it and him.”

Cazia sighed. “I saw it naked, so I don’t know what to call it. They aren’t human, so I don’t know what to call them.”

Tejohn had seen the Evening People in the last Festival, of course. He’d thought the men and women looked similar to one another, but he’d believed they were men and women. Now he wasn’t sure what was true and what was glamour. “It.”

Winstul clucked his tongue. “We can always ask when our guest wakes.”

No one responded to that. The princess turned away from the sleeping figure and returned to their little circle on the floor to eat. She dropped the stone back into the pouch and said, “Have I been cured for good?” 

“We don’t know yet,” Cazia answered. 

“Speaking of which,” Tejohn said, “Winstul, show your bite wound.” 

“Of course!” He bared his left forearm. They could see the puncture wound scars, but there were no patches of blue fur. 

Collectively, they sighed and began their meal. When they finished, Cazia and Winstul began to gather their things. 

“We’re not going yet,” Tejohn said. “We still have to deal with that hand.” 

Cazia held up her left hand. “It’s been more than a month. Nearly a month and a half. A sleepstone won’t heal an injury this old. I mean, I can move it well enough to cast spells, but…” 

“We can’t bring the sleepstone to the Village Without A Name, so we’re staying an extra day for you to be healed. Hungry?” 

She stood. “No.” 

Tejohn stood, too.  The medical scholar at Fort Samsit had cured his old knee injury with a needle, but they didn’t have one. The most slender weapon they had was the little princess’s Indregai dagger. “Your knife, please?” 

The girl became even more pale, if that was possible. “No.” 

Tejohn was startled. Did she think he was a threat to her? 

“It’s all right,” Cazia said. “It’s all right.” 

The princess reluctantly drew her blade and offered it. Tejohn accepted it with a bow of his head.

“Well,” Cazia said nervously, little beads of sweat appearing on her forehead, “it’s not that I don’t trust you, because I do; you’ve earned that. It’s—” 

“It’s that I am famous for killing a hollowed scholar. I understand.” He told her about the medical scholar in Fort Samsit who had cured his old knee injury with a needle. Cazia seemed ready to accept this; she lay back on the sleepstone, and as soon as her eyes fell closed, Tejohn slid the knife into her palm exactly through the scar. 

“Wait!” the princess cried. She raced forward just quickly enough to see the tip of her own blade protrude from the back of Cazia’s hand. Tejohn withdrew it, laid the scholar’s hand on the stone beside her, then wiped the knife clean to return it. 

“I don’t want it!” Ivy shouted. Her eyes were wide and her teeth bared. Fire and Fury, what was this child upset about? “You just stabbed my friend with my knife. Mine! Don’t you understand what that means?”

“Yes,” Tejohn said. “It means two things: that she’s going to get better and that you’re not getting this knife back.”

“Oh, very funny!” she fumed. “Keep it. You don’t understand and you don’t deserve to.” 

She spun around to put her back to him, facing the Evening Person. Then she glanced back, as though she wanted to change her mind, but she kept silent. 

In the middle of the night, Tejohn felt Cazia’s hand on his shoulder. He woke quickly. “Are you well?”

By the dim glow of the lightstone, he could see that she was smiling. “Thank you. I don’t have to pretend it doesn’t hurt any more.” 

He nodded and she went to her bedroll. 

When they woke the next morning, the Evening Person was wide awake, sitting up, and staring at them.
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From the moment the Evening Person met Cazia’s gaze, she hated him. She offered him water, smiled, and agreed politely to use him instead of it, then apologized that their only rations contained meat, which he couldn’t or wouldn’t eat. 

Still, although the creature’s face was humanlike, it looked just different enough to seem wrong, especially now that it was awake. The eyes were too high on the face, the nose too short, the mouth too low and much, much too broad for that pointy chin. The long, pointed ears were low on the skull. The strands of hair were much too thick and grew straight back from its…his face. 

Were it not for the golden eyes with pupils shaped like a shallow crescent on its back, both points turned upward, she would have taken him for an ill-born child that had somehow survived to adulthood. 

He stared at them with a strange mix of alarm and bitter resignation, assuming she could understand his expressions. “We are not planning to kill you,” she finally said, hoping he would be less annoying if he was more relaxed. 

“And yet you could,” he responded. His voice sounded strangely normal. 

“Of course we could,” Tejohn said gruffly, as though it was a decision he had to make every few moments. 

Cazia saw the Evening Person glance at the spears Tejohn had brought into the room. She had a feeling he was not worried about the spear point. “That’s not what you mean, isn’t it? You’ve seen the kinzchu stones we’re carrying. They’re dangerous to you, aren’t they? Lethal?”

The truth became clear even without a direct answer. The stones stole magic, and the Evening People, reportedly, were suffused with magic. 

“Is that true?” Ivy asked, her voice strangely flat. 

The golden-eyed man did not respond right away. He looked at each of the humans in turn with that strange, flat expression, then finally said. “It is true.” 

“Ah,” Winstul said, clearly uncomfortable. “You should not concern yourself, er, my tyr.” 

“He’s not a tyr,” Tejohn snapped. 

“True,” the merchant said. “Yes, very true. But he is still an honored guest, yes? And he certainly does not need to fear us. If we wished you dead, you would never have woken up. Do you see?” 

The Evening Person blinked three times, his face impassive. If Winstul’s logic was supposed to reassure him, it didn’t seem to have worked. “I understand.”

“May I ask your name?” 

“It is Dhe.”

Tejohn cleared his throat. “Welcome to Kal-Maddum, Dhe. Do you know where you are?” The Evening Person nodded. “Good. We are going to take you to a safe place. Then you are going to answer some questions.” 

It was time to go. Everyone except Dhe gathered up the remainder of their supplies, then Cazia began to crumble the barricade. Ivy stood to one side of her with the kinzchu stone in her hand, and Tejohn stood on the other with his blunt spear. 

There were no grunts in sight. Tejohn went through the door first, his blunt spear held low. After a quick glance around the compound, he signaled the rest to join him. 

It was only when she got outside that Cazia realized just how stuffy and smelly their barricaded store room had become. She needed another bath. 

The first thing they did was examine the cart. The ball of fire that had released Dhe from his curse had not damaged it and none of the grunts had thought to smash it. Cazia tied herself in place while Tejohn and Ivy helped Winstul over the rail. He was not spry, and he was not courageous about flying. Only when Tejohn offered to leave him behind did he find his courage. Ivy kindly helped to tie a rope around his waist, something that seemed to make him even more nervous. 

Dhe sat facing Cazia. He made no move to tie the leash around himself, so Ivy had to take care of him, too, while Tejohn lashed the last of the food into the front of the cart. 

The Evening Person blinked at Cazia several times while she took hold of the levers. Fire and Fury, it was almost as though he was expecting her to perform for him. The hairs on the back of her neck stood up, and she deliberately looked away from him. There were no grunts visible in the late summer grasses, and she couldn’t see any of Mother’s people silhouetted against the blue sky. 

“We’re ready,” Tejohn said. 

Cazia prepared her mind then willed the cart off the ground. Within a few moments, they were dozens of feet in the air and soaring over the roof of the low tower. 

Winstul cried out in a high voice, sounding very like a lake bird. “We’re too high! We’re too high!” 

“Be quiet,” Tejohn snapped at him. “We have to get much higher so the grunts can’t knock us out of the air. Now let the girl concentrate.” 

Cazia almost corrected him. Flying the cart required little in the way of steady concentration. Mentally, the strain on her was very light. Not that she wanted to point that out to their useless lumber merchant. He looked at her guiltily, then fell silent, hands gripping the rail. 

She turned the cart into the wind and tilted the lever so they would pick up speed as well as height. The wind buffeted their faces, and a hard-shelled bug bounced off her upper lip. She shut her mouth and squinted—Fire would take them all if she was suddenly blinded by a stray insect. 

Progress westward was slower than eastward, of course, because of the headwind. Where before the winds had felt almost gentle at their backs, now they were a misery. Before the day was half over, Cazia’s mouth and eyes were parched, and everyone’s spirits were low. They had all turned around to face her, just so they wouldn’t have to stare into the wind, and their expressions were surly. Song knew, she was the one who had a right to be surly; she couldn’t turn around. 

“I can fly this for you, if you like,” the Evening Person said late in the day. He had to shout to be heard over the wind. 

“I’m fine,” she snapped. In truth, she would have been happy to surrender control for a little while, but she did not want to give anything to this man, especially not responsibility for her life. Or gratitude for doing her job. 

“I don’t need to sleep,” he said, his face still impassive. 

She felt a little lump in her stomach; she was going to have to give in to him. “I saw you sleep,” she said stubbornly. 

“I don’t need to sleep unless I am healing.” 

She stared at him, trying to decide if he was telling the truth. Could he keep them flying through the night? It would certainly be safer than landing in the Sweeps, and it would get them back to the village sooner, too. 

Fire and Fury, she needed to be back at Tempest Pass as soon as possible. There was work to be done and lives to save. The trip westward was already going to take entirely too long; the cart could be forced to move faster, but she didn’t think it could handle the strain. The whole thing might shake apart. 

She didn’t want to trust Dhe, but she couldn’t think of a reason not to, except I don’t like the way he looks. Maybe if he were a human being, that would be a good-enough reason, but he wasn’t. He was this other…thing. 

“Fine,” she said, with as little petulance as possible. “Watch how the levers operate.” 

“I have been watching you—” 

“Watch me as I explain them.” 

He did. Then he untied himself and untied Cazia. She let him take control of the levers and tied him into place. She moved to the bench he had just left, half convinced Dhe would suddenly wrench the cart sideways and drop her out of it. He didn’t. She tied herself into place and everything continued as normal. 

Was she being unfair to him? She had grown up among so many Enemies that mistrust was a habit. She’d thought she’d shaken that habit with Kinz, the Ozzhuacks, and Ivy’s people, but maybe…

She looked up at his expression. No. No, she wasn’t being unfair at all. 

The trip took three days and two nights. They had no provisions other than meatbread, so Dhe ate nothing. Everyone else ate very little, not because provisions were short but because they were all heartily sick of eating the same thing all the time. Cazia did her best to keep the skins full of water, which everyone drank, even Dhe, although his distaste was stronger than the others’. 

When they finally came within sight of Ghoron’s tower, Cazia directed Dhe toward the terrace where they would be expected to land. 

Winstul looked around anxiously. “That’s a village down there,” he said, as though no one could see it but him. He glanced back at the Evening Person. “Should we give Dhe a covering of some sort? So he doesn’t alarm the locals?” 

“Good idea,” Tejohn said sourly, “because there would be nothing alarming about leading a cloaked and hooded figure past their homes and playing children.” 

Winstul flushed from embarrassment. Dhe flew them silently toward the terrace, slowing the cart much quicker than Cazia thought possible, then settling down. 

The village folk stared at Dhe as they climbed from the cart and made their way from terrace to terrace, but none of them spoke or interfered. Cazia figured they were used to seeing powerful people passing through to visit the old prince, and they reacted to the Evening Person as if he was just another dignitary. 

Dhe requested a private space where he could meditate, and Esselba waved her hand at one of the women nearby so she could lead him to one. Cazia, Winstul, Ivy, and Old Stoneface himself had slept on the cart during their long journey, but they were completely wrung out. They were escorted to the little cave where their accommodations had been made before, and found Kinz there. 

After a happy reunion and a brief explanation to both Esselba and Kinz of what had happened and what they’d discovered, they slept like stones. 

After waking alone the next morning, Cazia found herself tagging along with Esselba and Tejohn as they hurried toward the tower grounds. A ladder had been put in place, for which Cazia was quite grateful. 

There were dozens of black stones on a makeshift wooden platform near the winch and pulley, and Ghoron, in a vicious rage, stalked back and forth in front of it. 

“Stupid, ignorant, foreign child,” he fumed. “How dare you interrupt my work! Everything depends on us, and you bring everything to a blind, stumbling halt! You must have okshim stink where your brains should be!” 

Before Cazia could lose her temper, Kinz said, “I touched the stone to him,” in a deadpan voice. 

“And now I’ve lost a day and a half because of it! At least!” 

Kinz looked at Cazia with the same serene expression that infuriated Ghoron so. “He was making the face you made.” 

“It’s called thinking, you herd animal!” 

“My prince,” Cazia said sharply. 

He rounded on her, his goggling, watery eyes wide with annoyance. “What is it, girl?” 

“You do realize you’re not actually a prince anymore, don’t you?” 

Ghoron stepped back, his outrage evaporating. “What?” 

“Your name, your title, your rank, none of them mean anything any more.” Cazia kept her gaze steady and her voice calm. “You have no family, no one who could send spears to support you, and absolutely no authority here. The only thing you have of any value is your skill as a scholar.” 

“Now, hold on—” 

“She’s right,” Tejohn interrupted. “Pay attention.” 

“We need you. Your daughter needs you. Everyone out there in Kal-Maddum needs you. But if you’re going to act like a fool, we’ll find someone else, and you can go back to living in your own filth.”

Ghoron pulled himself up to his full height. He looked like he was going to go into a tirade, but one glance at Tejohn cut that off. He turned and stormed away from them, heading toward the little tent Esselba’s people had set up for him. 

“Is it wise to antagonize him?” Tejohn asked. “We need him to make kinzchu stones.” 

“What we need,” Cazia said, “is for him to teach me how to do it.”

“What? I thought he had. I thought the two of you were working together down in the courtyard, in that tent, making forty stones a day—”

Cazia shrugged. “I don’t make any. He keeps putting off those lessons.”

“Oh, does he?” 

“It’s always the wrong time or he has too much to do or I should just mimic his hand motions. I figure I’ll be able to teach myself soon enough.” 

Old Stoneface thumped the butt of his spear against the ground. Did the man never go anywhere without his armor and weapons? “You won’t have to. The prince is about to change his mind.” 

“Miss!” Cazia turned to see Winstul coming down the ladder. “Miss, I have something of an emergency.” He came toward her and pulled back the sleeve of his robe. There was a patch of blue hairs growing there. “It came back this morning.” 

Cazia sighed. Ivy would have to be told. Fire and Fury, the girl deserved better. “Take your pick,” she said, and waved to the pile of kinzchu stones on the table beside them. “Just keep them away from me.” 

“What are all of these doing here?” the merchant said. He didn’t seem to be talking to her. “Aren’t they supposed to be making unmagic spears with them?” He picked one up, then shuddered as the effect passed through him. A puff of gray smoke escaped from his sleeve. Then he picked up a second one. “I have an idea. Maybe two.” 

While Winstul went back up to the village, Cazia looked around the courtyard. She could have made a broad stair up to the next cliff, but she thought it best to get Esselba’s approval first.

Tejohn lifted his spear to catch her attention, then waved her over. Maybe she wouldn’t have time for those stairs after all. As she came near the pallet and tent that had become Ghoron’s home, the old prince scowled at her. “Since I am bereft of my magic, it appears I have the time for your lessons after all,” he said, a little sulkily. 

The most annoying thing was that they were finished by mid day. All the time she’d spent sitting in the storeroom at the mining camp or waiting for that trip to be provisioned could have been used productively. This was a war, wasn’t it? Did they have to waste time just so one old man could feel important? 

Apparently so. Once Cazia felt ready to make a few kinzchu stones on her own, she abandoned the old fellow to sulking on his pallet and returned to the bottom of the cliff. The villagers had lowered the black rocks into a pile near the cliff’s edge. Ghoron had been taking them, one at a time, to the table, then enchanting them. 

It was a strange spell. The motions her hands had to do were eccentric—broad, sweeping movements with almost no finger positions—but it was the mental preparations that were most difficult. It was relatively easy to go through a set number of thoughts and sense impressions, but the First Plunder required a steady gray nothingness. It was almost like non-thought. She found it extremely difficult to manage until Ghoron finally admitted that he achieved that state by imagining he was still hollowed and the unliving intelligence was projecting the void onto him. 

Why that worked, she couldn’t imagine, but it did. 

Still, it was tiring work and went slowly. Villagers would periodically appear at the top of the cliff with a basket of black stones and dump them onto the growing pile. She began to feel guilty that she couldn’t keep up. 

Late in the afternoon, she realized they had stopped bringing new stones. Her stomach began to grumble, and after miscasting twice in a row, she decided it was time to eat. Ghoron lay on his pallet with a blanket over him, his back to her. She climbed up to the cliff above. 

Winstul stood in the center of the green, gathering people into groups and talking to them in a low voice. He was smiling, his body language humble and conciliatory, and the people he spoke with seemed a bit embarrassed. Esselba stood off to the side, her arms folded. 

Tejohn sat on a tree stump, eating a bowl of rice. Cazia moved toward him. 

“What’s happening?” 

He gestured toward the groups of people as the old merchant moved among them. “Winstul is proving himself useful after all. The village folk have not had a strong hand to organize them in a long time, and they’re inefficient beyond describing.” 

“Do you mean the stones?” 

“I do. The stones were close and easy to get, so most people decided to help with that project. The trees for the spear shafts and mace handles are much farther and the way is more difficult, so only a few are collecting wood. As a result—” 

“As a result, we have a bunch of finished stones on the table down below with no shafts to mount them on, and more stones than Ghoron and I could enchant in the next month.” 

“We’ll be fixing that soon!” Winstul said as he bustled toward them. “The young lads are going to set up a work station at the tree copse up at the cliff. That way, they can work the wood at the site. It’s much easier to carry wooden shafts than raw lumber. And there is a clever old fellow who is sure he can set up a snare for an alligaunt or two. We need the leather. But they have been working for nearly a quarter of a month, and look at all they have managed.” 

He pointed toward a tent near the winch. There were about a dozen decent-looking spears with blunt kinzchu stone points. It didn’t seem like much. 

Winstul sighed, then nodded confidently. “If I have my way, we’ll have three times that many tomorrow.” 

Cazia was astonished. The man was actually useful. It wasn’t nearly enough to make up for passing The Blessing to Ivy, but it was a start. “You seem to be in your element.” 

“Being a successful merchant isn’t about barking orders and flicking lashes. Great Way help us all if it was. You have to know how to make people want what you want. Speaking of which”--he glanced over at Esselba, who had begun talking quietly to one of the groups Winstul had cajoled. She hadn’t uncrossed her arms. “I believe I need to smooth things over with the local authority. My dear girl, would you bring this to the princess? I believe she would find it lovely.” 

He pressed a copper object into her hand before hurrying over to the village head. It was old, having turned green long ago, but the metal had been hammered into the shape of a clamshell. It even had a clever hinge on one side. 

Cazia opened it and, when she saw what was inside, nearly dropped it. Winstul had mounted one of the kinzchu stones on a leather bracer. And Cazia was holding it in her hand. 

But her magic had not been torn from her.

Tejohn noticed her shudder of surprise and stood to look into the clamshell. “That’s a good idea,” he said. “I’m not sure it’s fancy enough for a princess, but in these fallen times…” 

Cazia gaped at him. “He handed me a kinzchu stone.” 

“Encased in metal,” Tejohn said. “The effect won’t go through metal or stone. Just don’t touch it with your bare hand. Ah, but you were with Ghoron when Dhe explained that. Er, do you want me to take that to her?” 

Cazia snapped the lid shut. “I’ll do it. Where is she?” 

“With Dhe.” He pointed to a cave that was set several dozen feet above the others. A narrow staircase led to it. It occurred to her that it would be quieter and more private than the one they’d been given, and she wondered if it had been reserved for more prestigious guests than her, Ivy, and Tyr Treygar. 

“She went up just before you came up from the courtyard,” Tejohn said. “She’s seemed out of sorts all day. Actually, for even longer—”

“She’s been out of sorts since she woke up on the sleepstone,” Cazia interrupted. “She’s quiet. She stares. Personally, I think it’s a perfectly sensible way to react to being cursed. She’ll come to terms with it.” 

Tejohn nodded. “I wonder if you would be willing to do me a favor, too,” Tejohn said. He removed a slender knife, sheath and all, from his belt. “The princess was quite upset that I used this on your hand and wouldn’t accept it when I tried to give it back. Apparently, I violated an Indregai tradition. Perhaps if it came from you…” 

“Of course.” Cazia accepted it and started toward the stairs. She had to pass Winstul and Esselba, but all she could make out of their hushed conversation was that Winstul was asking her advice. The wind made it impossible to hear more, but the tone of Esselba’s answer suggested the merchant was winning her over. 

Fire pass them by, she should not have come up from the courtyard. Even if they didn’t have enough spear shafts, she should not have stopped making the stones. Eventually, the dozens of people working in the village were going to finish making shafts for the kinzchu stones they had. Head start or not, the part she and Ghoron played in this work was the slowest, and she had the sudden urge to race further ahead. 

After visiting with Ivy, of course. They’d had a falling-out after she had stowed away, but it was time to put that behind them. She cared about that little girl too much to hold onto her anger.

The steps leading to the Evening Person’s extremely private cave were narrow and shallow. Cazia took them two at a time. It felt good to be moving again after spending most of the day working on spells. 

Then she came around the edge of the cave and saw Ivy and Dhe standing near the back, facing each other. Ivy had a heavy kitchen knife in her hand.
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“I have failed,” Ivy said. “Finally, I had a chance to avenge the deaths of so many of my people, and I find I can not land the stroke.” 

Dhe looked at the girl, then turned to Cazia. His face was bland and still in the dim light at the back of the cave. He looked to be passively awaiting the decision of whether he should live or die.  His skin also seemed to have acquired a slight golden glow, and the weird disproportionate features of his face were less pronounced. Was that a trick of the light or was he changing somehow? 

“Little sister,” Cazia said. “We need this man.” 

“Do not call him a man,” Ivy snapped. She tightened her grip on her knife. “He is not. He’s one of them, one of the patrons that taught Peradaini shepherds to do magic. Because of him and his people, the Peradaini marched across the face of Kal-Maddum, killing and conquering.” 

“I’ve never been to this world before,” Dhe said. 

“Shut up,” Ivy said harshly. 

He didn’t. “You would call me a farmer. I’m not the lowest caste, but I am close. I’ve heard the stories about human art, of course, but I’ve never experienced it in person.” 

His voice was a little droning and vaguely annoying. “Little sister,” Cazia interrupted before Dhe talked himself into a knifing. “Would you hang a farmer for a decision a king has made?” 

The princess didn’t answer right away. “I thought I was the sort of person who would kill every Evening Person I ever met, without hesitation, until they were nothing but a memory.” She tossed the knife into a crevice in the wall. It clattered against the stone. “But I am not. Boskorul may never forgive me, but I am not prepared to pass judgement here. I find myself heartsick at the thought of it.” 

Cazia moved closer to her. “I have gifts for you. The first is from Winstul.” Dhe was utterly still. 

Ivy accepted the metal clamshell, then opened it. As soon as she saw the stone set inside the bracer, her eyes began to tear up. Without a word, she put it on her left wrist and fumbled with the ties. 

Cazia took hold of the little leather ties and knotted them, checking with the princess that they were not too tight. It occurred to her that the girl might have to wear these her whole life, re-knotting them every year as she grew, and the idea made her heartsick.

It suddenly occurred to Cazia that the stone should have stolen her magic but hadn’t. There was no metal between the leather and the stone, but…

Fire take it all. She’d have to puzzle it all out later. “Comfortable?” 

Ivy wiggled her wrist back and forth, then sighed. “Yes.” She looked up at Cazia. Her eyes brimmed with tears. “I am afraid.” 

Cazia embraced the girl, and a distant part of her mind registered that the kinzchu stone still hadn’t affected her. Was it a fake? Had the potency worn off? “Did you feel the stone when it touched you?” 

“I did.” Ivy leaned back and wiped tears from her face. “I can feel it working right now. Cazia, what if the potency fades?  What if I lose it, or if my people make me an outcast? What if I change anyway and begin killing people?” She held up the bracer and glared at it. “It is like a frightening campfire story, but it is happening to me! I don’t want it! I want it to go away! Can you take this curse off with a spell? Can you create that kind of magic?” 

Cazia laid her hand on the princess’s cheek. “I don’t think I can. Maybe someday, but I don’t know enough yet. This”--she touched her finger to the leather bracer—“will to have to do for a while. But after we win this war, you and I both know what I’ll be working on.” 

“I understand,” the princess said, sniffling.

Cazia took out the princess’s slender knife. “The other gift is from me.” 

“I do not want it,” the girl said quickly. 

“I’m returning it to you out of gratitude,” Cazia said. She lifted her left hand and flexed it easily. “See? It feels so good, I don’t even have to think about it any more. And it wouldn’t have happened without your knife.” 

The princess took the knife from her. “Thank you. You do not know how much this means to me, especially after I have been such a burden to you.”

“Stop that,” Cazia said. “Wait until you see all the work we plan to give you.” 

The girl laughed. Great Way, it was nice to hear her laugh again. Cazia offered a silent prayer to the Little Spinner that she had come around. 

Tyr Treygar appeared at the entrance to the cave. He carried a bowl of rice with some sort of pink berries in it. “Dhe,” he said, “you have to eat. Have this meal, and then we are going to talk about you, about the land you come from, and about the way The Blessing destroyed your people and mine.” 

Ivy clutched the knife and the clamshell to her chest, then ran past Tejohn toward the stone stairs. For a moment, Cazia expected to be shooed from the cave, but after he handed the bowl to Dhe, he gestured for her to join him on a wooden bench wedged between two rocks. 

Dhe sat opposite them, his eyes downcast as he calmly spooned rice into his mouth. Once again, he seemed ready to accept without complaint whatever was offered, whether it was food or the point of a knife. Cazia wanted to snap at him to hurry up, but her heart wasn’t in it. Yes, she needed to be working on the kinzchu stones, but this was important, too. Besides, the resentment she felt toward the Evening Person was fading; Dhe seemed to have changed quite a bit since he first woke on the floor of that store room. 

His magic was growing stronger. She could feel it coming from him like heat from a fire. The kinzchu stone, when it stripped away The Blessing, must have stolen part of his magic, too. Not enough to kill him, but enough to weaken him. 

For his part, Old Stoneface simply sat and waited patiently, as though he had nothing better to do. 

When Dhe finished, he lowered the bowl into his lap and looked at them, as if he was unable to set it on the bench beside him or to make any sort of decision on his own. 

Tejohn cleared his throat. “Do you know what a tyr is?” 

Dhe looked at them blankly. “No.” 

“It’s a rank of honor,” Tejohn said, “just below the rank of king. You know what a king is, don’t you?”

“Yes. Are you a tyr?”

“I am,” Tejohn said calmly. “And I just served food to you from my own hand, as a sign of respect.” 

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. It’s time for us to talk a while. Are you ready for that?” 

The Evening Person looked from Tejohn’s face to Cazia’s. He still had his dead-fish expression, but the glowing glamour around him made it seem regal, somehow. Haughty. “I don’t think I have a choice.” 

“That’s not true,” Stoneface said. “You can refuse to answer any of my questions. I won’t beat you for it. However, you have shelter here, and food, and clean water, and what protection we can provide from The Blessing. I don’t see any reason to continue to provide that for you if you will not cooperate.” 

“You would send me out into the wilderness?”

“I would.” 

Dhe glanced at Cazia as if hoping she might retract that threat. She shrugged. “I’m sure we could find more of you out there if we looked.” 

The Evening Person looked down at his empty bowl. “We have sometimes had visitors from other worlds. Not humans, but other beings who have ascended to the point where they show the proper cultural markers: an end to violence, living in balance with their landscape, making things with their hands rather than with the power of their will. These lesser beings are given tours, and their experience of our culture is always carefully controlled.” He paused. Cazia wanted him to get to the point, but Tejohn was doing the questioning and she was glad to let him. “My people value their privacy very much.” 

“If these were ordinary circumstances, we could respect that.” 

Dhe looked at the bowl in his lap again, as though wishing someone would take it from him or tell him what to do with it. “It would be better to talk with someone higher. One of the sages, maybe. Or a diplomat. Maybe a planner. They’ve been chosen for important roles for a reason.” 

Tejohn didn’t move. “I’m sure I will talk to them as we rescue them from The Blessing. Right now, I’m talking to you. Are you going to answer my questions?” 

“I will,” Dhe said. “I will earn my place here.” 

“Fine.” Tejohn took a deep breath. “These anti-magic stones take The Blessing from us, but only temporarily. Will you revert to a monster again?” 

“No,” he answered. “I have been thoroughly purged of the curse.”

“Is there a way to make them permanent for us, too?”

“I don’t think so. They weren’t made for you.” 

“They were made for you?” Dhe nodded. “Were they made to cure you of The Blessing or as weapons to kill you?”

Dhe did not hesitate. “The latter.”

“Who made them?” 

“I wish I could answer that, but I can not.” 

Cazia almost jumped off the bench to pressure an answer out of him, but Tejohn had already changed his approach. “Describe your home for me. Not in depth; if your lands are anything like ours, you could talk about them for days. But for me, now, tell me what you think I should know about your homeland, so I can get a sense of it.” 

Dhe took a deep breath. “It is not like yours. The daylight is not so burning bright. The night time is not so pitch dark. There are more moons, milder weather, and all of the land has been made, by us, to be natural.” Tejohn tilted his head at this, so Dhe continued. “I am a grower. It’s not like a farmer; I do not clear land and grow specific foods in specific places. Do you understand? There is a more natural way for our food to be created. Also, it is easy to harvest. Nothing is for sale as you have here. If you are hungry, you pick something and eat it.” 

Cazia didn’t like that idea at all. “What if someone fears an upcoming famine and harvests everything for themselves?”

It was Dhe’s turn to tilt his head. “Sick people are cared for until they are well.” 

“What about cities?” Tejohn prompted. 

The Evening Person wrinkled his nose in distaste. “None. We come together for prayer, counsel, and ritual, but we live apart as much as possible. Otherwise…” 

Tejohn leaned forward, obviously intrigued by the pause. “Otherwise what?”

“Otherwise, we face influence. We tell stories or sing songs.  We affect each other, changing each others’ minds. Becoming too alike. It would be dangerous.” 

Cazia was not entirely sure what he was talking about, but she believed him. 

“Thank you,” Tejohn said. “Tell me about The Blessing. How did it arrive at first?” 

“It started with voices.”

“What kind of voices?”

“They were normal voices, but no one was there to speak. We can tell if someone is near, and I knew I was alone the first time I heard it. But the voices told me to meet at the…”

Something about this part of the story piqued Cazia’s memory. Where had she heard about disembodied voices before? Could Dhe be talking about the Tilkilit queen? “To meet where?” she asked, annoyed by his delay. 

“It is a place that is forbidden to talk about, even among my own people. The name of the place is not important, and this was not the time of year to perform our holy rituals there.”

“Describe the place for me,” Tejohn said. 

Dhe looked as though he wanted to refuse. “Sand and water meet. An ocean. There are buildings, too. It is holy.” 

“Did you go to meet there?” Tejohn asked. 

“I did. So did many of my neighbors. It was strange to see them again so soon after the turning of the year, but we were all there. And so were they.” For a moment, Cazia thought he was going to pause again, but it was only a moment before he recovered and continued with his story. “They were little fanged creatures. Black and red fur. Four legs. Long tails.” He shuddered. “Fangs. We do not have killing animals in our lands any longer.”

“None?” Tejohn asked. “We know what happens if you take hunting animals out of a forest: the beasts they prey on grow too numerous, destroy the forest, and starve themselves.” 

“That’s because you do not know how to control them,” Dhe said. “It’s not my task to do so, but in our lands, beasts breed at just the correct rate to replace their numbers. They don’t have to overbreed to feed predators. We have changed them to make them more comfortable and to fit better with the world.” 

We have changed them. The hairs on the back of Cazia’s neck stood straight up. Transformation War, Kelvijinian had said. Were the Evening People planning to change and control humans, too? 

“A few of us were bitten as we fled,” Dhe continued. “I was one of them. I returned to my home convinced that I had escaped the worst of it, but I was wrong. The beasts had not intended to devour us, merely to spread the curse. I transformed beside the hearthstone of my own home, and I remember nothing more until I woke in the storeroom beside you, in your lands.” 

Tejohn’s voice was grave. “You are far from home.” 

“But there is a portal, yes?” A note of hope had crept into his voice. “A way for me to return to my home and my forest?” 

“Not at the moment.” Tejohn glanced at Cazia as if expecting her to contradict him. “The portal to your home won’t open again for another twenty-three years.” 

Dhe closed his eyes, then opened them. “As my magic returns to me, I can sense that your days and years are longer than those of my home. Still, it is a short time for someone who lives as long as I do. It is rare for one of my caste to be allowed to travel. Perhaps I will have a chance to study the local flora.” 

Tejohn strained to be casual when he spoke next, but Cazia could sense the tension in him. “Where were you bitten? Show me.” 

Dhe shrugged and lifted the hem of his borrowed robe. There was a scar on his right calf, a long puffy line of daffodil yellow that stood out strongly against his golden skin. Tejohn and Cazia both examined it closely. 

“No purple hair,” Cazia muttered. 

“No,” Dhe said. “As I said, the anti-magic stone expunged all traces of The Great Way from me—”

Cazia laid her hand on Tejohn’s forearm to forestall the question he was about to ask. “What do you mean, expunged The Great Way?” 

“The stones,” Dhe said, as though describing sunlight to someone enjoying a sunny day. “They drive The Great Way out of us for a time. That is why they are deadly to my people; we can not survive when cut off from our gods. But that is also why they cure The Blessing.” 

“Are you saying,” Cazia asked carefully, “that The Blessing comes from The Great Way?” 

Dhe’s expression became serene and condescending. “All magic does. Is this not obvious to you? Have you never been taught about the source of your magic?” 

The Scholars’ Guild keeps its secrets. “I wish we had. Magic and spells come from the gods?” 

“Not all of the gods,” Dhe corrected. “The Great Way. When you clear your mind, through mental and physical preparations, you are touching the varied and colossal mind of The Great Way. You are inviting it into you so it may act upon the world for you. If you overuse magic, you may find the god difficult to exorcise. It is a holy thing. Sacred. But like many holy things, it is extremely dangerous.” 

Cazia glanced at Tejohn to see if he was as shocked as she was, and saw a much more complex expression on his face than simple surprise. Fire and Fury, but that presence within her, with its detached curiosity and desire to be renowned--which had driven Tejohn to kill Doctor Rexler--was her god? The actual presence of the most powerful god in existence? The one she prayed to regularly? 

Had she thought to pray after she’d gone hollow? It occurred to her that she might have spoken directly to her god. She might have… What could she have done? Turned over her life to him? Devoutly entreated him to leave her? Asked him to share some sort of revelation? 

Cazia clasped her hands together to keep them from trembling. A Tilkilit stone—she didn’t want to call them with the name of her friend, not now that she knew this—had driven her god away. Was that blasphemy? Would she be permitted to remain on The Way now that she had the knowledge that came with becoming a wizard but without the presence of that Other that was so dangerous? 

Unliving but intelligent. Fire and Fury, her magic came from The Great Way, the embodiment of every aspect of a natural life, and when it entered into her, the Tilkilit had driven it out. 

Just as she had done to Prince Ghoron. 

Cazia realized that she was breathing hard and that sweat was running down her forehead. She took a deep breath. Had she blasphemed against her most powerful god by freeing Ghoron Italga from his celestial influence? Maybe so. Still, if The Great Way wanted to remain inside the man, he should have made him take a bath once in a while. Or clean his tower. If he wanted the man to stay hollow, he should have made going hollow seem less like madness. 

“Anyway,” she said aloud, mostly to herself, “the deed is done. Tell me, Dhe: is it blasphemy to drive out the presence of The Great Way?” 

“Not to us,” he answered simply. “I don’t know how the gods feel about it.” 

“I’ve gone hollow,” Cazia said. When Dhe looked confused, she took a deep breath and composed her thoughts. “I’ve overused magic. I’ve felt the presence of The Great Way within me. It was… It was awful.” God is not supposed to be awful. “I wanted to take things apart to learn about them, and I wanted to do great things that would make me famous. Well, no, it wasn’t me that wanted to do those things, it was…” Unliving but intelligent. 

“The presence,” Dhe finished for her. Cazia nodded, and the Evening Person continued. “Those are two sides of the same thing, don’t you see? The Great Way wants to know and to be known. It’s made out of us. Out of travelers. It is part of the world but only connected through the portals. It—” 

“Portals?” Tejohn interrupted. Cazia wanted to slap him on the shoulder for interrupting. 

“Yes.” Dhe shifted on his bench slightly. “The Great Way is the portal. The single portal that exists in my places and times. There’s only one Great Way, only one not-space not-moment, filled with everyone who has ever passed through. But! That single not-space not-moment opens into many places in many distant lands. You have an unusually high number of them here. Our theologians believe that our god is searching all the lands of distance and patience for something, but we do not know what it could be.” 

The Door in the Mountain. And not just the Door in the Mountain, but the portal The Blessing had come through, and however many more were out there in the world. “You said you can sense things,” Cazia said. “Can you sense the portals?” 

“Oh, yes, there are several within a day’s flight in one of your carts.”

Tejohn bolted off the bench in surprise. “Tell me where they are.” 

Dhe flinched as though he expected to be struck, then shrugged and continued reasonably. “There is one in the sky, west of here, above the mountain range. It’s one of the stable portals.” 

“Could we--” Tejohn licked his lips and sat on the bench again. “Could we simply fly through it?” 

“Not in the carts you have now,” Dhe answered. “Your vehicle could not withstand these winds at their source.”

“Source? What source is this?” Tejohn asked, the tone of surprise gone from his voice. Cazia had the uneasy feeling that he was asking to confirm something he already suspected.

“The world this stable portal connects to,” Dhe said. “In that place, the air is very dense. It flows through the portal like water from a leaking bucket.”

Cazia jumped up and peered through the mouth of the cave. The Sweeps wind… “That’s why this wind in the Sweeps never stops, and why it smells odd. It’s coming from another land.”

Dhe nodded. “Yes, exactly.”

“Old Iskol was right,” Tejohn said for some reason. 

“There are others, too. One is buried deep in the stone and has borne few living things through. Others are high in the mountains here, bringing salty sea water from other places into your land.” Dhe touched the bench beside him. A seashell had been carved into it. “Others lie below the surface of the waters, connecting your shores with places of terrible blood and venom. And…more.” 

The Great Way allowed The Blessing to invade Kal-Maddum.

No. No, it couldn’t be true. Cazia shut her eyes. The Blessing had killed and cursed helpless children and…and The Great Way had simply allowed it? And the Tilkilit, Mother and her people, spiders, dragons…giant eels and sea giants, perhaps? There was so much blood and pain and terror; was The Great Way indifferent to it all, or were those murdered children part of some great plan? 

“All magic comes from these portals,” Tejohn said. 

“True.” 

“So…” Tejohn rubbed his hands together. “So. So. The Blessing? It’s just a scholar’s spell?”

Cazia looked at him out of the corner of her eye. Is he blaming us? 

“Actually, no.” Dhe looked down at the bowl in his lap as though it held him in place. Cazia felt a rush of annoyance with him; if he didn’t want it any more, why didn’t he set it on the bench beside him? “It’s a sort of magic that my people have never learned. At least, I don’t think we know it. I’m not part of the high councils.” 

“If it’s not a spell, what is it?”

“It’s something that I didn’t think was possible. It’s a fragment of The Great Way. It’s a piece of its power and conscience, but twisted and corrupted. It’s a foul thing, and I’m sorry that your companions have not been completely cleansed. If you allow them to keep the…” He paused as though he almost said a word he shouldn’t. “…stones, have them covered with metal. Formerly living tissue like cloth or cut wood might transmit the effect, but stone or metal won’t.”

“Why didn’t it affect me when I touched Ivy’s leather bracer?” Dhe quirked his head in confusion. “You saw me do it just now. Ivy took the bracer out of the clamshell, put it on her wrist. I helped her tie it but it didn’t affect me. I can’t figure out why.”

Dhe stared at her a moment. “They’re poison to my kind. One touch would kill me. I was taught how to protect myself, but I never thought I would need it.”

“Of course,” Cazia said. It was probably best to let it go. “Er, if you can sense portals, can you sense The Blessing, too? Are there any near?” 

The Evening Person closed his eyes. “I have never tried. I don’t know, but I will attempt to teach myself.” 

Cazia wasn’t sure what to say. “Thank you.” 

“Dhe,” Tejohn said with a note of finality, “what spells do you know?”

“They aren’t spells to us,” he answered, “but the only magic I can do is to make growing things grow faster without ruining the soil. I’m…not renowned.” 

“We don’t need renown. We need stout wooden staves to cure your people and mine of The Blessing.” 

“I can do that. I can help with the crops, too.” 

Tejohn nodded. “Is there anything you need from us to make that happen?” 

Dhe raised the bowl. “An increase in my rations? I would also like to never again be in the presence of those stones you are making.” 

Tejohn stood. “I’m sure that can be arranged. I’ll ask Esselba to have extra meals delivered to you. Cazia, we should go.” 

She followed him out of the cave, her head buzzing with everything they’d learned. At the top of the stairs, Tejohn paused. “What do you think?” 

The Great Way allowed this invasion to happen. “I believe him,” she said immediately. “I think we need to rescue more of his people. There’s a lot we could learn.” 

“I believe him, too, but we are past the time for more rescues and interrogations. No more holding back, marshaling our strength, or planning. It’s time for a counterattack. We need to get these weapons out into the world before we’re the only ones left to wield them. Ghoron can create a flying cart, can’t he?” 

“Er, I think he can put a flying spell onto a cart someone else has made.” 

“Yes,” Tejohn said, “that’s what I meant, not that he could hammer one together. Well, we need more.” 

“We only have two people who can fly them.” 

“What about Kinz?” 

Cazia shook her head. “It will take time.” 

Tejohn turned to the cliff wall and laid his hand on the rock as though he wanted to take out his frustration on it. Then he turned toward the valley. Cazia stood beside him. The terraced rice paddies and mini-orchards of the unnamed village lay below them, then there was the broad expanse of Lake Windmark. To the east, it narrowed to a finger, but at this end of the Sweeps, it took up almost all of the valley below. Beyond that, the stones of the Southern Barrier rose nearly straight up, while to the east, the land rose gently out of the water, yellow green with marsh grass. 

All of it scoured by the Sweeps wind. The grasses bent. The water rippled. How many of the seeds growing out there had blown through the little hole in the sky? 

She peered up into the sky in the hopes of seeing it for herself, but it was too far, assuming it existed at all. Fire and Fury, why pretend to have doubts? She did believe it existed. She was sure. 

“We’ll need several more days to prepare,” Tejohn said. “You need to make as many kinzchu stones as you can without going hollow. The village folk will have to hammer together a second cart for Ghoron to enchant. The princess will need it when we send her east with weapons for her people.” 

“Oh, good.” Cazia’s relief was so palpable, she nearly sat down right there on the stone stairs. “Oh, I’m so glad to hear you say that. Will I be going with her?” The question surprised her; she hadn’t realized that she’d already ceded leadership to him, but she had. Until he made a terrible mistake, of course. Looking at him now, she didn’t expect to do that anytime soon. It’s time for a counterattack. 

“No,” he answered. “The Indregai will be receiving many gifts from us: the princess, the weapons, and Dhe. If all goes according to plan, Kal-Maddum will soon be crowded with Evening People, so it’s just a goodwill gesture. You will be flying the other cart. I need you to drop me off at Salt Pass so I can convert Doctor Twofin to our side and mobilize their spears. If they still have them.”

“Drop you off?” Cazia said uncertainly. “On the way to where?”

“To see your father.”
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Tejohn had expected more of a reaction to his plan, but aside from a brief expression of surprise, Cazia seemed to think it was a good idea. The only thing she said was “You know that I’m only fifteen, right?” 

“I’m not likely to forget.” 

Even before Tejohn had arrived at Tempest Pass, he explained, Tyr Simblin had lost all contact with the rest of the empire. Possibly they had been overrun by sea giants, a fate they had forestalled with bow and catapult for years. Perhaps he had been assassinated. Perhaps anything. All Tejohn could be sure of was that Simblin lands had become a blank space on the map.

That left a single tyr in the westernmost part of Kal-Maddum, Tyr Cwainzik Freewell, her father. Of everyone in this village, Cazia was the only person he was unlikely to execute on sight.

Assuming his holdfast was still secure. Assuming the same about Twofin’s. If both those places were overrun, there might be no one left but the Durdric, and he knew all too well how the Holy Sons felt about Peradaini soldiers. 

Cazia looked up at him. “Do you think there are any human beings left in the world besides us?” 

Laoni. “If not, there will be soon.”

Preparations went quickly under Winstul’s direction. Tejohn began training some of the local folk to use the kinzchu spears. Another cart was constructed; it was smaller than the first, but it also had less groan and wobble in it. Tejohn wished it could be his, but no. Indrega was far; Dhe and the princess needed a sturdy vehicle. 

The cart was large enough to hold three hundred slender spears in a rack on the bottom and twenty more on each side. It was not a lot of weapons to secure an entire peninsula, but it was what they had. 

On the morning they were to leave, Dhe climbed into the cart before any weapons were loaded. He stood at the back of the cart stiffly, his eyes wide. Tejohn thought he looked like a rat in a kennel. 

The princess made a point of directing the kinzchu spears and maces be loaded with the stones as far from the driver’s position as possible. She was clearly putting on a little show for Dhe, for all the comfort it brought him. 

When Kinz announced that she intended to return to Indregai with them, there was a chorus of dismayed voices from the men loading the weapons and provisions. Over the last several days, a half dozen had taken to following her from job to job, making excuses to be near her, even grabbing hold of her arm to prevent her walking away.

Tejohn had warned Esselba that he was going to crack someone’s head over it, and she took him seriously. Still, Kinz had enjoyed little peace among the village folk and seemed doggedly determined to move on, scholar training or no. 

Before they left, Tejohn pulled Kinz and Vilavivianna aside. “I wanted to wish you good luck on your journey,” he said, “and remind you that my wife and children are among the refugees in Beargrunt.” 

The princess laid her hand on his. “We will do whatever we can to protect them.” 

Fire and Fury, who had taught this child to behave this way? Tejohn had never met anyone of any age who bore a rank and title so well. “Tell them I am alive. Tell them I’m still fighting, and I have every intention of seeing them again. Soon.”

The two girls nodded. “We will make to clear the east,” Kinz said, “while you clear the west.”

Cazia Freewell joined them. “And you’ll have help,” she said, offering two little yellow crystals to Kinz. “Mother’s people should be more than ready to throw in on this fight by now.” 

Translation stones. For once, Tejohn didn’t feel a reflexive alarm at the thought of magic going beyond the borders of the empire. There is no more empire. Fire and Fury, he was capable of changing after all. 

“Safe travel,” he said, then withdrew so the friends could make their goodbyes in earnest. From a distance, he saw many tears and heartfelt embraces.

Dhe stared at him, his golden skin looking pale in the bright daylight. “Be at ease,” Tejohn said. “That girl and her people will guard you like a treasure.”

The Evening Person did not respond. Tejohn withdrew even farther. When the cart lifted off and started eastward down the length of the Sweeps, he offered a prayer for their safety. 

A prayer to The Great Way. He was no longer sure it made any sense at all to pray, but he did it and he felt stronger afterwards. More resolute. 

Grateful am I to be permitted to travel The Way. Yes, he felt better afterward. The truth was, he was still grateful for his life. Yes, there had been tragedy, pain, and toil. Yes, there would be more of all three in the future, but he was fighting to help his people--all people. The only better life than that would have been a quiet one with his family. 

“Are you ready?” Cazia asked him. He nodded. 

Their own loads of kinzchu spears took longer to tie in place, partly because the mounts on the side of the cart had been built for barrels of oil. Esselba’s people did the best they could, tying twice the number of weapons to their large, shaky cart than they did to Dhe’s. Tejohn made sure they lashed some inside as well. They had also removed the wheels, replacing them with tall skids. He needed a ladder to climb into it, but it stood much higher off the ground and held more weapons. 

Winstul and Esselba met them at the entrance to the terrace. “Ghoron remains busy in the yard below. Work will continue in your absence,” Winstul assured them. 

Tejohn clasped his hand. “I’m glad to hear it.”

“Thank you, my tyr.” He looked around at their faces and said, “May I say, my tyr, how surprised and delighted I am that you are really you? And that I have met you for real at last?”

“What do you mean?”

“I have met many men of a certain age who laid claim to that name. Most were not even real soldiers, but all took your name in the hopes of getting a free meal and dry bed. Only now, upon meeting the real you, do I realize…well, I’m not sure. No doubt it will be several days before my realization becomes clear. Still, it has been a great honor. Well. Yes. I’ll bet back to it.” He scuttled off to one of the lower terraces. 

“I wish we could have kept your gold-skinned friend,” Esselba said without preamble. “Two entire harvests we had while he was here. Wood and rice and—”

“You’ll have to go back to the old, boring way of doing things,” Tejohn told her. 

“The men you trained have their own ideas,” Esselba said, gesturing toward a line of villagers with kinzchu spears. “They mean to go out hunting for an Evening Person of their own.” 

Tejohn scowled. “Better yet, have Ghoron set fire to the tower. It would burn the stink away and bring your enemies to you. Then you wouldn’t have to carry the people you cured back here.” 

She nodded gratefully. “You, Tyr Treygar, are welcome among us any time.” 

He clasped her hand. “It’s good to be welcomed by a free people.” 

Esselba turned to Cazia. “For you, we have a gift.” 

“What? Why?” Cazia blurted out. Esselba and her people had always been scrupulously polite to her, but they’d kept their distance. There was little trust for scholars in Tempest Pass. 

“Because you restored our charge to himself again and brought hope to us all.” 

An elderly woman brought a package wrapped in a fine red linen and placed it in Esselba’s hands. Esselba held it out to Cazia, who gingerly peeled back the top cloth. 

It was a mace. The handle was a little longer than Tejohn’s forearm and made of a slender rod of bronze. At the head, where a club would be, was a flat seashell formed out of pure copper. It had hinges on one side. 

Cazia gaped at it, then picked it up. “It’s heavy!” she exclaimed. As she turned it upright, she noticed the hinges. “Should I?” 

Esselba smiled. “Please do.” 

The shell had a little metal ring on the back. Cazia pulled it open to reveal a kinzchu stone mounted beneath. 

“We didn’t want you to go out into the lowlands unprotected, and a metal glove turned out to be a complicated thing to make. Still, we had a little money, some ins and a few specks—” 

“You melted down your savings?” Cazia asked. “For me?” 

“Yes,” Esselba said. “And for all of us. We’re all depending on the two of you.” 

Shortly after, Cazia and Tejohn were in the air, flying south-southeast toward Salt Pass. After making sure the dozen kinzchu spears inside the cart were tied down carefully, Tejohn glanced downward. The black waters of Lake Windmark appeared to be full of floating logs, but he quickly realized they were alligaunts, dozens and dozens of them, moving southward, like them. 

Then he glanced up at the sky, hoping to see the portal where the Sweeps wind was coming from, but it was too far. Dhe’s senses were more powerful than his healed sight, apparently. 

As he turned to talk to Cazia, he caught a glimpse of orange. The tower at Tempest Pass was aflame. “They did it.” 

Cazia glanced back. “Too bad,” she said. 

“What’s too bad?” Tejohn asked. “The tower was full of rot and disease. A cleansing fire would do it good.” 

“Oh, absolutely, but I wanted to be the one to do it.” She had a crooked grin. “I haven’t burned down a tower yet.” 

He laughed a little. “You’re young.”

It was late in the day when they passed beyond the shores of Lake Windmark and crept up on the Marsh Gate, the northern edge of Twofin lands. Great Way, the wall was taller than he remembered, but perhaps it was just that he’d only seen it at night and from the uphill side. 

“Bring us lower,” he called. 

“Are you sure?” Cazia called over the wind. “I don’t want to crash in those marshes, not with all those alligaunts.” 

She was right about the alligaunts, but it had to be risked. “I’m sure! Lower!” He hefted his shield just for the familiar feeling of preparing to fight, then drew one of the kinzchu spears out of the bundle tied inside the front of the cart. 

There were human beings on the top of the wall. They held bows and long, flexible spears that wobbled in their hands. Tejohn saw a gray-bearded fellow heave a large rock. 

The grunts were below, battering at both the large gate and the little gate. The soldiers seemed to be few--far too few--and the way they moved suggested they were exhausted and disheartened. 

Tejohn was still leashed into the cart but there was enough slack for him to lean over the rail. The grunts swarmed at the base of the wall, roaring. A blue one leaped partway up, catching hold of the seams in the blocks, then creeping higher with tedious care.  The people above held their stones and spears high, ready to attack when the creature came nearer the top. 

A purple grunt burst out from behind a pile of stones and threw itself against the little gate. There. That was the one. Tejohn knew it would cost him the spear, but that had to be his target. 

The elderly woman at the top of the wall shouted a challenge at it, and the grunt hopped back, picked up a stone the size of a melon, and hurled it up at her. She ducked out of the way just in time, the rock soaring up and over the town. 

Cazia was still bringing the cart closer to the ground, moving them to within range of the beasts. Tejohn could see them with more detail as they neared: the burrs in their fur, the gray blood matted into their shoulders and backs from early injuries now healed. Hatred and disgust welled up in him, and with it came the old familiar urge to start killing. 

But not this time. This time would be a healing. A purge. This time, he might not even feel like a soldier at all. 

It took much longer than he expected for their cart to be noticed by the fighters below, and the first was an old man atop of the wall. He exclaimed a wordless cry of surprise and relief, as though a single flying cart might save them. They gaped up at him, their faces slack, for just a moment, then they began to call and shout challenges at the grunts below. 

The commotion they made was distracting enough that none of the grunts turned around until it was too late. Tejohn had never in his life hit his target with a thrown spear before, but this was the first. He heaved his weapon at the huge beast’s back, then felt the cart lurch as Cazia angled it upward again. He clutched at the rail and watched the spear strike the wall instead of the creature—the cart was moving too fast!—then glance off the thing’s shoulder on the ricochet.

They passed over the wall and Cazia spun the cart around, slowing them so suddenly that the railing nearly broke off in Tejohn’s hand. The whole cart groaned, then wood cracked. Tejohn looked back at her and saw a surprised and fearful look on her face that matched his own feelings very well. 

“I guess that wasn’t such a good idea after all,” she said. 

Cazia began to lower them to the open yard behind the wall, but the elderly woman above waved to warn them off. Others began pointing toward a wide spot atop the wall, which was tucked behind a bit of narrow cliff. 

Tejohn glanced around and realized the yard was completely empty. There were no soldiers rallying on the ground, or preparing supplies, or even taking a short rest. All that empty space made him nervous. “Set us down up there,” he called. “In the staging area atop the wall.” 

She did. While Cazia maneuvered toward the wall, Tejohn heard the kinzchu stone he had thrown burst apart, eliciting shrieks from the grunts outside. Immediately after, he saw the bright glow of firelight shine on the cliff faces around them. 

The flames drew the defenders to the edge of the wall, where they stared down in amazement. While Tejohn fumbled with the knot of his leash, made all the tighter by the way he’d been lurched around, the Twofins who had fought atop the wall gaped at him, then at the foot of their defenses, then at him again. 

He finally freed himself, scooped up the dozen spears at the front of the cart, and leaped onto the wall. “Who is the commander here?” 

The wall stretched nearly one hundred and fifty feet from the sheer cliff beside him to the sheer cliff at the far end. There were only five defenders atop it. One, who appeared to be a young man of about fifteen, stood at the far end. He stared at Tejohn and the cart, but he did not leave his position. 

The other four raced toward them, dropping their spears, stones, and empty quivers onto the wall walk as they ran. There was the elderly woman with her hair clipped short, a pudgy old graybeard who ran with his arms out to the sides. Beside them was a stout woman with thinning brown hair, her hand clamped to the wrist of a tall skinny girl with wild, terrified eyes. 

“Who is the commander here?” Tejohn called again. 

The graybeard answered in a thick, hoarse voice. “That would be—” 

“Be quiet, Ilb,” the elderly woman said. “You can’t be in charge if no one does what you tell them. There’s no one in charge anymore, which I guess means I’m ‘no one.’ You got here just in time.” 

She grabbed hold of the railing and began to climb into the cart. 

“What are you doing?” Tejohn grabbed her arm and pulled her back. “We aren’t here to fly you away. We came to arm you.” 

The old woman’s hand fell to the knife at her hip. 

“Don’t,” he said harshly. 

“I recognize you,” the skinny girl said. “You’re the tyr who said he was going for help!” 

“You’re Tejohn Treygar!” Ilb blurted out. 

The woman moved her hand away as if embarrassed she had reached for it. “You’re not here to rescue us?” 

“No,” Tejohn said. He began to untie the weapons along the side of the cart. “Help me with this. I’m going to help you win this fight.”

“You’re Tejohn Treygar!” 

“Shut up, Ilb!” the woman turned toward Tejohn. “You don’t… My tyr, the fight is lost. There are a few humans left besides us, hiding in the city or barred inside the holdfast. The soldiers have all been killed or bitten. Everyone who hasn’t turned will turn soon. The five of us haven’t eaten in two days!” 

Tejohn managed the knot and the bundle of kinzchu spears fell onto the granite in a clatter. “Where is Commander Lowtower? He was supposed to hold Saltstone until my return.” 

“Imprisoned by the tyr,” the woman said sourly, “along with the others.” 

Tejohn felt a chill run through him. “Not Doctor Twofin?” 

The woman nodded. “He’s Tyr Doctor Twofin now. The first scholar tyr in history, and Fire take the fools who returned his chair to him.”

Fallen. They had all fallen. Everything Tejohn had done to prepare for his own return had been wasted, and who knew how many people had lost their lives because of it. 

He should have done something. He didn’t know what it should be but something. He should have said the right thing or stabbed the right person. Fire and Fury, he should have left Saltstone better prepared. 

In fact, what he should have done was hunt down Doctor Twofin and…

Tejohn could taste his own blood. He’d bitten hard on the inside of his cheek, and he forced himself to relax. There was a wizard in the Twofin chair, and Tejohn had a kinzchu stone for him. It was his duty to cure everyone of the curses that possessed them. 

“You’re Tejohn Treygar!” Ilb said again. 

A roar startled them all. They turned and saw that a blue grunt had gained the wall walk. The young man lowered his wobbly spear, and the grunt moved toward him. 

“Fire and Fury,” Tejohn snarled. The grunts were supposed to flee in terror when they saw one of their own transformed. “Blessing! BLESSING!” 

The grunt spun about just as Tejohn pushed by Ilb and the three women. His shield was still on his back, and any thought that he might ready it was discarded once he saw the speed at which the grunt charged him. 

The lad charged, too, his eyes wide and his lower lip clenched between his teeth. Tejohn wanted to yell at him to stop, but he didn’t want to take the creature’s attention off of him. 

The thing closed quickly. Tejohn noticed a second flash of blue as another grunt gained the wall behind the wild-eyed young man. 

Focus, focus, focus. The beast in front of him was fast; it could flank a man in a moment, but up here, it was constrained by the width of the wall walk. 

Still, it could leap. Tejohn stepped toward the inside of the wall, holding the spear with both hands. At the last moment, it leaped toward him, and he leaped, too, swinging the stone to keep it lined up with the beast’s midsection. The grunt swiped with its claw, knocking the stone aside. 

The creature immediately went limp, crashing hard to the stones of the walk as Tejohn passed by. The force of the creature’s blow knocked the spear out of one hand, and he barely managed to hold on with the other, the weapon twisting all the way behind him. 

The grunt beside him let loose his death cry, and Tejohn saw that the second creature, who had just knocked the young man onto his belly, had become still and wary at the sound, like a spooked boq. Tejohn got his spear into position and started toward it. The grunt leaned to the side to look around him—the fires must have started in the fallen beast’s fur—then cried out in terror and leaped from the wall into the Sweeps. 

The young man scrambled to his feet to look after them, and Tejohn did the same. Grunts fled from the wall down toward the Sweeps. The one that had sounded the alarm writhed on the stony ground until its broken legs healed, then it, too, fled. 

“Finally,” Tejohn said. He turned to the young man with the wobbly spear. Great Way, he was even younger than he appeared at a distance. The boy couldn’t have been more than thirteen. “Were you bitten?”

He spat blood onto the wall walk. His lip was bleeding profusely. “I don’t think so. I don’t think it did.” 

“Take this.” The boy put his own weapon aside and accepted Tejohn’s kinzchu spear. “Help him.”

The figure among the ashes was a man of about thirty. He was bald with a bit of a belly, but his arms were thick with muscle. A soldier? Please let him be a real soldier. 

He started back toward the staging point and the others. The four of them gaped at him for a moment, then began to work frantically at the ties on the side of the cart. 

“Half!” he shouted at them, then ran toward them to take command. “Only half are staying here.” 

He managed to prevent them from tearing all the kinzchu spears off the cart. They set their share against the wall. The cured grunt, clothed in nothing but ash, took one and returned to the wall, offering nothing more than a nod to Tejohn. The woman with the thinning hair took hold of her daughter’s face and turned her away. 

Cazia was still tied into the driver spot in the cart. Tejohn gave her a loaf of meatbread, knowing she would not be able to land safely again until she reached the Freewell holdfast, if then.

The others stared at the food with gaping mouths, and Tejohn took his own share of the provisions and broke it apart, splitting it among them. To the mother, he gave three portions, one for the boy and one for the new addition to their group. 

“It’s time,” Cazia said, tucking the remains of her provisions into her robe. 

“Past time,” Tejohn answered. “The town is overrun, so go straight up before you start southward. Far up. Fire pass you by.” 

She smiled at him. He smiled in return. It is already too late. The fight is already lost. “And you, too.” 

He stepped back as the cart began its ascent. She had a long way to go before dark, but she took the time to gain a great height before heading southward through the Salt Pass. 

Tejohn turned to the others. They didn’t look quite so dispirited any more. “Get weapons. Three each. I have questions for you and you need to understand how all this works.
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All of them stood in the middle of the wall. There were no grunts in sight, but it was best to stand vigil anyway. 

The ash-covered man was named Shollisk, and the last thing he remembered was being held captive by The Blessing when Fort Caarilit fell. He did not seem surprised at all to hear that the Gerrits were gone, their cities and towns burned and empty. Tejohn briefly wondered if he had been among the squad sent to assassinate him on the river, but what did it matter now? 

The elderly woman hefted one of the spears he’d given her. “No arrows?”

“No fletcher,” Tejohn answered. 

Explaining how the kinzchu spears worked was the work of only a few moments, but giving them the rest of their orders took some time. Tejohn wanted the Evening Person lying at the foot of the wall to be brought inside. He wanted a cart--a normal one--to bring the bulk of the spears into town with him. He wanted their promise that they would not kill any more grunts, and he wanted to know everything they knew about the situation in Saltstone. 

The last was easiest, since they knew so little. The holdfast had been sealed tightly with granite blocks by the new tyr, Doctor Twofin, but the grunts somehow overcame the wall in force the day before Tejohn arrived. Since then, the creatures had been moving from house to house in Saltstone, spreading their curse. Everyone who had been bitten was being held in the courtyard near the southern gate. Ilb and two hundred others had fled to the Marsh Gate, hoping to escape into Durdric lands. Instead, they had been trapped here on the wall. They were the only ones left. 

And Doctor Twofin had left them out here, alone. Once again, Tejohn flushed with shame that he had not hunted down the old wizard before going north. Every life Twofin had taken in that time was on his head. Every single one. 

Tejohn found the others infuriatingly reluctant to swear not to kill more grunts, only cure them. They had a dozen excuses why, but it was clear that they were too afraid to think strategically.

The stone stairs leading from the yard below to the wall walk had been crumbled by a scholar who had been killed during the night. They found a length of rope in a shed by the staging area. 

Tejohn knotted it to one of the crenellations but didn’t lower it right away. The town of Saltstone lay before him. The little rows of houses and shops were strung like beads on the rising slope, and he couldn’t see any movement there at all, not even the scavenging of crows. 

The frizzy-haired mother stood beside him. “How many humans,” Tejohn asked, “do you think are left within the walls?” 

She raised an eyebrow. “Outside the locked doors of the holdfast?” 

Tejohn nodded. 

“None,” she answered with finality. “We might well be the last human beings in the world.” 

Tejohn dropped the rope to the courtyard and climbed down. 

He quickly confirmed that both gates had been blocked by granite blocks. “Now take this rope,” he called up to them, “and bring that Evening Person inside the wall. You’re going to need his magic.” 

Shollisk nodded while the others nervously glanced at each other. Good. One of them at least would do what was necessary. 

Tejohn could not find a functioning cart, but he did find a wheelbarrow. Ilb dropped the kinzchu spears down to him and he loaded them up as neatly as he could, stones forward. 

No grunts charged at him. 

When it was loaded, he pushed the barrow along the path. The civilians atop the wall watched him go. Shollisk was nowhere in sight—presumably, he was already climbing down the rope to tie it to the Evening Person—but the others stared at him as if desperate for a rousing speech. 

Well, he wasn’t going to shout one from down in the yard. The kinzchu spears and the last of his provisions would have to be enough of a morale boost. He pushed the barrow up the hill. 

Somewhere, far in the distance, he heard a roar. It was The Blessing, calling its name. Worse, he heard several answering roars. 

The first time he’d come this way, it had been in the darkness before sunrise. Now, in the late hours of the day, he could clearly see the crooked rows of houses on the stony slope up the pass, the steep cliffs that loomed over them on both sides, and the rice paddy terraces built everywhere they would fit.

Tejohn had not been a farmer for many years, but it didn’t look like enough land to feed the whole of Saltstone. The Twofins must have relied on trade, and there would be few humans left in the world to trade with. 

That was a problem for tomorrow, assuming he lived to see it. 

The path from the yard ended at a broad stone road that lead up into Salt Pass and through the town. It had not been created by scholars; it was instead just a cleared, flat strip of stone slope lined with white-painted rocks. Tejohn hadn’t paid much attention to it during his nighttime escape. 

Another roar of a grunt echoed through the pass, but Tejohn could not tell if it was truly farther away or if he was just fooling himself. 

He pushed the wheelbarrow onto the road and started up the hill. Fire and Fury, there was a lump in his stomach like a knot of wet rope. He was going into battle, something he’d done dozens of times before, but he had no sense of inner momentum, no growing urge to kill. 

In its place was a deep unease—no, Song knew what it was, so he shouldn’t be afraid to name it, either: fear. He was a single soldier in a town that had been overtaken by The Blessing. One man against hundreds, maybe thousands. 

The last time he’d faced a grunt on Twofin lands, the beast had been alone and he’d been surrounded by humans. The damage the thing had done to him had been terrible…

There was no one to carry him to a sleepstone now. There was no one to create granite blocks to seal the door where they were hiding. He was alone against an army, and the only way he was going to survive was if he did not fight. Just like at the mining camp with Reglis and Arla, he would have to strike at the enemy when it could not strike back. 

Unlike the mining camp, the grunts did not drink themselves into a stupor. He would have to—what? Strike from hiding? Lure them away one at a time? 

Thousands of people had lived in Saltstone, and there was no way to tell how many remained. 

The first building he passed at the edge of the yard was a squat, imposing block house. The top was crenellated to protect archers, and the windows were arrow slits. The heavy oaken door had been smashed in. Above the doorjamb was a crude painting of a few silver bolds. A counting house. More than ever, he was certain that he had been led out of Salt Pass by a different road.

Taking two spears off the wheelbarrow, Tejohn crept to the doorway. Inside was silence and ruin. A pair of clay lanterns lay smashed on the floor, a torn robe here, a split sack of silver bolds there, yellow seashells scattered everywhere.  He could smell old blood. 

Carefully setting one of his kinzchu spears against the wall, Tejohn leaned into the doorway and clucked his tongue several times. It wasn’t the sort of sound to travel far outside, not in this windy pass, but inside the building, it echoed against the stone like a call to dinner. 

The knot in his stomach made him feel sick, but when there was no answer, he did it again. Nothing. Grateful am I to be permitted to travel The Way. There was no enemy to fight here. Not yet. The grunts might have withdrawn to the southern end of the pass. Tejohn had never known grunts to lie in wait when they could charge at their prey, but they were smart, too. Maybe smart enough to change their tactics. He had to be careful. 

He laid the spears back onto the wheelbarrow and continued up the hill. That fat sack of bolds called to him. Before the empire fell, it would have been enough to buy back his father’s farm—plus a full season’s worth of seed and a few sheep—but it was as useless as his title now. 

Beyond the counting house was a series of wrecked stalls. They had the look of temporary structures that had not been moved in a long time: a marketplace. Tejohn examined them as he passed, ignoring tools, blankets, jugs of oil, and more. The only thing he took was an unbroken crock of compote to replace the meatbread he’d given away.  

He found more signs that the grunts had been through here. A corpse lay behind a stall full of empty jars, having been torn apart and devoured. Numerous long-toed footprints decorated the ground around it, and the flies had been hard at their work. 

Tejohn’s hands began to tremble.

Song only knew what was wrong with him. He’d come on this mission to restore Doctor Twofin and establish Saltstone as a safe station for the larger war, but he hadn’t planned on doing it alone. He’d expected other soldiers, maybe a last valiant stand at the walls, which his weapons would help them turn. 

But this? Alone in the empty city with nothing but a sword at his hip and a bundle of blunt spears? 

We might well be the last human beings in the world.

Tejohn offered a prayer to The Great Way that the Indregai princess would find an army and a government waiting for her across the Straim, for the sake of his wife and little skirmishers, at least. 

Everything is dangerous.

Beyond the stalls was a cluster of permanent storefronts, all seemingly abandoned and, thankfully, free of corpse flies. Beyond that were little houses made of wood and mud, with roofs made of mud-packed slats. 

The broad road split. One branch continued uphill to the west and the other wound through the little buildings. The heavy knot in Tejohn’s stomach began to flutter. He couldn’t fight the grunts in such an enclosed space. They were too fast. If one found him while he was pushing the wheelbarrow, would he have time to snatch a spear from the pile and swing it around to defend himself? 

Just asking the question was answer enough. He pushed the wheelbarrow close to one of the houses and set it down. Then he lifted two spears again and slipped into the narrow space between two buildings. 

Another roar echoed through the pass. Something about this one caught Tejohn’s attention; he knelt low, then moved to the edge of the building. 

There was little to see. The street was a dirt path that curved to the south. He heard nothing but the wind and saw nothing but houses, an overturned cart, and the cliffs beyond. 

Movement caught his eye. Something was crawling along the surface of the cliff face far away, moving from one shadowy crag to another. It didn’t seem like a very large path, but at this distance, there was no way to tell. Then the creature moved into a bit of sunlight and Tejohn’s suspicions were confirmed. It was blue. Another grunt. 

Then he watched in astonishment as it leaped from its perch and plummeted to a paddy at least a hundred feet below. 

Was this suicide? Tejohn didn’t believe it. Not for a moment. A lead weight seemed to have dropped into the bottom of his guts, and he watched the paddy for five slow breaths until he saw the grunt stand and begin crawling down the cliff wall again.

“Monument sustain me,” he muttered. 

The grunts somehow overcame the wall in force. Here, he was seeing how they did it. They’d found a passage into the Salt Pass that no human could ever survive. 

Tejohn thought back to months before when he had led Lar and his companions out of Peradain. He’d struck grunts with his bracer, had seen them fall from the top of the Scholars’ Tower, or take a scholar’s dart in the back.  

Had any of them been killed? If the creatures could heal the injury from a suicidal fall like this…

No, this wasn’t a bad thing. It just meant that more people could be cured of The Blessing. It also meant that Lar Italga might still be out there somewhere, running through the wilderness. 

Tejohn leaned out, peering at the cliff face to spot the grunt again. Song knew, it was a delight to be able to see at a distance. It was almost like acquiring a magic power of his own.

The grunt raced down a flight of stairs to the paddy below, then to the next and the next. The beast was making its way toward the bottom of the pass. The little hovels across the street were not large buildings, but they soon obscured the creature’s descent. 

Tejohn darted across the street, slipping between two little houses. From there, he peeked out onto the next block. It was much like the first, but a bit higher up the slope. The street followed the contour of the hill, and the crooked slope had a wide part in it large enough to accommodate a big building with cracks in the mud showing through the white paint. 

The other buildings nearby were small houses, all with their doors bashed in. There were no grunts or corpses nearby. 

Tejohn saw a flash of movement out of the corner of his eye. It was low to the ground near the foundation of the big building with the cracked mud walls. Tejohn leaned back, gripping his spears with white knuckles. It could have been a rat or a dog. It could have been anything. 

He slipped off his helmet and leaned forward again, peeking toward the building. Was it some kind of barracks for servants? The roof had mostly come off and the window shutters had been smashed open. Someone had punched a gap in the mud wall large enough to peer through. That was where he’d seen the movement. That had been next to the ground. When he looked at it again, the gap held nothing but shadows. 

Something had been there. He knew it. Something had moved in the darkness of this dead city. 

Tejohn moved quickly. He raced back to the wheelbarrow and picked up a dozen or so spears. Whatever was in that barracks, he wanted to be ready for it, even if it was a whole nest of purple grunts. 

Returning, he switched to the street adjacent, moving far enough down the block to get a clear view of the door. It was huge, heavy, and wooden, broad enough for a small cart to drive through. Of course, it had been smashed open.  The doorjamb was almost ten feet high, nearly half the height of the building itself. 

Nothing moved inside. 

He crept to the gap between the broken doors. The interior was lit by sunlight streaming through the holes in the roof. As quietly as he could--which was not nearly as quiet as he’d have liked--Tejohn set his armload of spears as quietly as he could onto the top stair by the entrance, keeping only one for himself. He slipped inside. 

It was not a barracks after all. The room was dominated by long, empty shelves along the back wall and freestanding shelves between the windows. The floor was made of wood planking. A free-standing set of wooden stairs lay on its side, along with a few torn burlap bags and scattered handfuls of rice. Otherwise, it was empty. A warehouse, clearly, but although the damage was extensive, it also seemed to be recent.

But what had Tejohn seen? A rat? There was no gap in the walls where something could have peered out at him. 

For a moment, he was sure there was a secret room or crawl space there, but the window just above, with its broken shutters, proved that wrong. 

He started toward it, his boots thumping on the wooden floor. Of course! Tejohn kicked aside the burlap sacks, scanning the floor until he found it: a seam with a notch that might serve as a handle. A trapdoor.

The thought that there were grunts beneath the floor made his hair stand on end. He took a deep breath, wishing that old killing urge would come back to him again. He needed it. He needed its urgency and certainty.

There was something here, under this floor. He knew it. Tejohn wedged his finger into the notch and lifted his spear, ready to strike downward. Maybe if he destroyed one or two grunts here, he’d get that feeling back. 

He yanked the floor panel up, exposing darkness below and the forms moving within.
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Children. They were all children. 

Tejohn checked the downward stroke of his spear as the black stone came near the face of a twelve-year-old girl. She stared wide-eyed up at him, as did so many others. 

Fire and Fury. Tejohn went points high, then knelt at the edge of the trap. “Hello,” he said as calmly as he could. A nasty stink of an open outhouse wafted up to him. “Who here has been bitten?” 

They shrank from him. “No one,” a boy said. He looked to be about fourteen and might have been the oldest of them. “Song knows we were brought here whole and safe, and not a one of us has taken the curse yet. Fire take me if I lie.” 

“No need to be afraid,” Tejohn said. “I’ve brought a cure—”

A broken shutter flew off its splintered hinge with a tremendous crash, and a roar echoed in the room. The children screamed in a high-pitched chorus as Tejohn spun around. 

The shutter clattered against the wooden floor with a noise like an avalanche. There was a flash of blue fur among the splintered wood. As the beast stumbled, Tejohn leaped forward and attacked. 

The grunt lunged at him just as the spear struck its torso, and the force of the impact jolted the weapon out of Tejohn’s grip. It clattered to the floor, and the grunt collapsed on top of it. 

Tejohn leaped backwards out of instinct, desperate to put as much distance between himself and the fallen creature. His back foot landed on the top stair just inside the trap door, and he overbalanced backwards. He fell against the edge of the floor, slapping his hand down on the wood with a noise like striking a drum. 

Tiny hands pressed against his legs and the shield on his back, holding him up.  The grunt bellowed out its death cry—Ghoron needed to create a stone that cured the beasts before they could make a ruckus about it—and Tejohn scrambled forward. He grabbed the butt end of the spear and yanked it from beneath the creature’s body. 

The flames began, but his kinzchu spear was undamaged. The wooden floor smoldered and a burlap sack beneath the grunt’s leg actually caught fire, but a half dozen children charged out of the hole and stamped it out. 

The noise they made was astonishing, their little boots pounding against the wooden floor, their little voices squeaking as they shouted, “Out! Out! Out!” 

Fire and Fury, did they have no one to watch over them? Tejohn grabbed the one who looked oldest. “Where are your parents? Is there no one to watch over you?” 

“We don’t know,” he answered. One of the older girls hurried to hush the youngest—apparently, stamping and shouting was what they’d been taught to do when they saw a fire starting to spread. “Nanny was trying to get us to the Marsh Gate, but there were monsters in the way. She told us to hide in there until she found a way to get us out. That was yesterday.”

His eyes were hollow and his face pale. He knew their guardian was not coming back, even if he couldn’t say so aloud in front of the little ones. 

The stink of the chamber pot wafted up the stairs. The youngest had already shouted in unison, and white plumes of smoke billowed through the holes in the roof. Monument sustain them all, the grunts would be here soon. 

Tejohn’s first instinct was to hide them again, but the expression on the boy’s face changed his mind instantly. He couldn’t ask them to squat in that dark sewer, not when the enemy was coming. If Tejohn could find them, the grunts could. And how could he ask them to hide again, knowing he might never come back? 

Great Way, they were so small. 

And there it was again. His old fury rekindled; it came on him so suddenly, his skin crawled. He didn’t need the memory of his own dead child, still as painful as a hot iron after so many years, and he didn’t need to think of his own living children far beyond his reach. He couldn’t do anything for them. Not now. 

“Line up!” Tejohn snapped. He didn’t shout. He didn’t have to. The children, from youngest to oldest, turned toward him with wide eyes. The eldest had to be that boy of about fourteen. The youngest couldn’t have been more than seven. He pointed at the girl who had shushed the others. “You, arrange them with the tallest near the door. Quickly!” 

While they scrambled to obey, Tejohn went to the door. There was no sign that anyone or anything was coming toward them. He began collecting the spears. 

Spears for children. I must be going mad. 

But there was no other choice. He had to give them kinzchu spears; the alternative was nothing. 

From far in the distance, he heard another chorus of roaring. He didn’t know what all that noise meant, but he knew it wasn’t good. He ducked back into the warehouse. 

Tejohn walked down the line, giving each child a spear. Fury guide them, their hands were so small. “These are called kinzchu spears.” He bent down low and showed them the stone strapped into the end of his spear. “You just have to touch them. Grunts. Wizards. Anyone. Just touch them with that stone and it steals the magic right out of their body. See?” 

He gestured behind them, and they all turned just in time to see a figure stirring within the pile of ashes in the corner. He moved around them just as he realized it was a woman. An elderly woman, in fact, and as naked as the day she began her journey on The Way. 

A few of the children snickered, but Tejohn ignored them. He hurried forward and took her elbow, helping her to her feet. She coughed a few times, then stared at her ash-covered hands. “Is it over?” she asked. 

“Not yet,” Tejohn said. He still had three spears in his hands; he gave one to her. “That’s not a walking stick.” 

“Mister,” the oldest boy called, “who are you?” 

“At the moment, I’m no one at all. Maybe, if I can get you all through this, I might earn my name back. Now, form a wedge.” They didn’t understand. “Form two lines on me. Two tallest kids behind me. Next two tallest at the rear of each line. Smallest children in between.” While they organized that, Tejohn turned. “Grandmother, I need you to stand inside the wedge. You’re going to help protect the little ones.” 

The elderly woman looked uncertain for a moment, then nodded and took up position between the kids at the backs of the lines. If nothing else, her filthy, naked form made the kids face outward. 

And she held her head up. It would have been easy—expected, even—for her to demand they all look away until she found a robe, but she didn’t. He nodded to her and she nodded back. 

Tejohn did not have to tell them to hold their spears outward; the older children understood and the younger followed their example. Now all he had to do was cure enough grunts to create a wedge of full-grown soldiers. 

The extra spear Tejohn laid against the door jamb, then unslung his shield. The street still appeared to be quiet and empty, but the quiet only made his hair stand on end. Had the grunts missed the noise and smoke, or were they so far that he and the children had time to slip away? 

He turned around. “We move quickly and quietly. If we see a grunt, stand your ground. All you have to do is touch them, all right? With luck, we’ll make it all the way to the holdfast without even seeing one.” 

They nodded at him, wide-eyed. They were terrified. 

Tejohn realized he was holding his spear in a white-knuckled grip and forced himself to relax. He needed to stay loose, move quickly, and keep quiet. That’s what it would take to destroy every threat these children were facing. He knelt in the doorway and peered outward again. The street was empty. 

He stepped through the door smoothly, coming down the steps onto the stony ground as quietly as possible. The children, as they followed, failed to lower their points and struck the shafts against the wooden jambs. The older kid’s shushes were louder than the initial impacts, but they figured it out and formed up again. The littlest ones were having trouble holding their spears with the points lowered,  but that was fine. With luck, they’d never have to use them. He glanced at the last remaining weapons laying at the entrance to the warehouse. Someone would be coming back for them soon, he hoped. 

The holdfast was on the western side of the pass, as he remembered it, so he started back that way. If only he’d escaped from Twofin lands during the daytime, he might have a better idea where he was going now. The needed to—

With a deafening shriek, a huge figure leaped into street in front of them. It was one of the gigantic flightless birds Tejohn had seen in the Durdric lands--Great Way, it looked even bigger up close. It must have leaped off a nearby roof; it hadn’t occurred to him to look up, too. The children broke out in screams that sounded eerily like a well-tuned chorus. 

Tejohn raised his shield and thrust his spear forward. The thing leaped back as his blunt spear point shot forward—he only now realized he had not tested it against this monster—and he missed. The beast was two heads taller than he was, at least, but it was also strong enough to leap, bend, and dodge like an acrobat. 

The bird tried to circle him but Tejohn sidestepped to keep himself between it and the children, jabbing and feinting to drive it back. Its beak was huge and heavily curved, with serrations near the back. Its feathers were striped with black and silver--the latter sparkled beautifully in the daylight when it fluttered its tiny wings. By contrast, its huge feet were ugly, mottled things with talons longer than the knife in Tejohn’s belt. 

I can not counterattack a creature this big and dangerous.

Tejohn lunged and struck as quickly as he could. 

The creature bent sideways, its body turning and twisting as though its joints were gears. It lashed out with one foot, buffeting Tejohn’s shield so hard that he staggered. He yanked his spear back before the creature could snap the shaft with its beak. 

Tejohn didn’t need to look at his shield to know that it had been deeply scored by that taloned foot. He moved two steps to his right so the creature would try to circle him again, and when it did, he lunged again. 

The huge bird leaped backward and struck a pair of empty barrels at the front of a decrepit hovel. It stepped on one, lost its balance, and fell against the wall, making the whole building shudder. 

Tejohn rushed forward, spear point low. 

The creature lifted its leg with absurd ease, letting the spear head pass beneath it, then kicked. All of Tejohn’s momentum jolted to a halt and he fell back onto the stony ground. 

Get up! Get up! It was already too late. The huge bird had already regained its feet, and Tejohn had somehow lost his grip on his weapon. 

“Yah!” a thin, high voice shouted. It was the girl, the one who had shushed the other children. She rushed forward, kinzchu spear held high. The oldest boy came up right beside her. Both held their spears too close to the head; if the bird charged at them, one or both would surely be gutted. 

The creature responded by screaming long and loud, its razor-sharp beak gaping. The children quailed before it. 

No.  Tejohn snatched up his spear and rolled to his feet. “Blessing!” he shouted, catching its attention. The bird lunged at him, beak gaping. 

Tejohn raised his shield high and the beast clamped down on it. Even as it splintered, Tejohn ripped his arm from the straps. The bird wrenched it back, shattering it and throwing it aside. Tejohn fell back, his hand landing on the shaft of his spear.

The two children retreated in terror, although the boy dared to throw his spear. The creature didn’t even see it coming, but the weapon missed anyway, clattering against the stony street. 

Huge, round, expressionless eyes glaring, The Blessing charged at Tejohn, jaws gaping. He leaped forward to meet it, thrusting the spear at the creature’s chest. 

It dipped its head to bite at the weapon, and Tejohn shifted position to cram the kinzchu stone into its open mouth. The great bird bit down hard, snapping the shaft and yanking the spear out of Tejohn’s hands again. 

The bird reared back, then flung its head to one side, spitting the sheared-off end of the spear onto the street. Then, as if it was suddenly drunk, it wobbled slightly and collapsed. 

Tejohn steadied himself with his broken spear shaft. Fire and Fury, how many times was he going to have to do that? The bird began to tremble, as though overtaken by a seizure, then its feathers began to burn. 

Circling back toward the entrance of the warehouse, Tejohn picked up the sheared-off spearhead. Then he grabbed another spear for himself. Three of the children squatted against the warehouse wall, their spears pointed outward, and the elderly woman stood in front of them. The two who had attacked the bird stared at the fire, almost hypnotized. 

“Good work,” Tejohn said to them, snapping the spell. “Get another spear. Don’t throw them again. And help me round up the other children.” 

They did. The very youngest had found a hiding space inside a servant’s hovel, underneath the cot. It was a fine hiding spot, but she couldn’t stay there. To coax her out, Tejohn had to take a servant’s robe from a peg for the elderly woman. The girl didn’t want to leave on her own, but she was willing to carry clothes outside as a favor to someone else. 

“Great Way,” one of the children exclaimed. Tejohn turned toward the fallen creature. The silvery streaks in its feathers had begun to glow with the same golden light that had floated out of Ghoron Italga’s body like smoke. Then the light became bright like fire, and they all fell back. 

A cloud of white smoke billowed upward, then a huge pair of wings extended out from it. They beat downward, pushing the white smoke straight toward them. Fire and Fury, it smelled like bitter old cinders. Tejohn choked and reeled backward, waving at the children to retreat. 

The flightless bird had shed The Blessing, and it stood restored before them, at least three times larger than before. Great Way, it was huge. Tejohn wished he’d brought at least one sharpened iron spear; the sword at his hip wasn’t going to do him any good at all, especially without a shield. 

The children behind him were screaming, and he felt a little like screaming, too. The thing seemed woozy and confused. Maybe if he rushed it with his sword drawn, he could draw blood and drive it off. 

Except Cazia Freewell had said the ruhgrit were intelligent. She’d said they could talk. 

Tejohn pointed at it, then pointed to the sky. “Fly away,” he said, then pointed at it again, and toward the sky. Take the hint.

It didn’t fly off, although it kept beating its wings. It did quirk its head to one side like a dog faced with a puzzling new noise. It didn’t understand him.  

Of course. The ruhgrit wouldn’t gesture with their arms. If they gestured at all, they would use— 

The creature suddenly hopped forward, lowered its head, and screamed.

Goose bumps ran down Tejohn’s back, but it was not screaming directly at him. He turned quickly, hearing more screams behind him, and as he spun about, the kinzchu spear in his hand glanced off the skull of a blue-furred grunt directly behind him. 

The beast collapsed onto the stony ground and rolled away from him. Luck. Only dumb luck had saved him. It bellowed out its death cry, and the children retreated to the wall of the warehouse, their spears held outward. 

Tejohn moved upwind of the grunt just before the flames began. Great Way, please let this one be a soldier. 

The Fire-taken ruhgrit had saved his life. He really was going to have to think up a new name for them. 

The huge bird glared at the kinzchu spear he was holding, then bowed its head toward its feet. There was no mistaking that gesture, and Tejohn felt at least a little satisfaction in realizing they gestured with their heads after all. He turned the spear around and tossed it gently at the ground in front of the eagle.

The bird scratched at the ground, then did it again. It ducked its head twice, then scratched the ground again. Then again. 

Great Way, it wanted a second spear. Tejohn was reluctant to give it, but it was probably a bad idea to argue with a creature large enough to swallow you in two bites. 

He jogged to the entrance to the warehouse and brought back a second spear, tossing it gently at the creature’s feet without getting too close. The huge eagle took one in each taloned foot, then beat its wings. Tejohn had to shield his eyes from the dust as it lifted off and turned toward the Sweeps. If they were all lucky, the—Fire take him, what was he supposed to call them?—eagles would cure their own people and save Tejohn the trouble.

The pile of ash beside him stirred. Tejohn had cured this one by nothing more than a random stroke of luck. “Stand up,” he snapped at the figure. It was a young woman. She looked to be in her mid-twenties, and even covered in ash, he could tell she was strikingly beautiful. “Stand up!” he said again, then dragged her to her feet. 

“What…” the woman said, clearly disoriented. “What…” The elderly woman, now wearing a servant’s robe, smoothly took her arm from Tejohn and led her into the nearest hovel. 

Good. Tejohn should have grabbed an extra weapon when he’d grabbed one for the eagle, but it had simply slipped his mind. As he returned to the warehouse entrance, he saw that there were almost none left. “Everyone accounted for?” he asked the older girl. 

“They are.” She handed him a weapon. He took a second. 

“I can’t wear this!” a voice called from the other side of the road. “My father owns the largest copper mine for—” 

The young woman’s tirade was cut short with a sharp slap, followed by a low, urgent, murmuring voice. Tejohn picked up a spear for himself and another for the young woman; if they had to, they could return later for the spears still in the wheelbarrow. 

They emerged in their servant robes, the younger woman looking vaguely ashamed. 

A little girl rapped on the bottom of Tejohn’s cuirass. “We haven’t gotten very far, have we?”

Tejohn couldn’t help it. He laughed aloud.

















Chapter 23




[image: Image]




They made slow, halting progress. The children could not stay in formation. The old woman kept demanding they stop so the little ones could rest their tired hands. The young woman complained bitterly about her bare feet. 

Tejohn was sympathetic but he urged them onward. If they could find and cure one more adult, he would feel confident about leaving the lot of them in a little house somewhere. All they needed was a defensible location and enough adults to cover the entrances. 

It didn’t happen. As they moved up the hill, keeping to the widest streets Tejohn could find,  they didn’t draw out any more grunts or gigantic black-and-silver birds. The higher they went, the larger and more ornate the houses became--many had been painted white and several even had a second floor. 

But if they did not see any more of The Blessing, they did see a great many of the corpses they’d made. 

“There!” the boy at Tejohn’s right shoulder whispered. He pointed to the southwest, where the Twofin banner was visible over the top of a roof. The holdfast was just ahead. They’d come all the way to the southern end of the pass.

For a moment, they fell quiet. A rhythmic pounding noise came from the south. Thoom thoom thoom. Tejohn knew exactly what he was hearing, and he was glad of it. Doctor Twofin and who knew how many others were still barricaded inside the holdfast, and the grunts were still trying to get inside. That was why they’d met so few grunts; they were pounding at what must have been the only locked door in all of Saltstone.

Thoom. Thoom. Thoom. The grunts weren’t even roaring any more. 

Tejohn had to scout the situation. He had to know what the enemy’s numbers where, how they were deployed—assuming beasts like The Blessing deployed at all—and what the state of the holdfast was. If the building was strong, he could hole up until dark. If not, he was going to need some other plan. 

And Fire take him if he didn’t still have the children in tow. 

“All right,” Tejohn whispered. “Follow me.” 

He led them to a narrow side street, then into an alley behind a row of shops. The place smelled like rotten fish and other garbage, but aside from the endless, distant pounding, everything was quiet. 

“What are we going to do next?” the eldest boy said. 

“Yeah!” two or three of the kids added. 

“Nothing,” Tejohn answered. “Don’t make that face. If the holdfast is still standing—and the sound of grunts pounding on the doors suggest that it is—I need to drive away the grunts. To do that, I need to scout their positions.” 

“Let me do it,” the eldest boy said. “This is my neighborhood. I know exactly where to go to look out over the courtyard and the holdfast without being seen.” 

“No,” Tejohn said firmly. “You’ll stay here where it’s safe.” 

The boy rolled his eyes. “I can be your eyes. You don’t know the way.”

“I’ll make do.” 

Tejohn felt a tugging on the back of his cuirass. It was the same little girl who kept rapping on his armor. “Siltzen really is very sneaky. He’s good at avoiding the watch and the guard.” 

“Maybe so,” Tejohn said, “but this is different. His life—” The boy was gone. “Where did he go? Where?” 

The two women looked at each other and shrugged. They hadn’t seen the boy slip away, either. 

The little girl laid her hand on Tejohn’s elbow. “See?” 

“Against the wall,” Tejohn said. “Everyone against the wall.” He herded the kids against the fish shop, then positioned the two adults at either end. They all crouched low between two stacks of leaking, slimy barrels. It wasn’t much cover, but it was better than nothing. “Points high and keep still.” 

Fire and Fury, where had that boy gone? It was bad enough if he was found by a grunt and bitten, but if the beasts were hungry…

This was Tejohn’s fault. He should have found a safe space for them downslope, then cured someone to help protect them. 

“You need our help,” the eldest girl whispered to him. “We have weapons and there’s no one else--” 

“I have a plan,” Tejohn lied, “but you all need to be safe before--” 

“Psst!” They all glanced up. Siltzen poked his head over the roof of the shop above. “Soldier, come and see.” 

Fine. He would go and see what the boy had to show him, then send him back to the others. Tejohn boosted himself onto a barrel, handed up both of his spears, and muscled himself over the rim of the building. 

The boy, Siltzen, looked even more slender and fragile lying on the roof. Without a word, he gestured for Tejohn to follow. 

They crawled over the tarred wooded slats to the edge of the building, then along a plank that stretched across another alley. All around them, the wall rose only a foot or so higher than the level of the roof, so Tejohn had to crawl with his knees splayed like a frog but without letting his cuirass scrape the wood--not easy while holding his kinzchu spear out of sight. The boy led him to a gap in the northern wall and pointed. Tejohn wanted to look southward toward their objective, the holdfast, not back where they had just come. 

Still, it was easier to take a look instead of arguing about it. He removed his helmet and looked northward, toward the Marsh Gate, and immediately noticed the columns of white smoke at the bottom of the slope--the fires he’d created when he cured the grunts must have spread. He also saw a dozen blue figures leaping from one rooftop to another. 

Shouldn’t the Fire-taken grunts be headed north toward the fires rather than spreading out from them? Several of the beasts were heading to the east or west, but at least half were moving directly uphill. They’d be here soon. It was a miracle that he’d avoided them before now.

Worse, the little ones were still below. He’d been ready to face one or two of the creatures out in the open, but using spears in alleyways, when the enemy could be above or behind you, was a tactical nightmare. 

Siltzen urged Tejohn toward another gap in the wall on the southern end of the roof, and he peered through. The courtyard lay below them, and it was teeming with activity. There were at least a hundred human beings sitting close together on the stony soil, listless in the sun. Around them paced at least triple that number of blue-furred grunts. 

Fire and Fury, that was more grunts than Tejohn had ever seen in one place, even on that terrible day in Peradain. 

One of the men began to shudder and convulse and the people near him surged away. The crowd obscured Tejohn’s view, but he could see a spray of blood. Then he heard again that chorus of roars, but this time it was so close, it was deafening. 

Where the man had collapsed, a blood-streaked grunt rose from the ground. It roared again, turning in a circle like a dog looking for its kill. The people around it cringed and threw themselves in front of their loved ones—children, Tejohn saw for the first time. Among the humans were a great many terrified little children. 

The grunt looked over them all as though it wanted to tear into them. Siltzen, lying beside Tejohn, sucked in an anxious breath as though certain he was about to see a murder. 

It didn’t happen. The Blessing do not destroy themselves, only others. The beast noticed a bloody carcass against the wall and bounded through the crowd toward it. At first, Tejohn was convinced it was a heap of human corpses, but no, there was a strip of matted fur and a pair of curving horns. They were okshim, possibly the beasts Granny Nin had brought with her. 

There wasn’t much left in that pile of bones. Considering how much Lar had eaten when he’d transformed, Tejohn figured those dead animals would feed two, maybe three more grunts… 

That was the third chorus of roars Tejohn had heard since he’d climbed down from the northern wall. If they continued at this pace, Saltstone would be full of starving grunts by nightfall. He had to drive them out and cure the humans who had not yet transformed as soon as possible, and he couldn’t do that until the children were safe. 

An exceedingly simple plan came to him. It would not win the admiration of historians, nor would it inspire a song filled with careful symbolism to be sung at the next Festival. But it ought to be enough to terrify The Blessing into showing their backsides and running like mad. 

Tejohn laid a hand on Siltzen’s shoulder. They both backed away from the edge of the roof.

In a low voice, Tejohn said, “I need you to take the children to a safe place. You know—”

“My father is down there,” the boy interrupted. “Do you see the tall man with the gray cloth wrapped around his head?” He pointed toward the southwest, but Tejohn did not crawl to the gap to spot the man.

“You know a safe place for those children,” Tejohn continued. “Right? You take them there and leave your father to me.” 

The boy looked away, frowning, then looked into Tejohn’s face directly. “You’ll save him by yourself?” 

“I will.” 

“Alone?” 

“Boy…” Tejohn stopped himself. There was no point in being sharp with him. “Boy, I doubt there’s a living human left in Kal-Maddum with a better chance at this than me, just as there’s no one in Saltstone more able than you to find a safe hiding place for those little ones back there. If the grunts find them—” 

“Brolla’s mother is out there, too. And her little sister.” 

Tejohn grit his teeth. “If those little ones are discovered, they won’t be cursed, understand? They’ll be torn apart and eaten. It’s possible the one doing it will be your father, or Brolla’s mother. How much clearer do I have to be?”

“I can help,” the boy said stubbornly. “I’m not trained, but I can hit things with a stick. It’s not complicated.” 

“Using the weapon is not the hard part,” Tejohn said. “The hard part is standing your ground when the enemy charges at you. When it screams for your blood and bares its teeth, and you realize…” He gripped his spear tightly. “I saw you earlier today, when you threw your weapon rather than attack with it. You are not ready. If you go out to face the grunts, you will only make things worse both for me and for those little ones. They look up to you, you know.” 

“No, they don’t,” he said quickly. “Not those kids.” 

Tejohn laid his hand on the boy’s shoulder again. “You will get your chance. There is a world full of grunts out there, I promise you. Now I want you to promise me you will protect those children. Find a cellar, an attic, a storeroom with a single, defensible entrance and some food, and hole up there. I can’t—” He shut his eyes as the image of his murdered child appeared in his mind yet again. No one could ever be truly cured of the flinches. “I can’t do what I need to do if I’m worried about their safety.” 

“I promise to take them to a safe place,” the boy said resentfully.

Tejohn let out a long, slow breath that he hadn’t realized he was holding. “Thank you. I’ll send your families out to find you when it’s all done. Go quickly now. More are coming from the south.” 

The boy scrambled back the way he came. Tejohn was tempted to take his spear from him, but he didn’t want to dishonor the choice the boy had just made. Besides, he might run into trouble. 

Tejohn himself crawled westward along the rooftop toward the holdfast. That building was sealed tight, with a handful of determined grunts battering away at the doors. He was close enough now to see it was thick with spatters of drying gray blood; the beasts beat themselves bloody against the barricade, backed away long enough to heal, then went at their relentless attack again. 

The wooden doors must have come apart long ago; now the entrance was blocked by stacks of scholar-created granite. The other wooden buildings around the great hall entrance were full of grunts moving through the balconies and over the roofs like hunting cats, but the doorways inside must have been blocked, too. 

Tejohn couldn’t help but wonder what it was like for the people trapped inside with Doctor Twofin. Were they working on a plan? Hiding from the wizard who had become their tyr? Holding out as long as possible before they leaped from a gallery onto the rocks below? 

After crossing over three buildings, Tejohn crawled back toward the alley side of the building and carefully lowered himself to the ground. A quick glance showed the alley was empty; Siltzen had moved the children. Good. 

Taking both spears in his left hand--and wishing he still had his shield--Tejohn moved carefully westward, toward the sheer black cliffs on that side of the pass. Surely there would be something—there. He found a slender tin rod no longer than his middle finger. One end was sharp like a needle; maybe it was a pick of some kind. 

It didn’t matter. It was small and it would make noise when it hit stone. All Tejohn needed to do was distract the grunts so he could sneak up on them from behind. Once he hit a few of them, he could withdraw out of sight until they began to burn. At that point, the rest of The Blessing ought to be spooked enough to flee. 

He hoped. His simple plan had sounded much more sensible on the rooftop. Now that he was standing at the corner of the westernmost store in the courtyard, with the grunts only a few feet away on the other side of this shop, it seemed like a high dive into shallow water. 

One man against hundreds of grunts.

Monument sustain me and my courage. Tejohn shut his eyes. He could have gone east with that Indregai princess and her beautiful friend. He could have flown straight to Beargrunt. He could have fought beside them here, at the end of the world, instead of alone in the lands of a minor tyr he had happily murdered. 

He’d put his duty ahead of his wife and children. “Laoni,” he whispered. “Teberr. Insel. Alina.” Could they feel his love for them, like a tickle at the back of their thoughts? Could they understand how much he wished he was a different man? A more selfish man? 

Too late now. It was true. His chance to travel to his family had passed. He’d come here instead, his head full of notions about the greater good. Song knew he’d meant to do what was right. 

He took a deep breath, then forced himself to stand tall. Every soldier had similar thoughts before a battle. To surrender to them was to be conquered before the battle was even fought. 

It was time to do his work. 

He leaned ever so slightly around the corner of the building, peering at the road and the cliff face beyond. He didn’t see any grunts at all until he had come almost completely out of hiding. Looking along the side of the shop, he could see the back half of a pair of blue grunts crouching in the gravel. 

Fine. Tejohn had more ground to cover than expected, but no matter. He slipped on his helm, flexed his throwing arm a few times to warm it up, then took hold of the tin pick. All he had to do was heave it over the roof and wait for it to strike somewhere out in the courtyard. While the grunts turned toward the sound, he would make his move. He drew back his arm. 

Grateful am I to be permitted to travel The Way. 

For no reason at all, he glanced to his left, looking eastward along the long alleyway, and he saw them: the children he had told to find cover. 

They were preparing to attack the grunts. The old woman and the very youngest of the kids were nowhere in sight, but Siltzen was trying to make the barefoot heiress and a few of the other older children form a wedge. 

When it screams for your blood and bares its teeth… Tejohn had said. Had he really been stupid enough think that would scare off a boy Siltzen’s age, desperate to prove himself?

One look at the way they stood, each holding a spear as if it were a banner, and he knew they might make their move at any moment and that they would not survive it.

Without taking a moment to consider the consequences, Tejohn hurled the pick over the building and charged around the corner of the building, taking up a spear in each hand. This was a suicide attack, he was sure of it, but if he could touch one, maybe two of the grunts before the children started their doomed offensive, he might make The Blessing break and run. They would turn on him first, yes. He expected to be swarmed before the kinzchu stones could do their work, but better that than--

The pick struck the ground while he was still four steps away from the two closest grunts. Even among the restless, pacing creatures with the endless pounding of fist against stone, the bright ring of metal on stone made them stop and turn to the sound, suddenly alert. 

Feeling the wind at his back, Tejohn flung himself forward, stabbing forward with both spears at once, catching the two nearest grunts full on the back before they could turn to him. Both collapsed instantly. Without slowing at all, he passed between them, his boot landing right beside their heads--close enough to bite--and he struck again, hitting two more grunts in a cluster just as they turned toward him. 

Fire and Fury, the creatures were everywhere. Blue-furred grunts--not as large as the purple giant he’d faced in this same courtyard once before, but they turned toward him with one motion. Tejohn could see the long claws, the powerful shoulders, the vicious fangs that were as long as a grass lion’s, and worst of all, the wild look in their eyes, like starved dogs. 

He leaped sideways onto the porch of the shop, and at a glance, he could see someone had once sold charcoal from here. I’m going to die in a coal bin. The grunts took deep breaths, all at once, and roared at him, drowning out the death cries of the ones he’d already struck. Drowning out the sound that he had hoped would drive them away and save them all.
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Three hundred grunts roaring in unison was a brutal, oppressive sound, like being caught suddenly in a river current. Tejohn knew they were speaking, too; they were shouting their name at him.

“Laoni!” he roared back. Then he took a deep breath and shouted her name again while he threw himself at the creatures at the top of the stairs. The grunts surged forward, colliding with each other in a wild-eyed frenzy. 

Grateful am I--

The spear in Tejohn’s left hand was batted aside by the leading grunt, who immediately collapsed onto the rough planks. The spear twisted across his body as the one in his right hand jabbed forward into the knot of creatures. Another collapsed, but it wasn’t enough to break the surge, only to ease the tangle of enemies that wanted to tear him apart. One of the beasts smashed an open claw against the front of his kinzchu stone point, and the spear shivered. 

The shaft came apart and the anti-magic stone clattered at his feet. A heavy figure rushed at him from the left and he dropped to the floor, clutching at the broken spear head. His longer weapon was lost to him already, but as the creatures rushed at him, his fingers closed on the business end of his broken spear and he began to lay about with it. 

Heavy bodies fell onto his back, pinning him. 

They didn’t break and run. Cazia, be warned that they--

A grunt dropped low beside him, its jaws gaping over his right wrist. 

One of The Blessing’s death cries sounded from beside him, then another and another, like a small chorus. The grunt that had been about to bite him hesitated and looked around, trying to find the source of the danger. 

Just then, a deafening eagle’s scream sounded. Tejohn could not lift his head to see what was happening, but the grunts nearest to him lifted their heads and shrank down low like nervous prey. Then a huge shadow passed overhead, and he caught a glimpse of two massive taloned feet dragging kinzchu spears through the mob of grunts. 

Tejohn struck out with the broken spear point, touching the grunt that had been about to bite him. It collapsed onto his weapon arm, pinning him and making him helpless. The stink of burning fur wafted across his face, acrid and awful. The beasts had caught wind of it, too, and were slowly backing down off the porch, watching wildly in all directions. 

It wasn’t good enough. The children would be making their attack at any moment--may have already started, in fact--and Tejohn had not yet driven the enemy from the field. 

He yanked his right arm from beneath the fallen grunt, pulling the stinking, matted fur toward him. It smelled like old blood. The broken spear head came free, but the grunt lay against the side of Tejohn’s head now. He lifted the weapon and threw it in the general direction of the front of the porch. He couldn’t see anything, but the creatures were so packed together there, he thought he couldn’t miss. 

He didn’t. A moment after he made his throw, he was rewarded with another death cry. Struggling to free himself of the weight pushing him down, he couldn’t see them break and run, but he heard it. The beasts cried out in terror and fled, their footsteps receding. 

Tejohn felt a sudden sharp pain in his low leg and back. Were they biting him? Were they passing The Blessing onto him right now? A burst of adrenaline from his tired body gave him the strength to push himself free. 

No, the beasts weren’t biting him. They were burning.  

As he stood, he saw the grunts stampeding southward, toward the narrow stone stairs that led to the top of the wall. There were still a great many beasts in the yard, and those stairs were a natural choke point. Fury willing, he could still catch a few. 

The unbroken spear he’d dropped lay behind him. With one kick, he rolled a burning grunt off of it and the porch. The spear’s shaft was not even charred. He hefted it and sprinted down the front steps, in hot pursuit of the fleeing monsters. One man chasing three hundred. He had lost his sanity, but still he ran.

There was a high-pitched sound like a cheer, but when he glanced to the left, he saw it was Siltzen and a few of the older children shouting “Charge!” But there was no enemy for them to attack with their ragged, shieldless wedge.

A shield.  There were soldiers among the victims in the center of the yard. “Shield!” he called, and one of the spears lifted a shield for him to grab as he ran through the crowd. He did. Hostages scattered to clear a path for him. He noted the look of blank surprise on their faces as he sprinted by, as though he was performing a play and they were the audience. “Stop those children!” he shouted as he slipped the shield onto his arm. 

The grunts were already bounding onto the stairs. Their tremendous leaping power meant they did not have to crowd onto the bottom steps. Instead, they bounded as high as six or eight feet off the ground, slamming into other grunts already climbing to the top. It was a vicious, churning turmoil of falling bodies, outraged roars, and animal desperation. 

And Tejohn was not fast enough. His old legs were slowing, his breath coming ragged. He was not accustomed to long sprints, not anymore. The grunts bounded upward onto the top of the wall, and no matter how many bowled one into another, there were always more who gained the top and went over the other side. 

He pushed onward, his breath coming in wheezes. He was a dozen paces away with barely three dozen grunts remaining, when one of them looked back at him and roared. 

Tejohn roared back and jabbed. The grunt who had seen him leaped away, but he caught a different beast on its broad back. It collapsed. He moved on to the next, then the next. Jab. Jab. Jab. He barely put any power into it, yanking his weapon back at the merest touch. He held his shield high, but there was no need. The enemy was too spooked to do anything but flee. 

Then, suddenly, the last of them had gained the stairs and in two leaps reached the top of the wall. Tejohn sprinted up after them, leaving defeated grunts smoldering behind him. 

The view from the top of the wall was astonishing. It was a clear, sunny day and he could see far into the flatlands, as they called it. Forest, waterfall, lake, and hill… Great Way, it was beautiful. 

Below him were the last few grunts who had escaped over the wall. Fire take them, it was a tremendous distance to fall, but the beasts were slowly picking themselves up from the gray-spattered rocks and fleeing down the slope with the others. 

Tejohn wanted to shout taunts at them, but he didn’t. They wouldn’t understand and there was too much still to do. 

He turned back toward the courtyard. The hostages still sat obediently in a cluster, staring up at him. In the northeastern corner, Siltzen and his young friends struggled against a half dozen adults. Not one of them had been Fire-taken; Great Way, thank you for small miracles. 

Above, he saw the huge eagle circling. He raised his spear and shouted, “Thank you!” at it. He didn’t expect it to understand him, but he hoped it took his meaning. It turned and glided northward toward the Sweeps. 

“Bring those spears out!” Tejohn shouted at Siltzen and the others. “Bring the spears out and touch each person in this yard.” His voice was loud and hoarse with exertion and unspent rage. “I have brought a cure. Touch the stones and be cured like them!” 

He pointed down at the foot of the wall where people struggled out of piles of ash. The sight galvanized the hostages; they leaped to their feet and rushed at the children. Even the very youngest ventured out of hiding, but no one took the spears away from them. Citizen and soldier alike pressed through the crowd, brushed their fingers against the stones, then moved away. 

A blocky fellow with a dented helmet under his arm approached Tejohn. “My tyr,” he said, “do you remember me?”

“You’re one of Lowtower’s men.” 

He nodded. “Kabe Lowtower, his cousin. The Commander is inside the holdfast with his family. In a dungeon.” 

“There’s no reason for anyone to be inside the holdfast any more,” Tejohn said. “Gather up a few of these weapons. They’re called kinzchu spears. They—” 

“We saw how they work,” the man interrupted. 

Fair enough. “There’s a wheelbarrow loaded with more at the northern end of Saltstone, set very close to one of the houses by the western road. Deploy some soldiers atop the Marsh Gate to relieve the civilians there, and set a watch to stop the grunts entering the pass through the paddies on the eastern cliffs. Distribute the rest as you see fit.” The man nodded and started to leave. “Kabe,” Tejohn said, stopping him. “There are still grunts inside the walls, moving through the town. They’re still tremendously strong and fast.” 

“They’re also cowards, my tyr.” 

“They’re beasts with a predator’s instincts, not soldiers, and we have not cured enough people to risk heavy losses. Don’t let courage bring us to defeat.” 

Kabe tilted his big square head at that as though it was a new idea to him, and one he was deeply suspicious of. Then he bowed and began gathering soldiers and relieving the children of their weapons. 

Several naked, ash-covered people shuffled toward the fountain near the center of the yard. They were huddled over and choking, clearly uncomfortable and ashamed. No one else in the yard moved to help them. 

The fools. Tejohn stalked across the yard into a shop and took a stack of robes from the shelf. As he carried them toward the fountain, a woman raced toward him. 

“Those are my mother’s robes!” she exclaimed. “That’s my mother’s shop! You can’t just take those!” 

“Shop?” Tejohn answered in his battlefield voice. He wanted everyone to hear what he said next. “There are no more shops, only storerooms. I didn’t come here just to save your shop; I came to save every human being in Kal-Maddum! And you are going to help me do it! The Twofin people will be the army that frees humanity from The Blessing, but only if we treat every human as an ally, a fellow soldier, or a refugee. Starting here, in Saltstone, a tiny city at the edge of what was once a great empire, we are going to sweep across the land and restore its peoples.” He looked down at the young woman. “And we will not charge them for the privilege.”  To the crowd, he raised the shield with the Twofin symbol painted on it and shouted, “This is where the tide turns! This is where the beasts begin their retreat and humankind its counter. Right here, right now, with you people.” He took a deep breath and looked from face to face. “If the Twofins are worthy of the task.” 

“We are!” a woman cried, and a chorus of voices shouted in agreement. Three people relieved him of the robes in his hands, and the young woman who had protested looked down at her feet, her face red. 

A dark-haired young woman stepped in front of him. She wore a soldier’s underpadding but not the armor that went over it. Tejohn suddenly noticed several others were dressed similarly. There were more soldiers here than he’d expected. “What can we do?” she asked. 

Tejohn noticed the broken kinzchu spearpoint lying in the dirt. He picked it up and slid it into his belt. “Fetch me a ladder. And a sturdy rope.” 

It wasn’t just the holdfast doors that were blocked by granite blocks, it was the walls around them, too. The pounding the grunts had given the place had been vicious, but the pink blocks were unmoved. 

No matter. When the soldier returned with a ladder, Tejohn used it to climb onto the balcony, then lifted it so he could set it on the balcony and gain the roof. The woman who had brought it to him looked distressed, as though she’d expected to accompany him. Two others crossed the yard with an even longer ladder, so perhaps she would soon. 

Tejohn scrambled across the wooden roof. The holdfast was built like a great wooden box, with a single stone tower rising out of it. That tower was made of scholar-created stone with so many arrow slits, Tejohn didn’t think the tower wide enough to hold that many bows. 

A shadow moved behind one of the slits, and Tejohn’s skin crawled. If they’d planned to shoot an arrow into him, they would have done it by now. He hoped. Out of habit, he’d moved his shield up to protect himself, but after a moment’s thought, he lowered it. Best not to take a warlike stance. 

“You saw what just happened!” Tejohn called. “You saw! Now come out and take your place as the saviors of humankind!” 

“Big talk,” a woman answered, “but how do we know it’s real?” 

Tejohn almost laughed. “You think this was a performance, staged by the grunts, to draw you out?” 

“How do we know it’s not?” 

This wasn’t right. Something was going on that Tejohn didn’t understand. “How many of you has he killed?” There was no answer from the tower. Three locals came off the top of the ladder onto the roof, but Tejohn held up his hand to silence them. “I know Doctor Twofin is in there with you. How many?” 

“Some,” came the answer, finally.

“Is he there? He knew me once. Let me speak to him.” 

“He doesn’t come to the tower,” the woman inside answered. “He isn’t here.”

The locals had brought him a heavy coil of rope. Tejohn drew his knife and short sword and set them on the roof. In a better world, he would never have use for them again. “Find a sturdy place to tie that off. We’re going into the holdfast below by one of the galleries.”

“Descend into the holdfast,” the woman called, “and you will be killed.” 

“Look at me!” Tejohn called back. “My only weapon is a blunt spear! Will you murder an unarmed man? Would your tyr allow the murder of the man who liberated his people?”

There was an delay before the answer came. “Enter the holdfast and be killed.” 

“He’s there, isn’t he?” Tejohn asked, the words coming out of his mouth almost before the realization came to him. “He’s right there, speaking in your ear.” 

“No,” she answered in a completely unconvincing tone. “No, he’s not.” 

Tejohn felt more convinced than ever that Doctor Twofin was there, just inside that tower. Goose bumps ran down his back, and it took all of his willpower not to crouch behind his shield. How could he reach the scholar and tyr when he couldn’t even see him? They’d been colleagues once--not friends, but friendly--and Tejohn had respected the old teacher in a way that he’d never respected any scholar. For his part, Twofin had never behaved as though he was afraid of Tejohn as so many others had. 

But those old bonds meant nothing anymore. The old man had gone hollow. He was a wizard. If you overuse magic, you may find the god difficult to exorcise. It is a holy thing.

The Great Way wants to know and to be known.

That’s what Dhe had said. Clearly, whether Tejohn truly believed that it was The Great Way acting through the old scholar, it was that force that he needed to address. 

“Don’t you want to know how I did it?” There was no answer right away. “Doctor Twofin. My tyr, wouldn’t you like to know how I managed to undo The Blessing? Knowledge like that would be valuable. You could take knowledge like that out into the world. Maybe, if you learned to make and wield them yourself, this sort of magic could bear your name--”

“How?” The voice was hoarse, as though he had not spoken for days.

“Is that you, Doctor Twofin? My tyr?” Tejohn waved the locals off the roof and they were happy to comply. 

“How?” he asked again. This time, Tejohn could see the tip of an iron dart appear inside an arrow slit. 

He did not raise his shield. “Kill me and you’ll never know.” 

“I want to know.” 

Fire and Fury, that voice did not sound remotely human. “Humankind has nearly disappeared from all of Kal-Maddum. I will ally myself with anyone who can help prevent that. Anyone.” Tejohn stepped forward and slowly raised the kinzchu spear toward the arrow slit where the old scholar was standing. “Can you make more of these?” 

He was careful not to hold the spear too close. Twofin’s hand, gnarled and dirty, with dried blood along the knuckles, reached through the gap.

Almost. He almost grabbed hold of it on his own, but some wizard’s sense seemed to warn him off. He pulled his hand back. 

But Tejohn was quick. He’d always been quicker than anyone. He thrust the spear quickly toward the slot and rapped the kinzchu stone on the back of the old man’s knuckles. 

There was a sound of a body falling from inside the tower and someone cried out, “My tyr!” 

“Don’t hurt him!” Tejohn shouted. “Don’t take his fingers or cut his throat. I just--” His skin prickled suddenly and he raised his shield. An arrow struck it solidly. “Don’t let anyone hurt him!” He shouted again. “I just cured him!”
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It did not take long for Cazia to become completely, hopelessly lost. Once she passed over Twofin’s southern wall, she saw that the road wound down the mountainside to the east. She was headed into Freewell lands, which lay in the southwest.

In her younger years, she had spent long afternoons hidden in the map room of the Scholars’ Tower staring at the westernmost lands in Peradain. At her father’s lands. She knew, generally, what angle she should turn once she was out of Salt Pass. She knew the Bescos River flowed south out of the mountains to the Bescos Sea somewhere near her father’s lands. She also knew there was a road called the Espileth Way that connected the Freewell holdings to the Simblin lands to the south, and led eastward from there to the Waterlands. 

The road and the river met at her father’s holdfast, so she figured all she had to do was turn the cart slightly to the right, keep her speed up and her eyes open, and she was sure to come across either one or the other at some point. Whichever it was, she would follow it straight to her destination. 

Where she would meet him for the first time. Monument give her the strength she would need for that moment. How she had hated her father, after the years of torment people had piled on her in his name. And, at the same time, how she had longed to see him ride out of the west to protect her from her Enemies. 

She had never tried to tell anyone about those daydreams except her older brother, and he became terrified before she’d gotten more than a few words out, shushing her as he shut the door to his room. He’d seemed so much older and wiser than her at the time, but he couldn’t have been older than ten at the time. Father is a cold-blooded killer, he’d insisted. Father was a courageous warrior. Father was poisoned by ambition. Father turned on the king and his family. 

Father caused the death of thousands. 

He was hated by the entire civilized world, even his former allies. Only King Ellifer’s forbearance allowed him to retain his holdfast and the title of tyr, although no one was entirely sure why. 

Cazia had been taught to hate him from her earliest years, had been raised on stories of grief and loss he had caused, had seen countless battle scars and limbless stumps earned on the fields of battle that he instigated. At the same time, she’d secretly hoped he would rescue her the way warrior-fathers rescued kidnapped daughters in old songs and plays. She’d secretly hoped everyone she’d ever spoken to was wrong, and that he was simply misunderstood. It was absurd, yes, but there it was, a childish desire she thought she would carry into her old age. 

What was she going to say to the man? What would he be like? Part of her imagined him as a devious, eel-eyed sadist, part of her imagined him as a gruff but capable warrior who still loved her from afar. 

It was foolish. If he truly loved her, she would have met him long before. She would have had a letter from him, or a gift for the changing of the year, or the traditional bouquet on her tenth birthday. 

Instead, all of that had come from people inside the palace. The king and queen had been the ones to give her gifts and her bouquet. Doctor Twofin had given her his time and his care. As for her father, well, he hadn’t even tried. 

Cazia expected to see him before nightfall that very day. 

Perhaps it was that her thoughts were so scattered. Perhaps it was that the terrain below her quickly became more rugged than any she’d ever seen before. Perhaps it was just that she was hungry and tired. Whatever the reason, the sun was low over the mountains in the west when, without having passed either river or road, the ground suddenly dropped away and Cazia found herself zooming out over a broad expanse of water. 

She was so startled that she immediately dipped lower, as though there was something to be learned among the small green swells. Glancing down, saw huge eddies rippling above massive shadows beneath the surface, and she immediately climbed much, much higher. 

Was this the Bescos Sea? The western shore ahead was so far away it was shrouded in mist, but the mountains of the peninsula beyond were huge silhouettes against the sky. She tried to remember what the maps said. There were no large lakes that she remembered. The nearest was Deep Stone Lake. Could she have accidentally turned eastward and flown all the way into Finstel lands? 

No, of course not. 

Goose bumps ran all over Cazia’s body. This was the Bescos Sea. Deep water. 

She banked to the right, turning back toward the north shore. She also gained more altitude. Sea giants lived in the Bescos. Cazia had never seen one and had no plans to start now. 

It took a few moments for the cart to turn around fully, but nothing leaped out of the water at her. The edge of the land ahead was a cliff face: rich brown earth rising straight out of the sea. The golden light of sunset shone on the dark green forest atop it. Small streams spilled from between the trees and fell a hundred feet to the churning waves below, mist blowing off them like bridal veils. 

Great Way, it was a beautiful sight, but Cazia would have happily gone her whole life without it. She had come too far, having missed the road or the river. She’d certainly bypassed the holdfast, which was supposed to be some distance from the shore, according to the map. 

According to her memory of the map, she meant. She looked to her left. The cliffs continued northward, growing higher and higher, for as far as she could see. To the right, the cliffs grew gradually lower as they sloped down toward the distant ocean. 

Somewhere out there was the Simblin holdfast. They were Pagesh’s lands, and Cazia flushed to realize how long it had been since she’d thought of her friend, lost so many months ago when Peradain fell. 

She passed back over the cliffs again, reaching land just as she heard a loud splashing behind her. Safe. She was safe again, back over land. 

In the maps, this had all been blank space—the yellowish nothing of a parchment where no one had bothered to draw. In real life, the land was so thick with late summer greenery she couldn’t see the forest floor. The terrain rippled with hills and ridges as the treetops rose and fell in seemingly random ways. 

Where was the Bescos River? Could it have been any of the three slender waterfalls she’d seen? Everyone in Peradain knew rivers could change course suddenly, turning farmland into lake, but what path could a river large enough to merit a line on a map take in this rugged terrain? 

Of course, it was also possible that she had flown too far south and the Freewell holdfast was north of her, right in the teeth of the Durdric  lands. If that were the case, it would be the road that she had missed. Frankly, that seemed the more likely option, since it was easy to imagine a road completely hidden beneath this dense canopy. 

Cazia was lost, but she had two sensible options. If the holdfast was to the south, it meant she’d flown over the river without seeing it. It meant she’d have to turn right and fly out over those deep, green, terrifying forests. 

If the holdfast was to the north, it meant she’d missed the road, a prospect that seemed much more likely. It meant she’d have to turn left and fly back toward the Southern Barrier, to that place where sea met mountain. 

No matter which way she turned, there would be The Blessing. To the south were sea giants, creatures that hated humans and murdered them at every opportunity. To the north were the Durdric; their holy sons would consider every metal object Cazia carried to be blasphemy, including the protective covering to her mace. What’s more, there was less ground to cover north of her. She might take three days to fly to the end of the land to the south, but she could probably reach the bare foothills of the Southern Barrier by nightfall. 

Which of Fury’s avatars should she pray to for guidance? She wasn’t sure, so she turned south, picking the direction at random. Despite the assurances she had given Old Stoneface, she had become thoroughly lost and had been reduced to hoping for good luck. Worse, she was flagging. Flying a cart was not the most difficult thing she’d ever done, but she hadn’t eaten since dropping off Tyr Treygar. Worse, standing all day with the wind in her face had left her parched. At some point, she was going to have to land this cart, but it had been quite a long time since she’d seen flat ground of any kind. 

Could Cazia set it down on a treetop and balance there for the night? She might have to. 

But she didn’t try. She kept flying southward, slowly angling away from the water as the sun dipped lower behind the mountains. Cazia tried not to think about the fact that she had no idea how far inland the holdfast might be, that she hadn’t seen any farmland to support even a small settlement, or that if she nodded off while still in the air, the crashing cart might kill her before she woke. 

Her cargo of weapons would be lost in the wilderness. She would vanish from Kal-Maddum, her mission a failure. Only Song would know what had happened to her. 

Cazia kept flying as dark came over the forest. The glow in the west faded, shadow took the forest below, and the stars began to appear in the east. She knew she had passed the time when she should stop, but she pushed on anyway. As the night grew darker, she kept telling herself it was time to find a treetop that would support her, if she could, because darkness grew deeper with every moment. Soon, it would be too dark to safely choose a place to settle. She kept telling herself that and she kept pushing on anyway. 

When she saw the light, she was so tired that she feared it was a hallucination. It appeared in front of her on the left, and she was aware of it for quite a while before coming close enough to realize it was firelight. 

Cazia turned toward it, not daring to hope that she had found civilization. Perhaps she’d gone so far south that she’d intruded on Simblin lands. Perhaps it was a nothing more than a storm house with someone’s cook fire flickering beside it. 

But no. The light became a ring of torches set atop a tower, and the tower rose out of a massive granite building set upon a hill. There were more torches down below among the other buildings, and also along a bridge that crossed a white-capped river. 

She slowed her cart, feeling it shudder as she did so. The sentries at the top of the tower strung their bows and readied arrows, but she flew close to them, circling the tower slowly. 

“Who approaches?” 

“A friend!” Cazia called in answer. Her voice was hoarse and dry. She suddenly realized there were two more unlit towers and she had nearly collided with one. “I bring weapons for the war against the grunts.” 

He and his four companions stared blankly at the kinzchu spears strapped to the side of her cart. “There is no war against the grunts,” the sentry responded, his voice bitter. “There is only waiting our turn.” 

That was a bad sign. “Where can I find the tyr?” She almost said the tyr my father—in fact, to her great surprise, she ached to say it—but the anger and resentment in the man’s voice made her hold back. 

“You will find him there.” He pointed toward an open field near the bridge. “At his leisure.” 

Cazia thanked him and eased the cart away. No one shot an arrow into her, which made for quite an improvement over the last time she’d approached a walled city at night. 

The holdfast had been built of pink scholar stone, probably in the years before Tyr Freewell led his rebellion. Everything else had been constructed from wood. The houses, the streets, even the wall around the village was made of standing logs, sharpened at the top. 

For someone who had grown up surrounded by stone, it seemed like a slender shield against the raids of Durdric fighters and the grunts. 

Inside the walls, the river grew wider as it flowed south and the piers grew larger and longer. On the far bank, what she took to be an open field was actually a stadium of some kind. The ground was sunken and plowed flat. It was ringed with a track, which itself was ringed by stadium seats thirty feet above the play field. 

Cazia stayed well up in the air, above the torchlight. She didn’t want to disrupt the evening’s entertainment, whatever it was. 

She searched the rows of benches for her father, or at least for a section of the seating that looked appropriate for a tyr. The stands were half full of common folk, scattered here and there, with only the easternmost section being empty. That portion of the stands was higher than the others and had been divided into boxes with actual chairs. 

But no one was sitting in those empty box seats. A few spears stood at the top of the stairs or at the entry points to guard it, but that was all. It didn’t make any sense. Did her father prefer to sit among the common folk? 

Movement on the field caught her attention. Someone had stepped onto the grass at the eastern end, and now that she was paying attention, she noticed that the ground there was higher than the rest of the field, and that there were wooden barriers as well. She moved closer, peering over the edge of the cart at them; the barriers were short, freestanding walls with spikes on top and…doors built into them? Was this going to be a play? 

A figure moved among the barriers, then back toward open ground. It was a man wearing the same combination of armor and scholar’s robe that Lar wore on the day he flew out of Samsit. The man was big, broad-shouldered, and muscular, but he moved with the grace of a dancer. His helm obscured his face, but his long, dark hair hung down his back in thick braids. 

Two servants scurried onto the field to set a spear and shield on racks behind him. 

He raised his empty right hand to the crowd, and they cheered. It was a ragged sound—the stands were not filled enough for a full-throated cheer—but at the same time, there was something desperate and bloodthirsty in it. 

The cheering grew louder and more intense. Cazia turned the cart so she could see the whole field; there, at the western end, were three soldiers lifting and swinging a huge wooden boom over the top of the stands. Dangling from the end was a big bronze cage, large enough to hold a man. 

For a moment, she suspected this would be an execution, but that didn’t make sense, not with all those barriers. This was clearly a staged fight. The scholar at the far end was the crowd favorite, but was he going to battle another scholar? A condemned prisoner? 

Sport combat had been outlawed after the Eleventh Festival, and for good reason. Whatever was going to happen here, her father should never have allowed it. 

Then the cage, suspended high above the field, suddenly opened at the bottom. The figure inside plummeted to the field. 

Fire and Fury, it was a blue-furred grunt. 

The beast struck the grass hard, landing on its shoulder and neck. For a moment, Cazia was sure it had been accidentally killed, but as the crowd’s cheer became louder and louder, the creature gained its feet and stood upright. It roared at the people around it, and the crowd’s answering scream was vicious and deafening. 

To her embarrassment, Cazia did not react immediately. For no reason that she could understand, the noise of the crowd made her think of her own dart sinking into her brother’s ribs. Her hand twitched, raising the cart higher, and she floated backward toward the wall and the wilderness beyond. 

No. She took a deep breath. No, she was not going to run away, not from this situation. 

She gathered herself and turned the cart so she could see the whole field at once. The grunt had charged toward the stands and was leaping upward, trying to get at the people. The seats were too high for it to reach, and any attempt at climbing was beaten back by a hail of stones. 

The crowd jeered at every attempt, and their voices grew louder and crueler with each passing moment. 

Then a chime toned, clear and high. The creature turned toward the noise, at the eastern end of the field. The crowd fell silent long enough for the tone to fade, then began chanting something in earnest. 

The grunt charged toward the eastern end of the field. The crowd grew louder and louder. Many people were off their feet. The beast moved toward the northern side of the track, and soldiers along that side lifted pennants to let the scholar know where it was. 

The crowd’s chant was two syllables, but Cazia couldn’t make them out, not way up here in the night sky. Then the grunt threw itself against the first barrier, and the chant turned into a cheer. 

It would have been easy for the beast to go around the wall, but the closed door seemed to enrage it. It threw itself hard against the freestanding door, battering it with fists. The whole barrier shuddered under the assault, and Cazia thought it would topple over before the bar on the door would break. 

A block of granite appeared in the air above the grunt. The beast noticed it too late and it was caught beneath it as it fell. 

Dead. The armored scholar raised both hands and carried his spear through the barricades. The grunt was as dead as it would get, but the crowd shouted its approval when he thrust the spear into its protruding forearm anyway. 

Free. Well. Free. Well. Free. Well. 

Suddenly, the chanting was as clear to her as if she’d picked up a translation stone. They were chanting her name. 

The man in the armor and the scholar’s robe, fighting grunts one-on-one for the entertainment of the bloodthirsty mob, was her father.
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When Tyr Freewell returned to his high place on the field, he grabbed the strap of a quiver of darts and swung it above his head. It circled around and around—the crowd loved it, for some reason. Then, in a single motion, he lowered his arm so the belt slapped around his waist. He caught the far end and hooked the buckle in a single motion, then raised a dart above his head. Black and green streamers hung off the back. Great Way, he was performing for them. 

Cazia was already lowering her cart toward the field when she noticed the boom moving again. What she wanted to do, more than anything, was to present a kinzchu spear to her father—even better would have been to take one up herself and defend him with it. Something, anything, to make a good impression. 

But there was no way for her to untie one of the spears from the sides or bottom of the cart without the anti-magic effect striking her. The least awful thing that would happen was that, with the loss of her magic, the cart would drop out of the sky and shatter. The worst was that she would have to face a grunt and this vicious crowd without access to any of the Gifts. 

Still, she passed into the torchlight, and the chanting of the crowd faltered as people noticed her. 

The boom swung out over the field; Cazia could see the grunt inside it turning in slow circles. She had descended until she was level with the lowest seats in the stadium and everyone could see her. Surely they would not open the cage while—

The bronze cage clattered and the bottom fell open. Fire and Fury, they’d unleashed the beast anyway. 

Cazia was not going to run away. Not again. There was only one way for her to use her kinzchu spears against the grunt now. She descended a little farther, trying to guess how high the beast could jump by measuring the gouge marks on the walls around her. 

A chorus of boos started to echo around the field, and the wooden cart began to crack—no, it was stones. The people in the stands were throwing stones at her, and the noise they made against the wood sounded like planks breaking under a great strain. 

One of the stones whipped by her ear so close, she could feel the breeze. 

The grunt was on its feet. The crowd stopped pelting her with stones and fell silent as it waited to see what would happen next. 

Cazia rotated the cart so the front corner was closest to the grunt. It looked all around, slowly, then charged at her. 

At the last moment, Cazia became sure she had flown too low and that the grunt would be able to vault over the cart railing onto her, and she yanked the lever to gain altitude. It was both too late and unnecessary. From her position at the back of the cart, she couldn’t see where the grunt caught hold, but she heard and felt it strike the weapons on the front of the cart, then fall away. 

It worked. She rotated the cart as she descended, keeping the grunt in sight. It had fallen to the grass and lay still. The crowd murmured in confusion and their voices were low enough to hear the grunt bellow out its death cry. 

The murmurs slowly became cheers; by the time the creature began to burn, the whole stadium was roaring its approval. 

For all the good it did Cazia. She set down the cart on the grass some twenty feet from the burning grunt, then began to unstrap herself. Fire and Fury, she was parched, and tired, and hungry, too. What she really needed was to sit on a bench and drink her fill, but her skin was empty and she didn’t feel safe enough to fill it, not in front of this crowd.

She clambered over the side of the cart, her legs so stiff that she almost fell. Monument sustain her, even her feet were sore. It had never occurred to her that it would hurt so much just to stand. 

Soldiers ran across the field toward her, their shields and spears held high. Cazia was unarmed, of course, except for the knife at her belt and the mace the people at Tempest Pass had made for her. She lifted her hands to show they were empty and let a half dozen soldiers surround her. 

By this point, the grunt had burned away, leaving only a few small fires in the grass and an ash-covered man. If Cazia had six spears around her, the former grunt had six times that. 

“He’s been cured!” she shouted. It shouldn’t have been necessary to say that, but the expressions on their faces made them look as if they might stab the man on general principle. 

The spears began talking to each other in a language she didn’t immediately recognize. It was sharp and sibilant and strangely musical. Surgish. Of course, they were speaking Surgish to each other. If only Cazia had taken her lessons more seriously, she would be able to follow their conversation. 

“Man now,” she said, butchering both the pronunciation and grammar. She had it backwards anyway, didn’t she? That’s what her tutor had taught her. “Now man,” she tried. 

One of the spears turned to her. “Stop insulting our language,” he said in a very clipped Peradaini. “You will be told when to speak.” 

The cured man coughed and sneezed the ashes from his throat, then stood. The spears surrounding him backed away, letting her see. 

Great Way, he was gorgeous. He had curly black hair, dark eyes and broad muscular hands. And of course he was naked. 

Flushed, Cazia looked away. The other soldiers closed in, blocking her view again, for which she was both grateful and resentful. Why had she looked away? Cazia tried to peek at him again, but at this point, the other soldiers had gotten over their shock and had crowded around him, clapping his shoulder and exclaiming in Surgish too fast for Cazia to follow. They knew him, obviously. 

At a sharp call from a spear with a tall green comb, the soldiers stood at attention. No one bothered to point their spears at the cured man any more, but Cazia was another matter. 

The naked man knelt. The man in the green comb stepped aside, and the armored scholar  stepped forward. He had taken off his helmet, revealing a puffy face with an olive complexion, small dark eyes, and too-generous mouth. With his helmet on, he looked like a hero out of stories. With it off, he looked like a thief who had just escaped from the pit. 

Tyr Freewell. Her father. Goose bumps ran down her back. 

He walked toward Cazia, looking her over carefully as though she was already a corpse. She tried to see something of herself in him, but it was impossible. For one thing, she didn’t know her own face that well. For another, she hated him from the moment he gave her that serpent-eyed look. She didn’t want to have anything in common with this man. 

He turned away from her without speaking. To the kneeling man, he said, “Yenssorth, isn’t it?” 

The soldier answered in Peradaini. “Yenswont, my tyr. I’m honored that you remember me at all.” 

Tyr Freewell’s voice was light. “What happened to you, Yenswont?” 

“I can’t remember, my tyr. One moment, I was lying in the pen, feeling as though my whole body would burst, and then I was here as you see me.” 

“Interesting.” He turned toward Cazia again. She was uncomfortably aware of how close his hand was to the knife at his belt. Cazia made sure hers were as far as possible. “I assume this is your doing, somehow. Something to do with these ridiculous blunt spears?” 

Just as she was about to answer, one of the spears prodded her shoulder with the flat of his blade. She felt the sharp sting of the metal as it scratched her ever so slightly. 

“The stones are called kinzchu stones,” Cazia said, trying to speak clearly and bravely. “They steal the grunt’s curse at a touch.” 

Every spear turned toward the cart and the weapons there. Only Tyr Freewell kept his attention on Cazia. “And yet you bring them to me,” he said. “A girl who speaks Peradaini as one raised in the Morning City itself.” Cazia tried to explain, but he spoke over her. “Don’t bother. I know who you are. I also know why you’re here.” He leaned close to her. “There’s no one else, is there? There’s no one else to win this fight for your beloved king.” 

“No,” Cazia answered. There was no way she would tell this man that the Twofins would be getting the same weapons, assuming Stoneface could overcome the mob of grunts she’d seen inside the Twofin walls. In fact, there was no way she would tell the tyr about Stoneface, either. 

“No, of course not,” the tyr said with a greasy smile. “The Durdric would club your head in if you showed up in their lands with enchanted stones. And the Simblins have all but vanished.” 

He turned toward the weapons strapped to her cart and reached out to touch one. If the kinzchu stone stole his magic, he would collapse, and Cazia could call to him… What was the Surgish word for father? It had never occurred to her to learn it. Peradaini would have to do. 

But the tyr withdrew his hand at the last moment. He was more clever and more cautious than she expected. He turned to the man in the green comb, giving rapid-fire instructions in Surgish. Soldiers began unloading the kinzchu spears. 

Cazia did not see what came next. She was grabbed by the elbows and half carried, half dragged off the field. Rough hands took her knife and her metal-encased mace. The crowd stared down at her in mute amazement. Before she was halfway to the raised section of the field where her father had stood his ground, the green-combed commander was standing beside the naked soldier she had cured, addressing the crowd in a loud voice. Cazia, of course, could understand none of it. 

“I can make more of those stones,” she said, in case they had been ordered to execute her. 

Someone behind her kicked her legs, hard, making her fall forward. The strain on her arms was painful enough to make her cry out. “Shoost lenz,” a voice said from behind, and she decided it would be best to be as quiet as she could. 

The performance for the night had ended early, but no one complained as they shuffled out of the stadium. Everyone seemed stunned by the sight of one of their own, cured of The Blessing. Cazia had thought it lucky that the first man they transformed was a Freewell soldier, but it suddenly struck her that it was not luck at all. He’d probably been bitten in battle and then thrown into a pen until he’d transformed. 

Song knew how he’d felt about that. How any of them felt, knowing they were going to change and then be murdered for the entertainment of their friends and families. Cazia tried to imagine it, but as she looked at the grim, miserable, angry faces around her, she realized she would never understand these people. Her people. 

She was led out of the field and across the torchlit bridge to the holdfast. The moon had risen and she could see the city better; the traditional courtyard outside the holdfast was mostly taken up by piers and waterfront shacks. The high, lit sentry tower was impressive enough, but the two smaller, darker towers at the most central part of the building were like nothing she’d seen before. One was a typical squat round tower with a crenelated top, but a stone bridge extended from it. 

The bridge connected to the second tower, which appeared to be a single large round wooden room standing atop stone pillars. The only way in or out seemed to be the one stone bridge. 

Mother. The thought came to her unbidden, but it made sense. If Tyr Freewell needed a place to keep Ellifer’s sister hostage, that tower was it. 

Cazia, however, was not taken to the top of a tower, where the summer breezes would keep her cool. Instead, she was brought into the holdfast, dragged down a long flight of stairs, and thrown into a stone chamber deep underground. The air was stale, muggy, and smelled like an outhouse. The darkness was filled with quiet moans and sobbing from other cells. 

She was turned and dropped onto a bench. The room was clean, at least. There was no excrement on the floor and no corpses in the corner. The pot at the end of the bench was even empty. 

The guard pointed at her emphatically, as though trying to catch her attention. “Briks rukes, dirst falls.” She wouldn’t have realized he was speaking Peradaini if he hadn’t been using hand gestures as well. Break rocks, dirt falls. If she tried to escape by tunneling, she would suffocate herself in a collapse. 

He shut the door, threw the bar, and stalked down the hall, taking the torch with him. Utter, impenetrable darkness filled the room. Cazia could have cast a light spell, but she held back. Not every cart driver was a full scholar, and if she could hide her abilities for as long as possible, so much the better. 

What she could not do any longer was go without water. She lay back and cast the Fifth Gift above her, letting the water flow into her open mouth. It made a bit of a mess, but she needed it badly. After she’d taken her fill, she drew the half-loaf of meatbread from the inner pocket of her robe. The guards had taken her knife belt and mace, but they hadn’t bothered to search her. 

Sated, she dropped into a deep sleep. 

It seemed only moments later that she was awakened by torchlight again. Three guards, with their long knives drawn, stood outside her door as it opened. They did not have to say anything. Cazia followed them. 

She was taken to the servants’ quarters, bathed, brushed, and given a long-hemmed robe made of rough cloth. After that, she was led into the upper part of the holdfast. By the light through the windows, she guessed it was late morning or early afternoon. No one spoke Peradaini to her and she did not try to speak to them. 

She was brought to the tyr’s private chambers, where settings had been laid out for the two of them. She stood quietly in the corner for a few moments, looking out the window at the way the green trees swayed in the wind, until he entered. 

Tyr Freewell wore scholar’s robes without the armor. Cazia had seen him cast one of the Gifts in front of a crowd, but it was here, in the seat of his power, that she really let the truth sink in: this man is a tyr and a scholar, and has been for years.

“I decided I was too harsh with you last night.” Tyr Freewell gestured to the stool at his right hand. Cazia allowed him to sit just before she did. Platters were set in front of them: baked freshwater fish with apple mush and bread. 

Cazia’s mouth watered but she kept her hands in her lap. Last night, he’d said he knew who she was, but was that true? “Thank you.”

Tyr Freewell picked up the heel of his loaf, so she did the same. As he dipped it into the mush, she had the feeling that he was watching her out of the corner of his eye. We do have something in common after all. “Can you read? You never responded to my letters.” 

Cazia tossed her piece of bread onto the plate unbitten. He did know who she was. “Don’t even try that,” she said. “Not with me.” 

He seemed faintly amused. “What do you mean?” 

“Don’t lie about writing me letters that the Italgas intercepted. Don’t pretend you sent me New Year’s gifts and a lovely bouquet for my Tenth. And yes, I can read. There’s only one reason you care about me: because the people of your holdfast expect it. I know it, and Colchua knew it, too.” 

“Then he’s dead.” 

Already I’m telling him too much. “He is. He changed into a grunt and I killed him.” 

Tyr Freewell stopped eating. “You did?” As if it was something she should be proud of. 

“I did,” she said sourly. “Do you want to hear the story?” 

“No,” he said, pulling off a piece of pale fish with his fingers and holding it close to his lips. “I’m sure it’s properly tragic, but it’s not important anymore. There were letters, you know, but I don’t know if they were ever sent. Your mother wrote them.” 

A chill ran through Cazia’s whole body. Her mother? Ulia Italga, sister to King Ellifer? “Never sent?” 

“You mother dictated them but didn’t have the nerve to send them. You’ll understand when you go to meet her.” 

Cazia suddenly had no appetite at all. Why did she have to wait until the world was so close to collapsing to meet her mother?

Tyr Freewell scooped up a bit of apple mush with his bread. “How have your studies progressed?” 

“As a scholar?” The tyr nodded. “I made some progress, but not as much as I should have. I had too many enemies in the palace to get Doctor Twofin’s full attention.” 

“The reports I have received say that you’re his star pupil.” 

Cazia dipped her bread in the mush and tried it. Ugh. Both were delicious, but together, they were a mess. “Only compared to Lar and little Jagia.” 

“You’re not a very good liar, are you?” the tyr asked lightly. “Why did you come here?” 

He can see through any lie I tell. Of course, that’s what he would want her to believe. Cazia felt uneasy sitting within reach of his knife. Was her father really any worse than the other tyrs? Was he really worse than Tyr Gerrit, who had leered at Ivy through the silver mirror? 

“There’s no simple answer to that,” Cazia said truthfully. “As you said, you’re as far west as we can go before we get to sea giants or Durdric, so I’d hoped The Blessing hadn’t spread far enough to overwhelm you. Also, since I’m your daughter, you might be less likely to murder me.” 

“Who sent you?” 

“What do you mean?” Cazia asked. “I sent myself.” 

Tyr Freewell chuckled without looking up from his fish. “You’re a fifteen-year-old girl. You’re not the one making decisions.” 

“Oh, no?” Cazia said, her blood rising. “Who else is there? What king, or tyr, or general is left to tell me where to go and what to do?” 

Tyr Freewell slammed his fist on the table in sudden rage. “There’s me!” he roared. “I will command you and you will obey. If you don’t, you can spend the rest of your life in a cell. Now, you will start making more of these kinzchu stones, and I will see them fashioned into spears and arrows.” 

“Good,” Cazia said stubbornly. “That’s why I came here. Can your people bring me more of this stone? I don’t know if my spell will work on any other type.” 

“It will be brought to you. You will do this work. For me. Hah! Once, I thought to be king of Peradain, but now I see I was born to be king of all Kal-Maddum.” He smiled down at Cazia, his red-faced rage seemingly forgotten. “And you will be a princess over all the world. Soon, we will rescue our fighting men and…” He caressed his upper lip with his pinky, “… females of child-bearing age from the grunts’ curse, and then the land will be ours.” 

“They aren’t all fighting men,” Cazia said. Had her father overlooked the obvious? “The Blessing takes everyone, young and old, merchant and servant.” 

“The young and fit are the ones we want. The others are of no use, except as bait for more grunts.”

Fire take me, I have to kill my father.

















Chapter 27




[image: Image]




He swept out of the room as though heading to his coronation. Cazia was left alone with two half-finished platters, and she quickly gobbled the fish and bread until there was none left. 

Bait. Her father wanted to use people as bait. Old Winstul the lumber merchant, with his bony arms and wobbling belly, would have been tied to a tree as a lure for grunts, probably at the cost of his life. Without him, Cazia would be delivering sacks of kinzchu stones instead of functional weapons. 

For all his guile, her father was a vicious fool. Communities can not run on soldiers and pregnant women alone. 

A pair of servants entered. They were young women about Cazia’s age, and they were careful not to look up at her. Females of child-bearing age…. Her skin crawled.

Had he gone hollow? That would have excused his callousness--in fact, Cazia could have restored him to his old self with the touch of a kinzchu stone. 

Then she remembered the way he had looked at her. Had Doctor Whitestalk ever had a shrewd expression? Had Cazia? No, a wizard’s expression was usually blank, sometimes grief-stricken. It was rarely smug and calculating. 

No, this was the man she’d been told about her whole life. The man that Colchua said was a monster. And she had already turned over the kinzchu weapons to him. 

What could she do? Maybe there was no choice; her father was the tyr and she would have to follow. It’s not like she could just overthrow the man. She didn’t know the names of any of his people, not his generals, his spymasters, his tax collectors. Fire and Fury, she was a fifteen-year-old girl and she didn’t even speak the language. 

The others are of no use, except as bait… 

The memory of her iron dart sliding between Colchua’s ribs came back to her suddenly. A sudden rush of anger surged through her, and she shut her eyes to wait for the chills and sorrow to pass. 

Her food finished, she pushed the platters away, half expecting a sudden bout of stomach cramps or dizziness. No signs of poisoning presented themselves, so she sat, quietly, feeling pleasantly full, and tried to think of what to do. Either she needed her father to see reason--and the oily, disgusting way he had spoken to her made her doubt that was possible--or she needed to find someone sensible, like Tejohn, who could take command. She needed someone with authority who could take over without a mini-civil war. 

And she’d delivered the kinzchu spears to this man. She had made him indispensable to the survival of humankind.

Suddenly, Cazia remembered the Surgish word for mother. She turned to one of the servants waiting to clear her platter away and said, “Do you speak Peradaini?” 

The girl glared at her and shook her head. She almost looked insulted. Fine. Cazia sighed, then pointed to the girl, then to herself. Then she made her fingers walk across the table top, and said, “Mialj.”

The servant made a show of controlling her response—a very different thing from actually controlling it—and turned her palms toward the ceiling: she couldn’t help because she couldn’t understand. 

Cazia pantomimed again more forcefully that she wanted to be taken to mialj and the servant kept shrugging to show her confusion. She said something in Surgish quickly and repeated “mialj” as a question. She had no idea who they were talking about. 

Cazia pretended to be surprised. “Mialj,” she said simply. “Ulia Italga. Well, Ulia Freewell.” 

That caused the expected amount of commotion, and it was no time at all before the servant girl brought someone who could speak Peradaini. While Cazia convinced them she was Tyr Freewell’s daughter, she refilled her broth bowl with a water spell. I’m a scholar like him. None of them wanted to believe it, but she had just eaten a private meal with the man, something that was apparently pretty rare. 

“He said I could visit my mother,” Cazia insisted. Actually, he’d told her to make more kinzchu stones, but since no one had brought the correct rocks yet, she figured she had a little free time. “You don’t have a choice. You have to take me to her.” 

In another holdfast, her insistence might not have worked, but the Freewell servants had a frightened, hunted look to them. Doing as they were told was a habit, the same way it had been for Chik, the Tilkilit warrior. 

The servant who spoke Peradaini was a steward from the kitchens, but he looked just as starved and listless as the girls mopping the stone floors in the hallway. He led Cazia through a locked and guarded door into a round room, then entered one of the towers. At the top of the stairs was another set of guards. 

Beyond them was the scholar-made bridge that lead to the last tower, the one that was just a wooden room atop stone pillars. 

Cazia had been higher off the ground than this, of course—she’d been taught to fly carts—but for some reason, this narrow bridge with no rail on either side woke the butterflies in her stomach. Still, a chance to see her mother? She strode across the stone walkway, one two three four five steps, then knocked on the door. 

A servant opened it. She was little more than a girl, barely Ivy’s age, and she had the trembling expression of someone expecting a whipping. 

“I’ve come to see Ulia Freewell,” Cazia said as pleasantly as she could. She’d almost said Ulia Italga. 

“Sleeyem…” The girl was unsure what to say. “Dush Sleeyem kashka?” 

“Cazia Freewell, her daughter.” That wasn’t going to work. She pointed to herself. “Ulia Freewell, mialj.”

That startled the girl so much that she stepped back. The door swung open and Cazia acted as though she’d been invited inside. 

It was a meager room, with old, warped wooden floors and gaps in the wall slats. At the western end was a large bed. It looked like a marriage bed, but the only figure in it was a wan, graying woman. She glanced at Cazia once, then looked away, her expression slack. 

Was that her mother? Was that Ulia, the elder sister to King Ellifer Italga? 

Cazia stared at her for some time, waiting for some spark of interest or recognition. Surely, she’d heard the conversation with the servant. But— 

“She’s not ignoring you.” 

The voice startled Cazia so much that she almost yelped. She’d been so intent on her mother that she hadn’t noticed an old woman in a chair on the far side of the bed. She was dressed in servant robes, but no servant Cazia had ever seen held their heads so high or possessed such cool confidence. 

Cazia looked back at the woman in the bed. “Is she unwell?” 

The old woman leaned forward and pulled back the covers. The wan, withered woman in the bed had only a thumb and index finger on each hand. 

Great Way, it couldn’t be. “She went hollow?” 

The old woman tenderly replaced the covers. “Years ago. She was never… Do you know anything about Ulia?” 

“No,” Cazia answered, feeling embarrassed by the answer. “No one would tell me anything. Just that she married Tyr Freewell and came west.” 

“Tyr Freewell,” the old woman said with tremendous distaste. Cazia had never seen someone so wrinkled; she couldn’t even imagine how old this woman was. “I have nothing against common folk, child; there’s many a commoner with more wit and honor than the tyrs that rule them, but Cwainzik Freewell is not one of them. He is a vicious, ambitious skirmisher with a talent for assassination. When old King Ghrund asked him to name a reward for recapturing this useless outpost from the Durdric, no one expected him to ask for Ulia’s hand.” 

Cazia hadn’t heard this story before. “Couldn’t Ghrund have turned him down?” 

The old woman answered sharply. “King Ghrund, child. The man may be dead, but he still deserves respect. Yes, he could have, but even before she went hollow, Ulia had a touch of madness. She would never leave her room, would never speak with strangers, would— 

“You’re the queen,” Cazia interrupted. The history of her mother and father suddenly seemed unimportant. “You’re Queen Eshla Italga, Ulia’s mother and…” 

“And your grandmother,” the old woman said. “I heard what you said at the door. Although technically I’m the Queen Counsel, or the Queen Outside. Women don’t get to stay queen when their husbands die.” 

“You’re the reason my father is still a tyr, aren’t you?” Suddenly, Cazia understood what Treygar and Gerrit and so many others would never say. “Ulia was afraid to leave her rooms, so you came with her all the way into the west until she was settled. But Tyr Freewell wouldn’t let you leave, and then King Ghrund died and the rebellion failed and King Ellifer wouldn’t remove Freewell from his lands because he had a knife to your throat.” 

“Not that King Ghrund simply died,” the old woman said. “No, not him. Nothing but poison could have taken him that way.” 

There was nothing to say to that; Cazia didn’t know a thing about Ghrund’s death. “Fire and Fury, how long have you been living in this room?” Cazia looked around at the meager furnishings: a battered table set with wooden bowls, a row of pegs for clothes, and…a sleepstone? 

“You mean the room you were born in?” Eshla said. “You and your brother both? Born here and spirited away, too, right through that door.” 

Goose bumps ran all over Cazia’s body. Was this her history? 

A distant roar sounded through the slat walls. Grunts. 

“Not this again,” Eshla said, folding her hands on her lap. 

The servant girl bustled to the bed and straightened it. Ulia Freewell stared down at the sheets as though there was nothing happening inside her head. Mother. “Don’t the soldiers sound an alarm?” 

“The grunts make more than enough noise on their own, don’t you think? Why strike gongs or blow horns? So, child, how long do you plan to stay? Because I have been trapped in this room with no one to talk to but a comatose daughter and whatever uneducated servant the tyr—” 

There was another roar, then another. In no time at all, there was a chorus of roars. Cazia looked to her grandmother—Great Way, her skin prickled at that. Grandmother. The elderly woman’s expression had become pensive. 

“That’s a lot of noise,” Cazia said. 

Eshla looked grim. “It’s rare to hear more than two or three of the beasts—” 

A metal chime began to ring frantically, cutting through the endless roaring. Cazia rushed to the window and threw back the shutters. Moments later, Eshla stood at her shoulder. 

The high window gave a excellent view of the city. The only place higher than theirs was the sentry tower Cazia had seen last night. The guards up there had a commanding view of the village walls and began raising colored pennants to signal the spears and bows in the city below. 

On the streets, people ran in every direction, calling out the names of loved ones or gods. Cazia looked down at the river that cut through the town. The grunts fled from the effects of the kinzchu stones, and that would be a natural place for soldiers to use them— 

“There they go,” Eshla said. It took Cazia a moment to realize who “they” were and where they were going, but then she saw it: servants poled a long, tall cargo boat out into the river, then threw a heavy stone with a rope tied to it over the side. The current turned the boat so the prow faced upriver, and as she watched, Tyr Freewell mounted a platform in the center to direct his troops. 

From safety. She knew the grunts wanted nothing to do with water, and obviously her father knew it too. 

“Wahsla!” the servant girl cried. She stood at a west-facing window, and Cazia ran to join her. 

Archers ran along the wallwalk. Something struck one very hard and he fell like a cloth doll. Something else flew up over the top of the wall, barely missing a bow as she ducked. It was as large as a human leg—wood, it was made of wood, probably a broken tree branch—and it had been flung so hard that it zoomed upward, farther and higher like a bird in flight. 

A grunt had thrown that. There was no other explanation. She kept waiting for the heavy wood to arc downward, but it just kept flying upward over their heads. 

There were screams and shouts. Cazia switched to another window and looked up at the sentry tower again; the soldiers there were frantically waving pennants, switching from one color and design to the next. She couldn’t understand their code, but what was happening was clear. 

“The grunts are attacking from both sides at once,” she said. “In force.”

“Pah!” the old woman said. “They can’t be. They’re only beasts!” 

There was no point in debating it. Cazia turned toward the wall and saw that several of the spears there were striking downward at enemies climbing up. 

They were using normal spears. 

“What are they doing?” Cazia blurted out. “Why aren’t they using the weapons I brought?” 

“What’s this?” Eshla demanded. “What weapons?” 

Why had she allowed Treygar to take half for the Twofin people, when it was clear Saltstone had already been overrun. “I didn’t come for a social visit,” Cazia said, more harshly than she’d meant to. “I brought enchanted weapons that turn the grunts back into human beings.” 

“What?” 

“But the tyr hasn’t deployed them!” 

A grunt appeared at the top of the wall, then scrambled over the wallwalk to drop inside the city. Spears atop the wall shouted an alarm, and a gong began to sound. 

Cazia rushed back to the eastern window where her grandmother was still standing. The grunts were swarming over that wall, too. The spears had already been driven off or beaten. 

“There,” Eshla said. She pointed at the tyr’s boat, floating in the middle of the river. At first, Cazia thought she was pointing out the half dozen archers standing at the rail, launching volleys at the approaching grunts. Then she saw it: a bundle of blunt spears in the stern of the boat. 

“No,” Cazia said. “No, no, no, what is he doing? The grunts break and run when those weapons are used! What is he doing?” 

“Hoarding power,” Eshla said sourly. 

More grunts came over the wall, some blue, some pale purple. Fire take them all, this was a disaster. Cazia had gotten here just in time, but it had never occurred to her that her spears would not be put to use. 

Her first instinct was to get away, but she needed the cart for that, and it was still in the stadium—no, actually, she was sure it was not. If her father wouldn’t deploy the kinzchu spears, he certainly wouldn’t allow a flying cart to sit out in the open. He’d certainly hidden it by now. 

She couldn’t escape on foot through the forest. Besides, where would she go? 

Cazia turned around and looked at the three women with her: Eshla, a woman so old she looked exhausted just by the act of standing, not that her ego would allow her to admit it, a servant girl who was little more than a child, and the white-haired invalid with the malformed hands. 

Mother.

The Little Spinner may never stop, and it was, perhaps, her last day in this world, but she was not going to abandon these people. 

Cazia rushed to the door and threw it open. The narrow stone bridge that connected this tower to the larger stone one was made of three pieces of granite. On either side was a long curved piece braced against the tower wall below, and in between was a smaller stone to connect them. 

It would have been the work of a few moments to crumble them, breaking the bridge from one tower to the other, but that would have done no good. The gap between the towers would have made a dangerous jump for Cazia—and an impossible one for the others—but the grunts could leap across with ease. 

She knelt to lay her hands on the stone. She had no black volcanic rock with her and it had never occurred to her that she might want some, but maybe, just maybe, the scholars’ granite was a workable substitute. 

“I know you’re a scholar,” Eshla said, her voice sharp. “Don’t you collapse that bridge. Do you hear? I was a scholar once, too, and—” 

“Thank you for your counsel, my Queen Outside; now please be quiet. I’m concentrating.” 

And she could feel it in the same way she could feel a stone take a light spell or a crystal take a translation spell. She could, in fact, infuse the pink granite with the Tilkilit’s anti-magic spell. The effect would not be as strong, but the changes she would have to make to the spell were not great. 

Cazia stood upright, then moved back a step. She imagined the unliving presence of The Great Way had returned and was pressing an empty gray void onto her thoughts. Eshla will know this is not one of the Gifts, she worried, as though Eshla would discover she’d once gone hollow and denounce her. 

Then it was finished. The spell entered the stone at the far end of the bridge; Cazia could feel it there like a booby trap waiting to be sprung. The clanging of the alarm had ceased and the noise of battle had turned to screams of terror and shouted prayers. The triumphant roaring of the grunts had grown terribly near. 

The Queen Counsel demanded to know what she was doing, but Cazia simply shushed her and began again. “Don’t you shush me, girl; I know that’s not a Gift you’re casting!” 

The door at the opposite side of the bridge was shut tight, but when something heavy struck the other side of it, Cazia was so startled that she lost the spell and had to start again. Fire take them all, making a kinzchu stone was not quick. “Stop distracting me.” 

There were shouts from the other tower, then screams of agony. Cazia kept her head down and focused on her spell. Concentrate. Concentrate. 

The door splintered and broke apart just as she finished. She looked up and saw a half dozen blue grunts crowding through the doorway. Great Way, they were ugly. 

The nearest stepped onto the bridge and immediately collapsed, plummeting to the ground below. The beasts closest to it were startled and alarmed, but the ones in back surged forward, pushing them onto the bridge. Two more collapsed and fell, then another. Death cries echoed up from the ground below, and the creatures’ forward momentum stopped. 

The nearest one deepened its crouch to jump.
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Cazia stepped back and slammed the door. There was no bar, of course, but she threw her body against the bottom and braced her boots against the floor. The servant girl joined her just as the first of the grunts struck the other side of the door. 

The panel burst inward and a claw reached in to rake Cazia’s face. If the beast had caught hold of her, it might have broken her neck, but its hand went limp almost as soon as it touched her, and the arm slid out through the hole. 

Cazia touched her bloody cheek and the tip of her nose, then her lip. Monument sustain her, but the thing had gouged her deeply. She tasted blood just as the cut on her forehead ran down into her eyes. “Fire and Fury, I can’t see!” she cried. 

The servant exclaimed something in her own language that Cazia couldn’t understand. It sounded triumphant, which was probably a good sign. She heard the sound of tearing cloth and then dry, trembling hands applied a bandage to her forehead. 

Eshla said, “You’ll have these scars for the rest of your life.” 

This again? “I don’t really care about scars,” Cazia said. “I care that I can see the things that are trying to kill me.” Thankfully, there were no more impacts against the door. 

“Hmf.” The old woman placed a wad of cloth in Cazia’s hand. “You can wet this down, can’t you?”

She could. While her grandmother tied a bandage around her head Cazia wiped the blood away from her eyes. Great Way, the cloths came away from her face with a lot of red on them. “Make it tight,” Cazia said. “I don’t want blood seeping through when I’m down there.” 

“Down there?” Eshla said. “I don’t think so; best if you stay here. Besides, it’s the cut on your cheek that’s deepest. This one up here is just a scratch. Care to tell me what you did and what you plan to do? If you can spare the courtesy.” 

There were decades of resentment in the woman’s voice, and Cazia couldn’t blame her, but that didn’t mean she had time to salve her ego. “The stones at either end of the bridge are now enchanted to take away a person’s magic.” The cut on her lip made it painful to talk. “They’ll cure Mother”—she almost couldn’t say the word—“if she touches one. I don’t know if you want that right now.” 

“That doesn’t tell me what you’re planning.” 

“No, it doesn’t.” Cazia rushed to the eastern window. Tyr Freewell’s boat was still anchored in the center of the river, but every soldier on it had taken cover down on the bottom. Grunts on both banks were pelting the craft with stones and chunks of wood. The boat was slowly breaking apart. 

Fire take the man, had he put every kinzchu spear on there? They’d be lost at the bottom of the river if she didn’t do something about it. 

Cazia went to the door and threw it open, eliciting a yelp of fear from the Queen Counsel and the servant alike. As she’d expected, there were no grunts on the other side; they’d fled when they saw The Blessing undone. 

At the foot of the tower, she saw a small pile of naked bodies. Were they dead? Had she cured them of The Blessing only to kill them? I’m sorry. 

Cazia backed up, took two steps and leaped out onto the bridge. She landed on the center stone with her left foot and immediately took another long, jumping stride into the next tower. She cleared the two kinzchu stones with more ease than she’d expected. She’d come a long way from the girl who had puffed her way up the stairs of the Scholars’ Tower. 

The servant and the old woman followed her across, although they didn’t bother hopping. Cazia glanced around the room. There were a few streaks of blood on the walls, but it didn’t look as though a massacre had taken place. Eshla glanced at the mess and looked away, disinterested. The servant seemed terrified. 

As she should be. Cazia rushed to the top of the tower stairs and peered down. There was no movement and no sound. Perfect. 

Eshla stopped her with a question. “How are we supposed to get those spears in a village that’s been overrun? You have your spells, but what do we have?”

She was right. Of course she was right. Cazia could crumble one of the granite blocks around her and make them into kinzchu stones. How many would each of them need? Four? Ten? 

Too long. Making ten kinzchu stones would take too long. If only there was a faster—

“I have an idea,” she said, then moved to the wall. 

The floor was made of thick wooden planks of some pale wood, but the support would be strongest at the edges. She cast the Sixth Gift, creating a flattish stone in front of her. Then she knelt, clearing her mind to recall the gray void to it. 

This time, Cazia had to shut her eyes to keep her focus, because the stairs were right behind her and what if a grunt came up behind her? She focused her attention on the movement of her arms and the slight changes in finger position that the spell required. Her wizard’s awareness of the shape and power of magic extended to the First Plunder, it seemed.  

Finished. The entire block was now infused with anti-magic. Next came the risky part; she began casting the Eleventh Gift. She’d never tried casting on a kinzchu stone before. Maybe the spell would dissipate. Maybe the stone would vibrate and burst the way they did when they touched the Evening People. And just maybe she would get lucky. 

The stone block cracked and came apart in little squarish pieces no larger than an apricot.  Cazia moved her hand close to one; she could feel the anti-magic still in it. She checked another, then another. Every piece of broken rubble had become a kinzchu stone. 

Great Way, why hadn’t she thought of this days ago?

She stood and backed away, wiping her hand on her skirts. There was no magic-destroying dust on them, but she wanted to clean them off anyway. “These are just like the bridge now. Take as many as you like. They should clean The Blessing out of anyone they touch. Just don’t let them touch me. Make sure she knows that.” 

The old woman muttered something to the girl, and they both gathered up their skirts in their left hands and loaded stones in them like apples. Cazia waited impatiently for them; they insisted on taking far more than she’d expected. 

The girl went down the stairs first, a rock in her hand and her arm held back ready to throw. Eshla held two stones and followed close behind, with Cazia taking up the rear. It wasn’t right to make the little servant girl go first, but what choice was there? The Queen Counsel was the oldest person Cazia had ever seen, and Cazia couldn’t touch their only weapon. It had to be the girl. It had to. 

Sweat poured down Cazia’s back. The screams from the village had not abated; if anything, they’d gotten worse. The roars of the grunts were louder and closer, and there was something triumphant in them. Was she leading the army that would liberate Tyr Freewell’s people? A reformed wizard, a servant child, and an arrogant former queen? 

The stairs curved as they descended, so Cazia could not see where the servant girl threw her stone. All she could see was a blue-furred grunt bounding onto the stairs below them. 

The girl screamed and cringed, but Eshla threw her stone straight on, striking the grunt on the shoulder. It staggered, then fell, sliding off the stairs to the floor below. As Cazia had feared, the kinzchu stones were weaker, but thankfully, it wasn’t by much. 

The old woman was already fumbling for another stone, but there appeared to be nothing for her to throw it at. “Move, move,” Cazia urged them, and the girl scrambled down the stairs. 

In the next room, there were three men—all servants—sitting on the floor in the now-familiar pose of cursed humans awaiting transformation. The servant girl seemed to know just what to do; she picked up the stone Eshla threw, then touched each one on the shoulder. 

It was like waking them from a trance. One immediately leaped to his feet and, after a short exchange in Surgish, began snatching the stones out of her apron. 

“Hey!” Cazia shouted, startling everyone, including herself. She suddenly recognized him as the man who had led her to her mother. Good. That meant he’d understand Peradaini. “Those are hers. If you want stones to use against the grunts, there are plenty lying on the top floor. Fetch your own.” 

He stared at her a moment, as though stunned to be told he couldn’t just take what he wanted from the girl. Then he seemed to come to his senses. He pulled his empty hand away and bowed to Cazia. “My apologies. My enthusiasms overwhelmed me.” He spoke to the other two men with him in his sharp, hissing language and they raced up the stairs. The steward himself bustled to a corner and picked something up. Then he turned and offered it to Cazia. 

It was her mace. “I was bringing your weapons to you, but I was too slow.” He glanced at the sizeable dent on one side. “My apologies again. I tried to use it against our enemies, but…”

But he couldn’t make it work. Cazia accepted it from him and pressed the lever. The dented cap swung open, then fell to the stone floor with a metallic clatter. The kinzchu stone inside was still firmly seated. The steward actually blushed. 

The other two servants raced down the stairs with stones bundled into their shirts. The steward took a fistful for himself and the three of them raced down to the ground floor. 

The servant glanced at Cazia nervously, then hurried after. Eshla looked weary. Cazia took her arm and went down the steps with her. “I’ve waited a long time to get out of that Fire-taken room,” the old woman said, “but I was hoping for a little more grandeur and some beautiful clothes.” 

There were screams from below. The servant scrambled backwards up the stairs, her arm pumping as she threw stones down the stair well. Suddenly, a blue-furred claw came from the edge of the stair and clamped down on the girl’s ankle. Cazia acted before she even had a chance to think about it; she lunged down and jabbed her mace onto the creature’s wrist. 

The claw fell away without dragging the girl with it. The servant tried to retreat up the stairs, but Cazia and Eshla were in her way. Cazia turned sideways and let her slip by along the wall. 

The ground floor was a nest of little fires, which the dozen hostages avoided by crowding toward the middle of the room. The two stewards who had run down the stairs were sprawled on the floor; one had been bitten through the skull, and the other was trembling and gasping for air. It took a moment for her to see that his arm had been torn off. The steward lay on the stairs itself, his leg twisted in an unlikely position. 

“I’ll take care of them,” Eshla said. She descended the stairs with a kinzchu stone in her hand. 

Cazia hurried to the steward. “Can we get him upstairs to the sleepstone?” 

“There are no working sleepstones in the Freewell holdfast,” he said with a grimace. “My son refused to send medical scholars to recharge them.” 

Fire and Fury, they were going to have to bind their wounds like the Indregai. Cazia touched her bloody face. Scars it was. 

“Put out those fires,” Eshla commanded, moving from person to person and touching them with her stone. Most of the hostages were soldiers, although the man and woman in long robes had the look of merchants. The transformed grunts, now naked and covered in ash, rose choking from the floor. “And put away your iron weapons. These stones will—” 

A flash of purple burst through the open doorway, slamming into Eshla from behind and driving her to the floor. It was a purple grunt, huge in the low room, and it had crushed the Queen Counsel’s rib cage, killing her instantly. 

People screamed. Cazia realized she had dropped her mace and, Fire take her, could not see where it went. The grunt roared and the steward seemed to come to life. He hurled a stone at the beast, striking it on its broad back. 

The grunt arched and screamed in pain but didn’t collapse. It staggered, stepping onto the stones that Eshla dropped at the same time the servant hit it with a throw of her own. 

The beast collapsed and began to tremble. 

“Outside!” Cazia shouted. “Get that thing outside!” Fire and Fury, the grunt was huge, but there were more than a dozen men and women here. They had the strength to do it. 

But they were too disorganized, and worse, no one was translating for her. She grabbed the steward’s arm and tried to lift him up, spilling stones from his lap. “Everyone out!” she cried. “Tell them to get away from it!”

The steward overbalanced and fell off the edge of the stone stairs with a cry of pain. He shouted something in Surgish that sounded urgent enough. Everyone froze and looked at them both. 

The grunt tore at its own flesh and shrieked. One of the soldiers rushed for the door, and it was like a dam breaking. As soon as that soldier ran, everyone did. Cazia moved toward the steward but he waved her away frantically. The grunt had begun to glow. There was no time to save him, and he knew it. 

The little girl grabbed Cazia’s arm and pulled her to the floor above. Cazia could have resisted, but she didn’t. They ran together.

A brilliant flash of orange-white light filled the stairwell, and Cazia pushed the girl into the room on the second floor room, then lunged after her, rolling across the planks as fire rolled up the stairwell ceiling. Tongues of flame shot through the floorboards, too, and Cazia immediately began the Fifth Gift. A wave of hot, suffocating air passed over her, and the screams from below were like no screams Cazia had ever heard in her life. 

Too many did not get out. The servant wailed as the fire caught on her robe, and then Cazia had finished her spell. Water poured from the space between her hands like a torrent, dousing the girl’s tunic. Then she turned the jet onto the floor, flooding it. The water blasted from nothingness, surging across the floor, shattering furniture against the far wall and pouring through the slats. 

Steam billowed from the floor below, choking and scalding them both. Cazia’s first instinct was to retreat further up the tower, but she stood her ground, washing over the boards one moment, then funneling a deluge down the stairwell the next. Thick smoke and billows of steam surrounded her, then faded. Her torrent of water kept on.

I am a wizard. Cazia’s magic had a potency that would have terrified the old busybodies in the Scholars’ Tower, but she did not have to fear them any longer. A fierce smile pulled at the cut on her chin and lip, making her bleed again, and that was fine. 

They were going to win this fight. She was going to win this. 

Cazia let the spell die away. The servant scrambled off the wet floor and knelt at her feet. The girl’s eyes were wide with terror. That would not do. Cazia motioned her to stand. 

She did. Great Way, she really was just a child. “Cazia,” she said, pointing toward herself.

“Issilas,” the girl answered with a curtsy. 

Cazia took hold of the girl’s empty hands and squeezed them. “Cazia, Issilas, rawr!” she said, and the girl actually smiled. Cazia released her and pointed at the kinzchu stones on the floor. Issilas began collecting them immediately. 

Cazia went far enough down the stairs to look into the room. It was as she’d feared. Not everyone had escaped from the room before the grunt had burst into flame. The steward with the twisted leg lay were he had fallen, his fist raised before his body as though he was about to fight. His two compatriots also lay burned beyond recognition, and there were six or seven other bodies, too. All had been roasted alive. The smell of their burned flesh and the ankle-deep water--like a huge kettle of soup--made Cazia’s stomach turn over. 

But the others who had escaped were not far from the doors. Cazia waved them in. They entered nervously. 

The blast of fire and rush of water had spread kinzchu stones all across the floor. The Evening Person sprawled in the center, atop Eshla’s scorched and blackened corpse. The kinzchu stones were supposed to be lethal to his kind, and he had transformed directly on top of a pile of them. 

Cazia’s grandmother, the Queen Counsel—was dead. 

The roars from outside were sudden and vicious—what had happened in the tower had not gone unnoticed. The husband and wife clung to each other in terror where they stood against the wall, and the others, five soldiers in uniforms, stood in utter disarray. 

Fire and Fury, they had to do better.

Issilas began to chatter at them, telling them about the stones. At least, that’s what Cazia assumed, because the soldiers immediately began snatching stones from the floor. 

The merchant couple stayed where they were, apparently content to let others fight to save them. Cazia came down the stairs carefully, making sure she did not step on any loose kinzchu stones, but the soldiers had been quick to gather them up. 

There was her mace, lying in a far corner in a puddle of nasty-smelling water. “Give me that,” she said impulsively. 

“I will,” the husband said. He picked up her weapon and offered it to her handle first. 

“Hello, new translator,” she said to him. He looked ready to object, but she didn’t give him a chance. “You and your wife are to start picking up these kinzchu stones. That’s what they’re called. Explain to the soldiers that none of the stones should touch me or I’ll lose my magic and won’t be able to make more.” 

“B-but we—” 

“Are not. Helpless. Bystanders,” Cazia said. “You’re going to fight. Now explain it.” 

He began speaking to the soldiers in Surgish, and Cazia could only hope that he was telling them what she’d told him to say. His wife collected stones in the center of the room where a few had rolled far from the Evening Person’s body and Eshla’s, too. 

Grandmother. Cazia had learned she had a grandmother on the same morning she’d been Fire-taken from The Way. The same morning. Once, she might have complained that it was unfair. 

Glancing through the doorway, Cazia saw blue-furred grunts running toward them. “Ready!” she shouted, pointing at them. The soldiers stood some way back, their arms cocked, and when the beasts appeared in the doorway, they sent a volley of stones through. The grunts collapsed. The merchant’s wife followed with one of her own that struck the lintel. Oh, well, at least she was trying. 

Issilas joined the soldiers, her arm cocked to throw. Two more grunts tried to rush the doorway but collapsed when the stones struck them. 

Then the two grunts lying atop each other in the doorway bellowed out their death cry, and all movement in the courtyard stopped. They began to burn, and so did the two farther out, which made the beasts in the yard flee in terror. 

“We can’t stay here,” Cazia said, and the merchant repeated her words in Surgish. “We have to drive them out of the rest of the city.”

One of the soldiers responded to the translation with words of his own. The merchant said, “He wants to retake the sentry towers. He says it’s vital.”

Fury guide me. Monument sustain me. “Fine,” Cazia said. “Let him know we’re moving this fight into the open.”
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Cazia sloshed through the stinking water close to the doorway and began another spell. This time, she created the biggest block of stone she could manage out in the courtyard beside the wall of the tower. The defeated grunts in the doorway were still burning when she hopped over them and knelt beside the block of granite. The First Plunder took some time to cast, compared to other spells, and she needed to be close to the stone. Hopefully, the burning grunts beside her, and their death cries, would keep the beasts away until she could finish. 

The others chattered to each other in rapid, low Surgish, but Cazia ignored them easily. More difficult was the smell of burned fur and meat, the screams and roars from the other parts of town, and the knowledge that she’d just seen her own grandmother die. 

No. She pushed all that aside and remembered the presence of that Other. Vast and powerful it was, and imagining she was communing with it was almost like the real thing. The gray emptiness that came over her thoughts was deep and silent, and she realized suddenly that the First Plunder was made powerful by the tremendous nothingness in her thoughts. This spell would be her most powerful yet. 

The anti-magic spell passed into the huge granite stone almost as easily as pouring water in a cup. She gasped when she was done, and immediately cast the spell to break the stone apart. 

It crumbled. Cazia snatched up her mace and backed away from the spreading pile. “Here!” she shouted. “Here are your weapons!” 

Four naked young men in the doorway, newly restored to themselves, crouched low and tried to cover themselves. The soldiers in the tower pushed through them and began gathering stones in their arms. A grunt raced at them from around a corner, charging from the southern end of the yard, and the soldiers began hurling stones at it. One struck, finally, and it collapsed. 

A wave of two dozen smaller grunts raced over the bridge and bounded toward them, jaws gaping. The soldiers bellowed out a war cry and began throwing stones as fast as they could grab them. The naked men joined in, one throwing stones by the handful in a spray. 

Five or six of the grunts collapsed, one because it stepped on a stone that missed its original target. Their death cries caused the others to falter and glance back at them, which allowed the soldiers to throw at stationary targets. 

After three more hits, the creatures retreated in terror. The men cheered, a sound that Cazia knew would draw more grunts. 

The merchant couple emerged from the tower, their arms loaded with stones of their own. The husband spotted a grunt coming at them from the other side of the tower and he hurled a stone. It was a lucky hit, and the beast fell. The couple smiled at each other in open astonishment. 

Another massive purple grunt charged from the north at the same time several blues came from the south. Issilas joined the others in throwing volley after volley. 

It was working. Fire and Fury, it was really working. They were holding off an invasion of grunts by throwing rocks the way the Tilkilit did. 

The purple grunt they’d taken down at the edge of the courtyard burst into flames, sending a wall of fire in every direction. The humans quailed from it, but the fire dissipated before it reached them. They lunged for the shrinking pile of stones once again. 

At the other side of the door, Cazia began the process again. First, she created a block of granite, then infused it with anti-magic, then broke it apart. She ignored all the screams and roars, all the death cries and the crackle of flames. Even the steady, frantic pounding from inside the sentry tower meant nothing to her. 

By the time she finished, at least thirty more humans had joined their ranks. They were men and women, young and old, all naked and filthy, and all burning to drive out The Blessing. 

“Here!” she called, backing away. “Here!”

Many of the people crowding around the first pile of stones raced toward hers. Three soldiers grabbed an armload and ran into the sentry tower. 

That left the transformed humans, the merchant couple, and Issilas out in the courtyard with Cazia. Surely that would be enough. Even better, the yard was littered with thrown kinzchu stones, which meant that, with each attack, more grunts collapsed simply because they stepped in the wrong place. 

Fire. The wall of fire that had roared up from the fallen purple grunt had not reached the people throwing kinzchu stones, but it had reached the market buildings at the other side of the courtyard. They had caught fire, and the wind was blowing the flames toward the rest of the city. 

Cazia began the Ninth Gift, glad she’d had a chance to practice it in Qorr during their escape. She felt the power reach out and wash over the city, smothering the fire with only her will. 

She turned her attention back to the courtyard. The humans, kinzchu stones cradled in their arms, ventured farther from the tower to throw them at nearby grunts. For their part, The Blessing came only to the edge of the courtyard, their ears flat and their rear ends low to the ground. They paused only long enough to glance at the advancing humans and retreat in terror.

“We’re winning!” Cazia cried. 

One of the men nearby burst open like a bag of blood. 

A massive stone had struck him in the belly, tearing straight through him with a shocking red splash. Cazia was so startled by the sight that she just stood there, staring at his torn, twisted body. How strange a person looked when they were broken so completely; he no longer looked like a human being. 

The others had stopped and stared as well. Then a second stone flew in, shattering against the granite wall of the tower. A third caught a woman on the top of her head, shearing it off. 

The grunts had gathered at the farthest part of the courtyard they could, all the way out by the bridge and the river. The blue ones ran back and forth from the riverbank--it was too far to see clearly, but Cazia realized they must have been carrying stones of their own--while the larger ones threw. 

To their credit, the people redoubled their efforts, screaming in defiance as they hurled rocks with all the strength the could muster, but the grunts hung back at the very edge of the courtyard, well out of range. Those who ran forward to move within range were targeted by the beasts and cut down. 

“Issilas!” Cazia called. The girl rushed to her. Her face was streaked with sweat and her eyes wide with terror. Cazia held up five fingers, then turned her palm to the sky. The girl understood immediately. While Cazia began a spell, the servant gathered five kinzchu stones and held them in her upturned hands.

The Tenth Gift—the dart spell—didn’t actually require the scholar to hold the dart they were shooting. They usually did, out of convenience, but it wasn’t necessary. Another stone shattered against the tower, raining dust onto Cazia’s neck. Then one hit the first pile of kinzchu stones, spraying them across the courtyard. A third tore through a young man’s hip, leaving him screaming in the muddy yard. 

Cazia and Issilas stood unmoving, far from cover, while Cazia went through the hand motions to cast her spell. We are exposed. The two of them would die as soon as one of the grunts chose them as a target. If they chose someone else, the girls would live. Only luck would determine if she died here. Concentrate. Only luck. 

Issilas’s hands didn’t even tremble. When the spell went off, the five stones shot out of the girl’s palm. Each struck one of the blue grunts perfectly, and they collapsed. The purple grunts beside them stumbled backward in fear and surprise

“Shihrah!” was the cry, and two dozen filthy, naked people charged barefoot across the open field, stones in hand. Song knew their bravery was astonishing. Just astonishing. 

Issilas had already picked up five more stones and Cazia began her spell once more, but she was barely halfway through when a sudden deafening roar from much too close behind her broke her concentration. 

Without thinking, she ducked low and grabbed her mace. Something passed just above her, hitting the servant girl with a vicious wet smack. 

Issilas! Cazia didn’t stand. She spun and saw that a massive purple grunt had gotten behind them somehow--Great Way, the thing was huge--and it was not alone. She jabbed her broken weapon against its foot. 

The kinzchu stone in her mace was more powerful than the ones she made from scholar stone, and the beast collapsed immediately. The mace in her hand began to vibrate, the metal shaking so hard, it stung. 

The second grunt lunged at the merchant couple, arms outstretched. “Blessing!” Cazia shouted, stealing Tejohn’s trick. The beast halted and turned toward her, its eyes wild with animal rage. Fire and Fury, how could Old Stoneface have given her the idea that this was something she should do?

She dove flat to the ground as the grunt lunged at her. Its raking claw caught on the back of her jacket and tore it, then it staggered, one of its feet pressing down on her left arm. Great Way, it was heavy. 

Rolling onto her left side, Cazia lifted her vibrating mace and pressed it against the beast’s crotch. Hopefully, she wouldn’t have to wait—

The kinzchu stone burst. The mace jumped out of her hand and struck her on the temple, making stars appear in her eyes. The grunt screamed and fell back, its fur matted with repulsive gray blood. Cazia rolled away from it—directly onto a kinzchu stone. 

Her magic flooded out of her. 

Great Way, please do not let your magic leave me. Not now. Great Way, there is still fighting to be done. 

Her prayer went unanswered. 

The merchant couple pelted the wounded grunt with stones, then grabbed Cazia’s arms. “Flee!” They shouted. “Flee!”

And they were right. Cazia struggled to go with them, but in truth, they were dragging her through the mud. When the first grunt burst into flames, they were halfway to the sentry tower. 

Hot air knocked her flat. Fire and Fury, was she really going to be Fire-taken by actual fire? Her clothes aflame, Cazia rolled in the muddy earth to extinguish them. Then she remembered the second grunt and buried her face in the dirt as another wave of fire passed over her. 

The merchant couple, choking and filthy—just like her—slapped at her as she tried to rise. “Issilas!” she shouted, wondering where the little girl could be. The too-bright daylight made her dizzy and she’d forgotten what she was doing. Why were these people hitting her? She suddenly realized she was on fire. “Issilas!” 

There she was. Cazia ran to her and knelt beside her. The girl was still breathing. Cazia touched her face, smearing mud on one cheek, and her eyes fluttered open. 

“Owss.” She drew out that long sibilant noise, and the merchants knelt beside them both. They spoke briefly in Surgish. Issilas managed to move all her limbs, although she didn’t look as if she enjoyed it. 

“I think she will be well,” the husband said. “She is young and limber. Her skins will be many colors tomorrow, but I think she will be well.” 

Cazia breathed a tremendous sigh of relief. The girl had been so brave, especially there at the end. It would have been awful if she had been Fire-taken, too. 

The wife retrieved Cazia’s mace for her, offering it with a wry grin. When the kinzchu stone had burst, it had shattered the wooden handle beneath the metal exterior, and much of the metal shell had bent backwards. 

Cazia accepted it gratefully. It could be repaired. 

They could hear the fighting still going on in the town, but it had moved elsewhere. Good. Cazia’s mace was ruined, her magic gone, and her throwing arm had never been very good.

She thanked the woman, then started to explain to the husband that she had fallen on a kinzchu stone and wouldn’t be able to do more magic for a while. Before she could finish, a tall armored man with a helm like a grass lion head marched out of the sentry tower. In his wake came several of the sentries, the soldiers who had charged in with kinzchu stones, and three naked old men with whip marks on their backs. 

Had this fool whipped people for being grunts? 

He hissed out a few sharp questions, his lip curled in disgust. One of the soldiers waved an arm in Cazia’s direction, and the entire group trailed the man as he marched toward her. 

“Are you the Peradaini scholars?” he said in his heavy accent. 

“I am,” Cazia answered. Great Way, she was tired. “My name is Ca—”

“Your names doesn’t matter,” he said contemptuously. “You’re a filthy Italga dogs, and you will do as you’re told. I am General Shilmerette Osk. If that names is too complicated for a mangy attic cats like you, you may call me ‘eshelm,’ which means ‘general’ in the true languages of this land. Now get to work making more of these magic stones of yours.” 

“I can’t,” Cazia said. “My magic—” 

“You will do as you’re told or you will be whipped!” 

Her eyes narrowed. This was too much. “Your arm must be pretty long if you can lash me from the safety of your tow--

She never finished her sentence. Osk struck her across the face, hard, and Cazia fell to the mud, dazed once again. 

She hardly had a chance to catch her breath when Osk’s face landed beside hers, his mouth gaping and his eyes rolled back in his head. She scrambled back. There was a dagger hilt sticking out of his armpit. 

Numerous hands reached down to help her up, and there where many voices murmuring to her in Surgish, but one or two asking in Peradaini if she was badly hurt. 

“I’m fine,” she said absently to the merchant couple. She was bleeding again, but it wasn’t serious. “I’m fine.” Why were they being so kind to her? She had been clumsy enough to touch a kinzchu stone, and now she was useless to them when they still needed her most. “Please tell the others that I am extremely sorry, but I fell on one of the kinzchu stones and won’t be able to do magic for a while. We’ll have to make do with what we have.” 

The husband began translating. Cazia continued. “But I brought more weapons when I arrived last night. I saw them in the bottom of Tyr Freewell’s boat. The enchantment on those stones is stronger than the one on these”—she gestured to the stones on the ground around her—“so they should work faster, especially against the big grunts. These small ones should be good on arrowheads, if you have a fletcher. I didn’t.” 

The merchant translated that, then translated the response of a middle-aged man with a green comb on his helmet. “The Watch Commanders says that will be no problems, but for now, he’ll round up some boys who are handy with slings. Very accurate.” 

“Oh,” Cazia said. “That’s very smart.” Why were they all looking at her? “The stones will also cure a scholar who’s gone hollow, and…” What should she say next? “The grunts are afraid of water—which I think you already know—but they will also respond to someone shouting their name.” 

“Grunts?” the husband asked, surprised. 

“Blessing,” Cazia answered. “That’s what they call the curse that transforms them. You can get their attention and draw them to your position by shouting Blessing.” 

There was a murmur of interest when she told them that. Then she explained about the tall, slender, sexless golden people who were lying in the yard. She relayed what Dhe had told her about the kinzchu stones and expressed how important it was that they keep the Evening People alive. Assuming they hadn’t fallen on kinzchu stones already. 

With that, she was out of things to say. She felt utterly exhausted even though it was not midday yet. 

The Watch Commander spoke to the merchant, who translated. “Young woman, I’m sorry if this seems rude, but the others have asked me to find out your name.” 

Cazia couldn’t help it. She laughed. “Great Way, don’t your servants gossip? I thought it would have spread throughout the town by now. My name is Cazia Freewell.” 

The husband’s mouth dropped open, and so did two of the others, but not the Watch Commander’s. It was good to see who could understand her. “The tyr’s daughter?” 

“Yes! I came here so the Freewells could join the war against the grunts. We’re going to sweep them out of Kal-Maddum.” 

The Watch Commander began barking orders, scattering men and women in every direction. Cazia was led toward the holdfast, and the merchant couple accompanied her. “We’ll find some servants to help you clean up,” he said. “We’ll get you some robes to wear, too.” 

Give up her hiking skirts? “Save the robes for the people we’re curing. After being transformed by The Blessing, having something to wear will give them a little dignity. You’re going to need a lot of robes, I hope.” 

Issilas was sitting crookedly on the ground by the entrance to the holdfast, her face a grimace of pain. Cazia broke away from the merchants and helped her to her feet. The others stared at her in shock as she led the girl into the building. 

Water and washcloths were brought to them, and Cazia made a point of personally cleaning the mud from Issilas’s face, neck, and hands. Then she led the girl to a bed and urged her lie down and rest. 

When she returned to the others, the merchants orchestrated a small team of servants to care for Cazia in the same way, although she was muddier and bloodier than Issilas had been. The bandage on her forehead was replaced. She nearly asked for it as a keepsake; it was the only thing her grandmother had ever made for her. The scratches on her face were washed with rainwater and strong wine, then sewn shut. There was a great deal of tut-tutting, probably over the scars she’d have, but she didn’t care. Pagesh would have understood. 

Still, there was a lot to arrange. The Freewell holdfast needed sleepstones. More than one. If they couldn’t get them for some reason, she would have to move the townsfolk to a new holdfast. What’s more, Kal-Maddum was full of cropland that had been sown in the spring but had no one to reap them. If the Freewells were not already well provisioned for the winter, those lands would have to be harvested. 

“The chairs could be yours,” the merchant husband said out of nowhere, his voice low. 

“Chairs?” Cazia asked. Her own thoughts had been so far from any talk about sitting that she had no idea what he meant. 

“The Freewell chair,” he said. “Cwainzik Freewell has been losing support for many years, and his closest friend is right now lying out in the yard with a dagger in his heart. He would have been assassinated three years ago, I think, if there had been a clear successor that the watch, merchants, rivermen, and lumbermen could agree on.” 

Cazia lowered her voice to a harsh whisper. “Are you suggesting I have my father assassinated?” Just that morning, she’d been thinking about it, but now that she’d seen battle… “I don’t want that.” 

“No, but we can not continue with him. Did you know he tried to sell the spears you brought? To his own soldiers? One of his watch commanders was asking more golds and silvers than I make in a years for just one. Did you know that, even with the spears, he planned to put on another games tonight for the pleasures of the crowds?”

“He wanted to fight grunts instead of cure them?” Cazia asked, genuinely shocked. “For a cheering crowd?” 

The man stitching her forehead began to whine and cajole in Surgish. Fire and Fury, she really needed to make a translation stone. She gently brushed the man away; she wasn’t going to be silent for this conversation. 

“They were not just any grunts,” the husband said. “These were his own soldiers, bitten in the fights. They transformed in cages, waiting for their turn on the fields.” 

“Fire take him,” Cazia said. “Right. It’s clear he can’t stay on in the chair. But you can’t ask me to sit there. Women can’t become tyrs.” 

“The Surgish,” the husband said gently, “are what Peradainis call Twelfth Festival. We are new to imperial traditions, and many have not forgotten the old ways. Our people had many women leaders in the past. You could be chieftains. You could be queens.” 

Her own words to Tyr Treygar came back to her: You know that I’m only fifteen years old, right? Where they really so desperate for a new ruler that they would turn to her? 

Of course, the Freewell people weren’t turning to her. It was just this one man. He wanted to shove her into a confrontation with her own father here in the center of his power. Nice. Even if she succeeded, a tyr’s chair almost certainly came with a political marriage, something she had always wanted to avoid. 

Besides, even if he was right and the people truly wanted her--her, specifically--why would she want the chair? Mahz certainly hadn’t seemed to enjoy being chieftain. 

“I can’t even speak the language,” she said dismissively, then gestured to the surprisingly patient man with the needle to finish his stitching. It was a long process and not at all pleasant. When he stitched the last scratch on her chin and lip, the process was more painful than the original attack. Still, it was not as bad as an arrow through the palm.

Cazia was given fish broth, bread, and more of the apple mush. It was difficult to eat with stitches on one side of her mouth and a wet compress on the black eye Osk had given her, but she managed it. 

She seriously considered sneaking off to the little room where she’d laid Issilas down and trying to get some sleep of her own. Cleaning and stitching up after the battle had taken longer than the actual fight; would anyone begrudge the non-usurping daughter of the tyr a nap? 

The merchant came to visit her before she could slip away. “Some of the soldiers are insisting that the cured grunts be given servant robes. They want them to be a servant class.” 

“That’s…” Ridiculous, she nearly said. But it wasn’t her place to make those decisions. She had delivered the weapons and helped the Freewells drive out The Blessing. That would be enough. 

“Another things…” the merchant fidgeted for a moment, clearly looking uncomfortable. “You see, the tyr your fathers…” 

“Has he been killed?” Cazia couldn’t deny that she had a lump in her throat. 

“No, no, no. Not that. His archers have abandoned him, and he has threatened to destroy the spears you brought if we do not bring Eshelm Osk before him. We were hoping you could speak with him.” 

Naps were overrated, anyway. She stood. “How is the town?” 

“Cleansed. The grunts flee when they see we can destroy their curse.” 

“Let’s hope they don’t come back right away.” 

The Watch Commander returned to escort her to the riverbank, but first, he insisted she be given a cuirass. Cazia was too tired to argue or wear full iron. They compromised on a thick leather one that squashed her breasts uncomfortably. On her way toward the door, she picked up her ruined mace. Surely there was someone in the town who could repair it for her. 

She was utterly astonished to discover, as she stepped out of the holdfast door onto the dais, that nearly the entire town had crowded into the courtyard. At the sight of her, they cheered so loudly that Cazia jumped and yelped in surprise. 

There they were, her father’s people, filthy and bloody from a day of battle, men and women, young and old, and they were cheering for her. 

Cazia flushed, feeling like an imposter. The Watch Commander turned to her and gestured that she should step to the edge of the stone platform where the people could see her better. She did, and suddenly there were tears on her cheeks. A scholar’s tears, yes, but Fire take it, there was no more need to fear them. The people applauded and called her name. 

Her heart full, Cazia lifted her broken mace above her head. The cheers became deafening.
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She never got to see her father alive again. By the time the crowd had accompanied her to the riverbank where his boat was anchored, he had leaped into the river in his full iron armor. 

Cazia stared at the boat--empty of everything but the weapons she’d brought--not at all sure how to sort through the complicated feelings she had. He was a kidnapper and killer. He was a villain in countless songs and a dozen plays, and he deserved to be. He would never be the strong protector she’d hoped for. 

Soldiers searched the banks, but they found him against the downriver gates in the southern wall of the city. Cazia insisted on seeing him. She’d heard that corpses became horrifyingly disfigured in water, but he just looked like himself, only grayer. Maybe it hadn’t been long enough. 

Still, there was no doubt about it: no secret confederate had faked his death and spirited him away. He would never become a figure of folktales, haunting the nearby woods, blamed for every fire, spoiled well, or crop failure. His people had turned on him, and he had killed himself before they could take their justice. 

But there was too much to do for complicated grief. She mentioned casually that she hoped to have her mace repaired, and it was borne away immediately by someone who promised to see it done. Then it was a matter of working out who the local doers were. 

That’s how Cazia thought of them. Doers. People who do things. The Watch Commander became the new general. The merchants and laborers had leaders that they respected. Cwainzik had his own bureaucracy here inside the holdfast. 

She kept expecting them to make her skin crawl—they’d been confidants to her father, hadn’t they? His power base?—but it turned out that they were so happy and relieved by the turnaround in their fortunes that they seemed genuinely excited to have her there. Not one of them acted like an Enemy. 

And they kept asking her questions. Despite her best intentions, Cazia found herself sitting in her father’s chair. 

For her part, Cazia decided the best thing was to tell them what result she wanted and let them work out how to manage it. Almost every merchant spoke Peradaini, even if they had the annoying habit of making everything plural. The soldiers relied on translations, as did the lumber men and the orchard growers. 

It was slow, but it worked. They talked winter provisions, pilgrimages to nearby holdfasts, patrols to protect the walls, and more. Mostly, Cazia simply listened to their suggestions and told them to go ahead with their plan. Who was she to second-guess their choices? They were experts.

The only thing she absolutely forbade was making servants of those people who had been cured of The Blessing. She explained that her plan was to free hundreds of thousands of people from every family, clan, and nation. Would all of them be tattooed or branded? Would a few thousand Freewell citizens rule over them all? 

And why should they enter servitude? Because they were victims of The Blessing? Cazia could not condemn people simply because they’d lost a fight. Grunts were human beings with a curable illness. When they were purged, they would be sorted out. Scholars and Evening People would come to her. Soldiers to the commander. Other folk where they were needed. Everyone who worked would eat. Old enmities between Finstel and Witt, Freewell and Italga would be put aside. No coin would be required of them and no debts incurred. 

The last was not particularly popular, but she had little patience for men and women who wanted to become idle rich on the labor of people who had lost everything. Let them daydream about the unclaimed chests of coin and gems in the abandoned holdfasts of Kal-Maddum instead. 

Thinking about the ordeal Tejohn had gone through, she almost cancelled the debt of every servant right then and there, but she could tell that would push them too far. Tomorrow might be a better day for that. 

Still, it was satisfying to work with them all. They were pleased to have her time and attention—it was almost as if they’d been starved of the chance to be heard—and they were especially glad to have a weapon against the grunts. 

Planning session over, the chief servant of the holdfast knelt before her. He was a starved-looking man with sagging skin and whip scars visible through his ragged tunic. “Your meals is ready, Miss.” 

Cazia wasn’t particularly hungry, but she knew she should eat before she slept. It was so strange: she’d been in dangerous situations before, but the battle outside the sentry tower had exhausted her like never before. 

He led her into the same small room where her father had broken his fast with her. Great Way, had it really been that same morning? Piled on the platter was a huge cut of venison with two loaves of bread and a bowl of apples and greens. 

“This is too much,” Cazia said immediately, without thinking about it. She took a plate off the wall cupboard, cut off a piece of venison that was slightly larger than her fist, then tore off part of the bread. Both of these she added to the plate. On top of that she scooped some greens and apples. “Give the rest to the servant staff,” she said, pushing the still-overloaded platter toward the chief. 

He looked honestly surprised and did not move to take it. It was almost as though he thought she was tricking him. “Miss?” 

“Split this evenly among the servant staff,” she said again. “All of them. I’m guessing you aren’t well fed.” 

“We get two bowls of wheats porridges every days.” 

“You’re going to have a lot of work to do. It’s time the servants were better fed. Oh, and have one of your people bring one of the magic stones to my mother’s chamber. I don’t know how long ago she went hollow, but this will cure her. And my grandmother…” Cazia wasn’t sure how to continue. 

“Miss?” 

Best to just say it outright. “She died in the fighting. I’d like her to be buried somewhere I can visit her.”

“Of course, miss.” Cazia told the servant where he could find Eshla’s body, then the platter was cleared away. As the meal went on, Cazia’s stitched lip became even more tender, but she forced herself to eat. She was interrupted three bites later by a young man in armor with his hand on his sword. 

For a moment, she was sure he’d come to murder her. 

Right behind him came the Watch Commander, who slapped the young man’s hand away from his weapon. Behind them both was Cazia’s translator. 

“The Watch Commander apologizes, miss. His nephews has bad habits he needs to break.” 

“Nephew?” 

“He is also seconds. He is here because you have no guards, and there may still be enemies within the holdfasts. Soldiers loyal to your fathers for one, more grunts for another.” 

Cazia looked from one man to another. The Watch Commander was an utterly forgettable man: balding on top of his face and hairy at the bottom, with a crooked nose and squinting eyes between, but his second was tall and lean with a long face. His jaw was set with anger and… 

His eyes were rimmed with red as if he’d been crying. 

Cazia felt a little twinge in her chest. Was this her weakness, then? Muscular, sorrowful fighting men? Well, it could be worse. 

Still, she didn’t like it. She didn’t want to spend her days with a handsome boy she couldn’t trust. “I know what sort of bodyguards scholars get.” 

The Watch Commander looked nervous when that was translated. “That’s not what he means, miss. If you want to rule, you should have the trappings of rulers. Otherwise, your subjects will only do the things they already want to do.” 

That made sense, especially since Cazia hadn’t freed the servants yet, but she still didn’t know if this bodyguard was meant to protect her or control her. 

You should sit while your men stand, and you must command them. “I don’t want to be tyr or chieftain or…or queen. I just want to find out…”  

I just want to find out why this happened. 

There it was, as clear as daylight. The grunts had invaded human lands after tearing through the Evening People, and now that Cazia had a weapon they could use against them, she was ready to ask the next question: why? Curses didn’t just spring up out of the soil, did they? They had to be created.

Cazia turned to the nephew. “Who did you lose?” 

He answered without hesitation in excellent Peradaini. “My father, miss. But my mother and sisters are alive because of you.” 

Great Way, he wasn’t beautiful--not the way Alga was--but her heart broke for him. And his first impression of her had come while she was shoving food into her mouth. 

“Fine. But I get to sleep, change, bathe, and relieve myself in privacy. Are there female soldiers who can guard me?” 

The merchant and the Watch Commander exchanged glances. “Surgish women,” the translator said, “fight with bows only, not spears or swords.” 

That was another argument they would have later. 

Before she could say another word, the young soldier knelt beside the table, lowered his head, and said something in Surgish. When he finished, he pounded his fist against his cuirass very hard. 

“That was a traditional oaths in our languages,” the merchant said. “He has pledged to die to protect you.” 

Cazia had no idea what to say to that. “Thank you. Your Peradaini is quite good.”

“Thank you, miss,” the soldier said. “I lived in Peradain for six years.” 

He didn’t say Peradains, which was a hopeful sign. Is he my reward? Cazia felt herself flush and looked away. “My father had a mirror that he used to speak with other tyrs, didn’t he?” 

“Yes, miss,” a servant said. “I’ll lead you to it.” 

The servant girl led Cazia and her new companion down the hall and up a flight of stairs. She had deliberately refused to learn the Watch Commander’s name—as well as the merchant couple, the chief servant, and so on—because she didn’t want to get to know them. She didn’t want to stay. But the soldier beside her had pledged his life to hers. Could she really do the same to him? 

Sure, she could, if she had to. And if she decided to slip away from the holdfast for some reason, maybe she could bring him along. 

That made her blush again, and she picked up her pace so he couldn’t see. They climbed a flight of stairs to a narrow, windowless stone room. Actually, it was little more than a storeroom, stacked with old blankets and frayed baskets. The mirror stood on a shelf in a corner, and Cazia would never have thought to look there for it if she couldn’t see the silver-white light glowing from beneath the dusty cloth covering it. 

“Why is this lit up?” The servant who had led them to the room looked frightened very suddenly, so Cazia did her best to defuse things. “I guess a better question would be why is it here, in this room?” 

Her bodyguard translated for her. “She says Tyr Freewell never used it. Not ever.” 

Cazia pulled the cloth off it and discovered to her surprise that the little silver mirror, no larger than her hand, had been mounted on a lead base as tall as her head. It would take a sturdy litter and four men to steal this artifact. 

Yes, the mirror was glowing. “Tyr Treygar,” she said. A startled woman’s face appeared in the surface, then shortly after, Old Stoneface himself. 

“You’re alive!” he exclaimed. “I’m glad to see it.” 

“Glad to be seen,” Cazia answered. 

“You’ve taken a real beating,” 

“Not as bad as it could have been. How are things there?” 

“Complicated. Still, the people are pulling together. Provisions will be short come wintertime unless we do something about it.” 

“We need sleepstones here, my tyr. We need sleepstones very badly.” 

He leaned forward and peered at something in her expression. “Cazia, are you all right?” 

“I’m very tired. More tired than… There was a fight today,” she said, and suddenly the memories rushed back to her: the steward with the broken leg waving at her to run, the young man who burst apart as a stone struck him, Issilas standing patiently beside her as people screamed and died around them. Cazia shut her eyes because there were tears again. Scholars must never weep. “They…they were so brave.” 

Tyr Treygar was kind enough to wait quietly while she composed herself. The servant and her guard politely looked away. Fire and Fury, why had she let them linger in the doorway? 

“I’m sorry,” she said when she was ready to speak. 

“You don’t have to apologize to me. I have felt the same way many times. I have some good news; there’s a medical scholar here. I’ll send him to you.” 

“Thank you. Truly.” 

“Can you fly back here? There’s something I think you should see.” 

“That might be difficult. They’ve sort of made me their tyr.” 

For a moment, she thought Stoneface might actually laugh, but he didn’t. Good. She was too tired to lose her temper. “Congratulations. Can you come?” 

You do know I’m only fifteen. “I will,” she said. The servant and guard became restless. “But I touched a kinzchu stone during the fighting. I’ll have to wait for my magic to come back.” She didn’t want to say this next part in front of the servant and bodyguard, but it seemed she had no choice. “My tyr, we can defeat the grunts now, but doesn’t it seem that there is more to this?” 

Treygar nodded. “That’s why I want you to come back up here, my tyr. We have one more people to contact. Hopefully, they will have answers for us, too.” 

He draped the cloth over his mirror, breaking the connection. Cazia did the same, plunging the little room into darkness. “Sleep,” she said. Could the granite kinzchu stone she touched be the reason she was so exhausted? “I have to sleep right now or I’m going to fall over.” 

The servant curtsied. Her guard said, “We’ll show you to the tyr’s quarters.” 

Ugh. She could just imagine the way her father’s rooms would look. “No, my stomach isn’t strong enough for that. Take me to the room where Issilas is resting.” They started down the stairs. Cazia turned to her guard. Mustn’t learn his name. “Did you hear that a medical scholar would be coming tomorrow?” 

“I did, my tyr,” he said. 

Cazia wished he would go back to calling her miss. “Well, your holdfast was difficult to find in all these woods. Can you set a signal fire in the sentry tower or something?” 

“We used to burn green wood and oil to make a column of smoke to signal visitors from the air…”

There was an unspoken but at the end of his sentence. “Do that, then. I want the cart to get here as quickly as it can.” 

He spoke as if asking a question was an act of bravery.  “Won’t that attract the grunts, too?” 

“Let’s hope so.” 

Issilas was still in bed, and a scowling chambermaid hovered over her. She began to sit up as Cazia entered, but the maid pushed her gently onto the bed. The cool compresses over her ribs had dried out, but Cazia couldn’t cast the Fifth Gift yet. She took a bowl of water--not cold enough but it would have to do--from a table by the door and wet the compresses again. The girl hissed with surprise but didn’t otherwise complain. 

Cazia stood and realized the chambermaid was gaping at her. Had they never seen a tyr comfort an injured servant before? She shooed everyone out of the room except the injured girl and lay down on the second bed. She knew it wasn’t even dark outside yet, but sleep could not be denied any longer. She fell asleep wondering if her throat would be cut before she woke, and whether it would hurt. 

The same chambermaid woke her in the morning. Issilas was asleep, so Cazia signaled for quiet as she put on her robes. Fire and Fury, the girl had gone pasty white overnight. She wasn’t healing; she was getting worse. 

Cazia’s bodyguard waited outside her door, hand on his sword. He suddenly looked very like the palace guards who had tormented her in the Palace of Song and Morning, and she decided it was better not to learn his name after all. 

Breakfast was spare, which suited her fine. A flying cart, she was told, was landing even as they spoke. Cazia ditched her food and raced out of the holdfast into the courtyard. 

A small crowd had gathered as the cart slowly descended. The driver leaned out over the rail, scowling at the muddy yard below. They’d have to make a stone platform for the carts so they wouldn’t get mired. 

But when the cart’s only passenger stood up and began to struggle over the rail, she exclaimed with delight. 

“Doctor Twofin!” Cazia raced down the stairs across the yard, the crowd parting for her. The old man had barely gotten his boots on the ground when she threw her arms around him. Her former tutor gasped at the sudden collision, and Cazia drew back from him suddenly. 

Great Way, he looked so frail. 

“Little Spinner, thank you for reuniting us again,” he said. “I feared I would never see another friendly face.” 

This did not sound like the Doctor Twofin she knew. Where was Fury’s spark, which had always seemed so strong in him? “How did you get out of Peradain?” she asked, unsure what to say. 

“I was taken out. Not… Not rescued. Imprisoned. By Tyr Finstel. I was made to do magic, until…” 

He couldn’t finish. The old teacher lifted his hands and stared at them, as though expecting them to be covered with blood. Cazia took hold of them gently. “I have been in your situation,” she said. 

“No,” he said, his face almost bloodless, “you don’t have the training to do the things that I have done. The terrible--”

“Shh.” I feared I would never see another friendly face. “Welcome to the Freewell holdfast, where you will be made welcome and treated with respect. Whatever happened before is in the past. It’s forgotten, as if you have been taken by The Blessing and then cured.” 

“It’s a great gift,” he said. “It’s a great gift to be allowed to start over after….to do good again.” 

The roar of a grunt echoed from out of the forest, and everyone fell silent. The Watch Commander was suddenly beside her. 

“The walls are well guarded,” her bodyguard translated. “The fletchers have spent most of the night fashioning arrows.”

“Thank you.” To Doctor Twofin, she asked, “Are you hungry?”

“Not in the slightest,” he answered. “Tyr Treygar tells me that you have had quite an adventure.” 

“I’ll tell you about it this evening,” she said, “as long as you promise to believe everything I say. Right now, though, we need those sleepstones. People are suffering. In fact, I have a brave little girl in the holdfast who might not last the day without your help.”
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Three days after Tejohn spoke to her, Cazia Freewell’s cart appeared in the skies above Saltstone, and it was not a moment too soon. From the time servants and soldiers had hauled away the granite blocks pinning the holdfast doors shut, it had been one headache after another. Doctor Twofin had woken in one of the Twofin dungeons, seemingly cured of his madness, but the merchants and holdfast bureaucrats insisted he be tried and hanged. 

Never mind that he was the only medical scholar in the world, as far as they knew. Never mind that nothing he had done had truly been his fault—and how painful it was for the man who slew Doctor Rexler to make that argument. They wanted blood. Tejohn wouldn’t allow it. 

Unfortunately, as the mood turned against him, it also turned against Lowtower, Bluepetal, and Redegg, the three men he’d left in charge. Planning meetings were becoming contentious, with a growing faction of locals determined to remain inside their walls, where they felt safe. There was also a push to make servants of any outsiders who were cured within the walls. 

Tejohn alienated them even more when he promised to hang anyone who tried to implement that law. 

Luckily, the Evening Person they’d retrieved from the Marsh Gate had more or less taken his side. When he’d been brought into the hall, he’d haughtily informed the merchants that he would make all their lands go fallow before he let himself be pressed into servitude. Bluepetal had immediately declared it would be immoral to punish a man for what he’d done under the influence of a curse, and the Evening Person confirmed that going hollow was very like The Blessing: both were possession by an outside power. 

That had blunted the enthusiasm for the old scholar’s execution among most of the citizens. 

So, when rumors spread that some within the holdfast planned to murder the old scholar in his cell, Tejohn had roused him and put him in his cart in the early dawn hours. The time since had been…difficult. 

So, it lightened his mood considerably to have his breakfast interrupted by word of an approaching cart. He hurried out into the hall. 

The cart floated down and rotated a quarter turn as it touched down. Cazia Freewell was tied into the driver’s spot, and she wore scholar’s robes and armor, just like Lar Italga had worn in Samsit. 

Great Way, that seemed like a lifetime ago. 

A team of six spears marched toward her, only one of them carrying a kinzchu spear. Tejohn marched down the holdfast steps and intercepted them. “Points high, squad.” 

“My tyr,” the sergeant said, “all visitors must be touched.” He held up his kinzchu spear. “It’s Commander Lowtower’s law.” 

“I can vouch for this one,” Tejohn said, to their clear discomfort. He led them toward the cart, where Cazia was struggling with the last of the knots in her harness. “Cazia, it’s good to see you again. Have you been bitten since we parted?” 

She looked up at him and smiled. Fire and Fury, she looked terrible. “Nope,” she said cheerfully. “I’ve taken a scratch or two, though.” 

Tejohn helped her over the rail. “Let me see you. Did they stitch you up like an old curtain?” He almost called the Freewell people barbarians, but of course, they had no sleepstones. He should have realized she would look even worse now than she had in the mirror, before her injuries had taken color. 

“My tyr,” the sergeant said sharply, “Commander Lowtower gave specific orders…” 

Song knew the man was right. If he started making exceptions to the rules so soon after implementing them, everyone would. “Of course, you’re right, sergeant. Thank you for reminding me.” To Cazia he said, “I’m afraid we’re going to have to take your magic, just this once, but it will give you time to lie on a sleepstone.” 

She sighed. “I suppose it’s a sensible precaution, but it’s a waste of time. First, though, let me make you some kinzchu arrowheads. 

That startled all of them. She marched through the soldiers toward the holdfast, then began casting a spell. The sergeant looked nervous, but Tejohn laid a hand on his shoulder to calm him. 

First, she created a granite block. It was bigger than any scholar stone Tejohn had ever seen before. Her magic really was becoming powerful. Then she cast another spell on it, then she shattered it into a thousand tiny chips.

“There!” She explained that each shard would not be as powerful as the black stones, but they would get the job done. Then she grabbed hold of the kinzchu stone at the end of the sergeant’s spear. The only evidence of its effect was an involuntary shudder. 

“How long is your magic gone?” 

“A day and a half at least,” she answered. 

“Too bad. You seem to be getting stronger.” 

“I am.” She touched the stitches in her lip. “Do you really have an empty sleepstone?” 

“The Twofin people have been lucky. This way.” He led her into the holdfast toward the medical chambers. “Do you think you could teach that trick to the scholars we have here?” 

“With the block? I already taught that spell to Doctor Twofin, and he’s the tutor, not me. I think I proved that with Kinz. When he returns, he should… What?”

“Doctor Twofin isn’t going to be welcome here for a long time. He can never come back.” 

She sighed again. “He told me. I wish there was a way to make people see common sense.” 

He killed children. It doesn’t have to be his fault. But he couldn’t say that to her. She loved the old scholar too much. 

They descended two flights of stairs into the catacomb of the Twofin holdfast. If the girl thought it odd that the sleepstones were so inaccessible, she didn’t give any indication. 

They passed through the hearth room where they were greeted by the same servant who had assisted Tejohn when he needed to heal. She examined Cazia’s face by firelight. “There is a bit of red swelling at this end of the cut,” she said, as she studied the girl’s forehead. “It’s good that you came, but these injuries are a few days old. They may leave scars.”

Cazia Freewell smiled. “Good. I’d hate for all of them to be on the inside.”

Three days later at mid day, they walked together through the Marsh Gate into the Sweeps.

Tejohn had assured her that they weren’t going far and he meant it. They walked out of the pass straight toward the water, then angled eastward out of the view of the sentries at the gate. Tejohn wore the same battered armor he’d collected from the Twofin storeroom, but Cazia had ditched her robes and armor for hiking skirts and a jacket. Her only weapons were the mace--newly repaired and improved, he could see--and a quiver of darts from Twofin’s armory. 

“The Freewells wanted to send a whole squad of spears with me,” she said, “but they really couldn’t spare them. We didn’t have enough trained soldiers to patrol the wall as it is.” 

Tejohn couldn’t help but notice that she’d said We instead of They. “Even with militias?” 

“They don’t like militias there. Don’t trust them, I guess, because they might cause a coup. Plus, the tradition is that a soldier is set apart from the rest of society, blah blah blah. They don’t let women fight with them, either, except as archers. It’s like they want to be conquered.” 

“The Twofins had similar qualms. No matter. You’ll be back among them soon.” 

Tejohn supposed he could have requested a dozen spears for this little expedition, too, but like Cazia, he didn’t think the holdfast could spare them. Besides, this was a mission of peace. 

They spent the rest of the day talking about governance and planning for the future. The girl was very worried about food and the coming harvest, which she was right to be. Neighboring lands had crops growing untended in the fields, and Cazia wanted an army large enough to harvest it. 

To his delight, Tejohn found himself being drilled on tactics. Would it be better to send out squads to deliver harvests to the holdfast, or to simply move the entire populace closer to the farms? How many archers should there be? How many spears to guard the workers? What formations? 

They went back and forth about it for a large part of the afternoon. Should they combine the Twofin and Freewell peoples or keep them separate? Move like nomads from holdfast to holdfast, or stick to their homes? 

It didn’t take long for them to get close enough to Lake Windmark to smell the marshes, even in the Sweeps winds. Dart in hand, Cazia was clearly uneasy about being so close to the alligaunts’ hunting grounds—the tall, rustling grasses didn’t reassure Tejohn much, either. 

Still, when nightfall came, they lit a fire and ate meatbread at the base of an ancient crooked oak. Cazia insisted they should sleep in the branches, and despite his assurances that they would be safe on their first night, they did. 

In the darkness, he was sorely tempted to confess his grief over the grunts he had killed, especially those who had not yet transformed. Yes, at the time, he didn’t know there would be a cure, but if he had just let them go--had not given in to his urge to fight and kill--they might have been cured. They might have had lives.

Instead, he kept his silence. As capable as she was, she was still too young to share his burdens, and it would have been unseemly of him to ask. 

Besides, he knew what he would say to her if she came to him with a similar confession, and he knew it would be wise. He could tell a friend that they had done their best and should leave it in the past, but could never extend that sort of forgiveness to himself. 

In the morning, they found alligaunt tracks and several piles of stones. Just like before. 

“They skip some numbers but not others,” Tejohn explained. “At first, I thought it was some sort of message, like Build us a house made of eleven stones, but eventually, I realized the one thing the piles had in common was that they couldn’t be split evenly.” 

“Well,” Cazia said, staring down at the arrangement, “you can split five stones into five equal piles, but you can do that with any of them, so maybe it doesn’t count. Hm.” 

“After I solved it, they came out of the water and beckoned to me, the way humans would. The way you would call to a friend.” 

“And you didn’t go to them?” She was smirking at him. 

“I would have, actually, but I’d already climbed aboard the cart with you and your two friends.” 

“Oh! I remember that now!” 

“It seems to me that we could take their little test again and see what they wanted from us.” She gave him a look. “I swear they looked peaceful. All we have to do is wait to see what they want; we have dry ground behind us if we need to retreat. We must warn them about The Blessing and seek an alliance. You have those translation stones?” 

“Right here.” She patted her pocket. 

Tejohn sighed. “If my hunch is correct, these creatures will have wisdom at least the equal of our own, if not more. With luck, they will be able to tell us something useful about the grunts--where they came from, maybe, or how they were created. If not, an offer of help against The Blessing might create another alliance.” 

She took to it without any prompting, collecting stones to continue the row of piles. She created piles of seventeen, nineteen, twenty-three, twenty-nine, and thirty-one without any of the fumbling or second thoughts he’d gone through. Hmf. He would have liked to see her struggle at least as much as he had, but that was the difference between a scholar and some old soldier, apparently. 

“That had better be enough,” she said, walking uphill toward him and wiping the mud from her hands, “because that was boring.” 

||It is enough.|| 

The voice was low and whispering, almost below their ability to hear. Cazia looked around, readying a dart. 

“I heard it, too,” Tejohn said. “A voice said it was enough.” 

||Come to the water’s edge. Do not fear.|| 

They looked at each other. The words came out of nowhere, as if the entire world were speaking to them. It was like hearing the words of a god. Now was their chance to flee uphill to the Marsh Gate, but did they dare offend that voice? Tejohn didn’t think they could outrun a spirit. 

Cazia turned toward the water. “Well,” she said, “if the horrible disembodied voice tells you not to be afraid...” 

“Right.” Together, they walked down toward the tall marshes. Mace tucked into her belt, Cazia held a dart in her hand. Tejohn unslung his shield. 

From among the tall grasses, a figure rose up. At first, it seemed to be taller than a man. Then it folded forward…. 

It was an alligaunt. It stood on its hind legs, then tilted its long, narrow head to look at them. 

Tejohn lowered the point of his spear, then saw a second creature stand out of the grasses, then a third, then three more all at once. More and more of the creatures were standing upright until there were at least three dozen. Tejohn put his spearpoint up. They couldn’t fight this many enemies at once, if they truly were enemies. Perhaps he should have brought those Twofin spears after all. 

He was close enough to see that their ridged skin was not just greenish black; it was actually covered with swirls of those two colors. They were incredibly intricate, but Tejohn couldn’t bring himself to admire them for long. He kept being distracted by the alligaunt’s jagged teeth.

Last chance to run. But of course, they weren’t going to run. They didn’t come down here to flee from whatever they discovered. The real question was whether these creatures were the source of the voice or its servants.

||One for each.|| 

The nearest of the alligaunts raised a long-handled tool, and Tejohn repressed his instinctive response to raise his shield and attack, but he held himself still. Not a weapon. The alligaunts leaned forward like wild animals ready to pounce, but they weren’t wild. And the tool was not a weapon; instead of a blade, it ended in a broad wooden bowl. It looked more like a spoon for a baby sea giant than a weapon.

Inside the bowl were two tiny gems. Cazia took one. The alligaunt offering them hissed.

“Yes,” Cazia said immediately, “I can.” 

She nodded at the second gem and Tejohn took it. He slung his shield and held it in his hand. 

“Good,” the alligaunt facing them said. It handed the tool to one of the creatures behind it. “The other way of speaking is unpleasant for everyone, and it is impossible for the speaker to be known for his words. Do you understand this?” Its eyes were like little black stones.

“We’re familiar with this magic,” Cazia said. “How long can we use it safely?” 

The alligaunt bowed its head, exposing a dull iron band around the cap of its skull. It looked a bit like a crown. “As long as you want. You could use it every moment for a thousand years without harm. Now, there is much for your people and mine to discuss.” 

“Indeed there is,” Tejohn said. He could recognize that the way the alligaunts stood looked bemused and condescending, as though he and Cazia had come to surrender their lives and lands. “We’ve come to warn you about a danger spreading across the land, a transformation curse that affects intelligent creatures of every type. We want to share what we know of the threat to help you protect yourselves and your children.” Also, we need your help. 

The alligaunts looked at each other, seemingly in surprise. “This is not the place for the process.” It seemed only one of them was willing or authorized to talk. “Clasp hold of that gem. It is important that you both hold on very tightly. Are you doing that? Very tightly and without letting go?” 

Tejohn and Cazia barely had a moment to agree before many lariats were cast at them. The ropes flew so quickly, they barely had time to duck.  

Not that it did any good. The lariats seemed to track him like living things, looping over both Tejohn’s wrists and his torso, pinning his upper arms to his sides. Cazia fared no better. 

They were both yanked off their feet into the thick marshes. The alligaunts dragged them toward the lake. Tejohn’s spear was torn from his grip and his shield wrenched at his shoulder. He couldn’t see Cazia through the reeds, but he could hear her screaming. 

I talked her into this. “Take a—” Breath, he’d meant to say, but they were past the shallow mud and into the water already. His failed warning had prevented him from taking a breath of his own. He shut his mouth as the rank water splashed into the back of his throat, and tried to determine how many moments of life he had left. 

His knife. He needed his knife to cut these ropes. He tried to spin and brace his feet against the mud, but the ground suddenly fell away. They had passed into deep water. Tejohn’s shield took too much of the force of the water when he tried to twist his torso; he didn’t have the strength to resist. He forced himself to open his eyes, but the feel of the water against them was so alien, he squeezed them shut again.

It was too much. His wrists were pinned against his chest, his helm squashed down onto his head. He was wearing steel; even if he could somehow get his knife to his hand, cutting the rope would mean he’d sink to the muddy depths while Cazia Freewell was dragged out of his reach.

He had to cut her bindings first, but that was impossible. He didn’t know where she was. He couldn’t even reach his knife. 

Cazia would be safe in her own holdfast if not for him. She should have had her whole life ahead of her, leading her father’s people against the grunts. 

That path had been lost because of him. She was going to drown because of him. 

Maybe the alligaunts meant to drown him alone. Maybe they would sense the magic in her and pull her to the surface. He opened his eyes for a moment, hoping to see her one last time, but that was impossible. 

His lungs burned. The alligaunts--Fire and Fury, but they were strong swimmers--were pulling him down, deeper into the darkness. Not the girl. Kill me, but let her live. 

Laoni would never know what had happened to him. 

Deep water. On Kal-Maddum, deep water was the realm of darkness and of monsters. He’d always thought he’d die in battle, falling on the blades of other men. Instead, he was going to drown in the lightless depths, then be torn apart and devoured. Song knew he had already reached the point where, even if he could have cut himself free, he could not have swum to the surface. 

Cazia, I’m sorry. It was hopeless, but he struggled anyway, fighting the blinding pain in his lungs, the flashing lights behind his eyes, and his own reflexive urge to murder himself by inhaling. It was a fight he knew he could not win. 

And he didn’t. The moment came when he could endure no longer. Tejohn gasped in a lungful of water.
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She could breathe. As absurd as it seemed, the alligaunts’ gem didn’t just translate for her; it made the water surging into her lungs feel like air. She could breathe it in without drowning, and she did, gasping the murky water in panicked gulps. 

Fire take every last alligaunt on Kal-Maddum, was this another test? Cazia hated being bound. Hated the darkness. Hated the way the press of the water caused the strap from her quiver to dig into her shoulder. Hated to feel the strap break and to lose those darts. Hated being helpless. She had already been dragged so far beneath the surface that the light from above was fading. 

Deep water. Two words to strike terror into any sensible person. 

But she could breathe. Second Plunder. If she could get away with it. And with her life. 

“Welcome to our realm,” the alligaunt said. Its voice was just as clear beneath the water as it had been up on the surface. “By now, both of you have discovered the true extent of the enchantments on those gems.” 

“Fire take you!” Tejohn snapped. He was alive somewhere in the dark. Cazia felt a flood of relief that Stoneface had remembered to hold on to his gem. Cazia herself hadn’t consciously thought of it, but she had been so panic-stricken that she’d clenched her fist and hadn’t let go. “Fire take you all. Why didn’t you warn us? Why didn’t you ask our leave?” 

“All will be explained,” the alligaunt responded, “once we reach the city.” 

City? For a moment, Cazia was convinced that the creature’s translation gem was faulty. Then she noticed twinkling lights ahead. The way the water flowed against her eyes made her want to shut them, but she didn’t. As they approached, the lights became larger and more numerous.  

Great Way, was that supposed to be a city? This wasn’t a collection of buildings, the way Peradain had been. It was more like a gigantic curving wall that stretched from the bottom of the lake all the way to the surface. It wasn’t until she was quite close that she realized it wasn’t really a wall; it was made of thousands of long braids of pale wood, all woven together to form arches and tunnel openings. Like a hive. 

Alligaunts swam into and out of those gaps. Some carried little lanterns. Some carried odd tools. The ones who had neither chased small schools of fish. 

Cazia suddenly understood: humans on dry land had to build low to the ground, but alligaunts could swim straight up, if they wanted. No stairs necessary, and since wood floated, they wouldn’t have to worry that it might collapse onto them, only how they would anchor it. 

The pace of the creatures dragging her slowed. The ropes coiled and extended, setting her on a balcony just outside the mouth of one of the tunnels. There was a light above and below, but the tunnel itself was quite dark. Cazia peered into it. Dozens of faintly glowing eyes watched them. 

Guards. The lariats around Cazia’s wrists loosened and released her as though they had a mind of their own. As Tejohn was lowered onto the platform beside her, his ropes began to slacken and he reached for his sword. 

She slapped her hand over his. When their eyes met, she flicked her gaze behind them for just a moment. He understood but he didn’t relax. Great Way, he wants to die fighting right here and now. 

“Please accept our apologies,” the alligaunt said. “I promised to explain when we reached the city, and we are here. My name is very difficult to say with mouths shaped as yours are, so please call me Speaker.” 

Well, if he wasn’t going to share his name, Cazia wouldn’t share hers, either. “Nice to meet you, Speaker. You can call me Scholar.” I should have said Wizard. 

“And I am Tyr,” Tejohn said. “Explain yourself.” 

If Speaker took exception to that, he hid it well. “We had to bring you here, but we could not ask you to simply take the gems and submerge yourselves. Could you have put your faces in the water and breathed in to test the potency of our magic? Of course not. You are mammals—a kind of ape, it appears—and your survival instincts can not be overridden.” 

Several other alligaunts swam up and stared, openly curious. Evidently, bringing other animals down to the city was a rare thing. Cazia noted that a pair of alligaunts were armed with a double-spiked metal circlet around their tails. “We have met strange, thinking creatures many times in many places, and we have learned that this method, though initially upsetting, is the most efficient way.” 

“And what if we’d dropped the stone you gave us?” Tejohn asked. “What then?” 

Speaker leaned to his left in a motion she instinctively understood was a shrug. Their magic even translated body language. “The gems are easily found.” 

Cazia tried to make her posture as neutral as possible. “Why did you bring us here?” 

“We are hunters. We hunt beasts as our prey, but we also hunt for creatures that are more than animals to converse with. We must decide what the relationship between your people and mine will be. You have already solved the rock pile puzzle, so you are welcome here for the next assessment.” 

“I guess whether we want to be here,” Tejohn said obstinately, “is beside the point.” 

“I apologize a second time,” Speaker said, “but we must know. However, we want you to feel safe and trusted. Do you see? We return your spear and the spell-disruptor. I’m sure we do not need to instruct you to keep the disruptor away from your gems.” 

Alligaunts swam above them and dropped Tejohn’s spear and Cazia’s mace. Both caught their weapons as they sank. Where’s my quiver? Perhaps they didn’t see it fall. As Cazia slid her mace into her belt, she turned an imploring look at Tejohn. He gave her a reassuring look in return and did not strike Speaker dead on the spot. 

“We return your weapons as gestures of peace,” Speaker said. If he felt there was any danger that Tejohn would strike at him, he did not show it. Clearly, the alligaunts did not consider them a threat. “We do not wish for you to feel vulnerable or helpless. We want you to feel like yourselves. In this way, we will better understand your kind. Here are duplicate gems so you will have your hands free.” 

Some sort of broad eelskin strap sank down toward them next. Another of the alligaunts’ gems had been embedded on the inside. The alligaunts wore theirs, she noticed, on the upper part of their forelegs. Cazia and Tejohn did the same. They tied the straps around their upper arms, their fingers clumsy in the heavy water. Cazia felt the magic flow into her.

The murky water pressed against her open eyes and filled her mouth. She thought the pressure of it would ache inside her lungs like an overfull waterskin, but she didn’t seem to be breathing it in. She took a deep breath; it was no more uncomfortable than breathing during a rainstorm. 

Still, a small voice in her head refused to let her give back the first gem. Speaker had been right; her instinct for survival was too strong to risk drowning. Under the guise of rubbing her nose, she tucked the gem inside her cheek. 

“We came to you to help you,” Cazia said. “We wanted to warn you about a curse that has been spreading across Kal-Maddum, so you could protect your people.” 

The alligaunts who had gathered around glanced at each other in a way that was full of disdain, then smugly swam away. Something about Cazia’s question had made it seem that the humans were beneath their notice. Had she insulted them? 

Speaker’s body language was more neutral. “There will be time for those discussions after.” 

Cazia did her best to hide her annoyance. It was true that the grunts disliked water, but that didn’t mean the alligaunts were safe from them. “What if we don’t pass your next test?” Cazia asked. “Will you still talk to us? Will you eat us?” 

“Examiner will present the tests and make the recommendation. The only way you would die is through some sort of misadventure, which is both rare and regrettable. In any event, we would not eat you, since we have not hunted you. You bodies would be used to sustain our prey animals, but I say again, this is exceedingly rare.” 

Cazia noticed Tejohn shift his position to prepare his shield to be readied quickly. He said, “I would really prefer a better answer than rare and regrettable, like We would never do that to our kidnap victims.” 

“We do not have the same horror of eating that you do. We have obviously eaten many humans over the years, and humans have eaten us. There is no shame or recrimination in this. We are hunters. The risks inherent in the hunt are sacred to us. The Little Spinner makes a meal of every devouring thing.” 

“The Little Spinner!” Tejohn cried out. “You know the gods?” 

“Of course,” Speaker said. He sounded pleased. “I was hoping you’d recognize the reference. It is a mark in your favor. The Little Spinner is the spirit of all things that move in cycles, from the stars in the sky to the seeds on the bank. Monument is the spirit of all things that resist change. Song notes and remembers all things. Above them all, The Great Way is the great connected web of all things as it moves through time. Yes? The source of all magic influence. You understand these sacred truths?” 

“What about Fury?” Tejohn answered. “What about Fire?” 

Cazia glanced around at the lights glowing through the murk. The tunnel behind them was dark; the watching eyes were gone or hidden somehow. How well could water creatures like alligaunts really grasp the concept of Fire? 

Speaker leaned forward. Cazia would have found it threatening if the translation magic hadn’t explained that the gesture was pure curiosity. “We do not have divine concepts like this in our tradition. Would you please explain?” 

“Fury is the god of humankind,” Tejohn said simply. “He is the only god who feels emotion, and he represents all of us. Fire is the god of those taken from The Way before their time, the force that delivers untimely death.” 

“Ah,” Speaker said with a touch of disappointment. “Thank you for explaining. This will be a matter best discussed with Examiner, when she arrives to interview you.” 

“Fury is real,” Cazia said. “I have felt Fury’s spark in a moment of terrible difficulty and despair.” 

“I would never discount your experience,” Speaker said carefully, “but we are a people of great magics and subtle understanding. We have hunted beneath skies of astonishing colors, amid wonders undreamt by your kind. The so-called Evening People who were your stingy patrons for so many years have a prey animal’s understanding of magic. They can infuse dead things like stone and crystal with their power, or prod their crops”--he said that word with distaste--“to grow a bit faster, but they can not achieve the glories that my people have created.” 

“Tell us,” Cazia said. Tell me everything. 

“Magic is aware,” Speaker said. “When a powerful, skillful adept casts a spell, they do not just exert power. They put their intention into that power and the magic does their bidding. Do you see the groomers in the city?” 

He nodded toward the braided structure beside them. Cazia saw a little wooden construct, shaped like a beetle or a crab, crawling along the branches. When it reached an especially thick stem growing out from the braid, it unfolded a golden saw blade and began to cut. 

“Do you see? These are the most minor of our creations. The tiniest fragments of The Great Way to which we have given will. We have others that hold the gods at bay, that safeguard the city, that create shelters out of bare ground, that smite enemies unworthy of a decent hunt.” 

“Ah,” Cazia said. “The lariats you used on us?” 

“Yes! They are the simplest of tools, but they do as we wish.” 

“I’ve felt this,” Cazia said, and it was true. After she’d gone hollow, she could direct her iron darts at any enemy and always hit the spot she wanted to hit. Magic understands our intentions. Was that why she could touch the leather bracer with Ivy’s kinzchu stone in it without being affected? Ivy had not chosen to use it against her. 

“No species has the power we have,” Speaker continued. He’d let his carefully diplomatic body language slip, and his arrogance shone through. He had begun to talk to them as if they were children. “For us, hunt, prayer, and magic all come from the same root word. We seek power the way a predator stalks prey: we seize it and make it our own. Do you think the Evening People could create the spell-disruptor you have acquired somewhere? They would call it blasphemy to summon, then drive out The Great Way. My people consider it sacred.

“That is why I say that these gods you mention--Fury and Fire--are folktales. The Great Way connects so many different places that even we are astonished by its size, but a special, separate god for only your people, here in this remote world? The concept strains credulity. As for the other force, Fire, I do not understand how a being can lose its life before its time. If it dies, then its time must have come. Anything else is philosophically suspect.” 

The alligaunt became silent. Cazia didn’t look up at Tejohn’s face, but she could see that he was gripping his spear so hard his knuckles were white. 

“Well,” Cazia said, not trying to hide her annoyance. “I can see why they call you Speaker.” 

To her astonishment, the alligaunt laughed. “Indeed. Thank you for making a joke from a conversation that should not have become so serious. It is my duty to welcome you and put you at your ease, not lecture you on delicate subjects.” 

“I am grateful,” Tejohn said, “to hear your thoughts on the matter. So, when does this examination begin?” 

“Each city has a Speaker, but Examiners are few. One is on the way even as we linger here. Would you like to feast? You would not be expected to hunt for your own meals in this environment, of course, but we have nothing to offer but unscorched fish.” 

Cazia and Tejohn shared a glance. Raw fish? Ugh. “Thank you, but we’ll be fine for a while yet.” 

“Then I shall leave you to explore the city until she arrives. You can go wherever you like except down. The levels below this one are full of egg clusters and the newly hatched; their caregivers will not honor any truce if they find you there. Climb upward as you like; there are wonders here.” 

“You trust us here,” Cazia said, “armed and wandering loose in your city?” 

“We do, but please understand it is not from contempt for your power.” Speaker’s tone and body language demonstrated absolutely no respect for their power. “It is not because we think you too small to offer harm. Rather, we respect a developed mind. We have seen your kind engaging in the sacred pursuit. You are hunters like us, yes?” 

No. “Yes,” Cazia said. 

“Of course. And like every developed mind, you know when to strike and when self-preservation bids you to stay your hand. In this place, surrounded by powerful hunters in their natural habitat, what attack could you make against us that would not also cause your swift and sure deaths? No, I think we are safe because you, like all living things, want to be safe.” 

“That’s very logical,” Tejohn said evenly. 

Speaker bowed to them, entirely sure of himself. “Hunters like us know when it is time to chase and when it is time to preserve our own lives. You have already demonstrated your intelligence. We do not fear you throwing away your lives on a useless hunt.”

With that, Speaker bowed and swam away, leaving them alone. Tejohn glanced at her. The old soldier looked miserable. He said, “I swear they looked peaceful.” 

Cazia couldn’t help it. She laughed. 

Tejohn shook his head and said, “Fire and Fury, I should have known better. My apologies for getting you into this, my tyr.” 

My tyr! How things have changed. “No apologies necessary,” Cazia said, laying her hand on his arm in what she hoped was a comforting gesture. “I’m glad we came. We needed to make contact with them and warn them about The Blessing.” 

“Not that they seem to care.” 

“What I can’t understand is how they hid this place. We flew over this lake at night; there’s no way we would have missed all these lights.” 

“They have a shield,” Tejohn said. He pointed upward and outward from the balcony. “Do you see where the dark water above us suddenly turns a bit lighter? They placed something dark just below the surface that shields them.” 

Cazia couldn’t see the change in color he was pointing out. “Your eyes must be even stronger than mine now.” 

“The only thing I can’t figure is why. They’re powerful enough to build a citadel no army on Kal-Maddum could breach. Why hide?” 

A prickling thought at the back of Cazia’s mind made her uneasy but she wasn’t sure exactly what it was. “Did you see the spiked metal circlets some of them were wearing? I found one just like it in Qorr Valley.” 

“What do you think it means?” 

Cazia couldn’t answer. Something at the back of her mind was churning, trying to come to the surface, but she couldn’t bring it out. 

Tejohn moved to the edge of the braided wood that formed the balcony, waving his hand to move in the water, then looked down. There was no railing, of course, and if he lost his footing, his armor would drag him down to the parts of the city that had been forbidden to them. Cazia fought the urge to grab hold of him. 

The soldier was not looking at the balcony. He was looking out into the murky darkness of the lake. “There’s something below us, too,” he said. “I caught a glimpse of it when they pulled us in.” 

Cazia stared down into the darkness and felt goose bumps run all along her skin. What did the alligaunts have at the bottom of the lake? “We can’t swim down to take a look,” she said, “but I have a different idea.” 

She reached down and examined the globe light attached to the outer edge of the balcony. It looked very like a basic lightstone, although it was made of wood, and she could feel the potency of its magic well before she touched it. A globe with an enchantment this powerful would glow for years. 

The polished metal dish behind it reflected the light outward like a beacon. Cazia knelt to examine it and was startled to realize the dish was pure gold and thin enough to fold up and put in her pocket. 

She touched her jacket pocket, trying to convince herself this was a good idea, and realized she’d lost the two translation stones she’d made for this trip. It was just as well. 

The globe had grown outward from the wooden braid behind it like a flower bud, right through a hole in the center of the dish. They had no way to hack it free. She didn’t bring a saw and there was no “groomer” nearby to steal from. Tejohn’s sword would be useless in all this water. The resistance would be so great that they could never swing it at full strength. 

Water. Of course. “Take hold of the light,” she said, “and don’t fall.” 

He did. Cazia began the Fifth Gift, but not the version that created water. This time, she wanted to purify it, but only close to where the wood grew around the globe’s tail. This was the spell Lar had set out to Tempest Pass to learn, the one that was supposed to turn the war against the grunts. Such a tiny spell, but it worked. The wooden stem vanished. 

The globe came free and began to float toward the surface. It had worked. The dish of hammered gold dropped down and away from them. 

Tejohn caught the globe and handed it to her. It was lighter than she’d expected, but not by much. 

Cazia began the Tenth Gift. One of the darts in her quiver would have traveled farther in the water, but she would give the globe whatever momentum she could. 

When a powerful, skillful adept casts a spell, they do not just exert power. They put their intention into that power and the magic does their bidding. 

The more skilled she became with her magic—the more The Great Way entered her—the more accurate her darts were. Doctor Eelhook had been a bureaucrat who rarely cast a spell; every dart she had shot was a waste of iron, but now Cazia could shoot five at a time and all of them would strike home. 

This was no different. She willed the light to fly outward and it did. Not in a sudden rush, the way her darts left her hand, but in a steady outward push that sent it out and down, out and down. 

She and Tejohn stepped back from the edge of platform to the braided structure behind them. There were no watchful eyes that they could see. Good. They’d been given leave to explore the city, not dismantle it. Still, the alligaunts wanted to understand them better, so here was their first opportunity. Humans are curious and we break things. 

The light globe kept moving away from them slowly as it descended. It had already gone deeper than Cazia would have thought possible, when suddenly it bounced off of a protuberance and began to slowly float upward. 

The light was far, but it cut through the murk, lighting up a space at least twenty-five feet all around. 

“Are you seeing that?” Tejohn asked. 

“I am,” Cazia answered. 

A clawed hand. The light revealed a single gigantic clawed hand.
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“I don’t want to stand out here any more,” Cazia said. Tejohn didn’t have to say he agreed. He just followed her through the arch into the building…the city… 

No, the hive. It really was a hive. Just beyond the tunnel opening, they found a small, squarish chamber no more than seven feet across. It was open on all four sides, and at the top and bottom, too. There was no lighting or adornment, only the twisted wood. Heavy braids ran upward through the corners of the chamber; only one heavy braid ran horizontally, as a sort of brace. Thinner braids shaped the openings between chambers. 

The only light shone from the next chamber in. Cazia hurried to it and found a second globe. This one was much smaller and had no reflective dish. Cazia was tempted to take it, but only for a moment. She hoped to find more valuable prizes farther in. 

The way ahead was dim and dark, but the way down was pitch black. Of course, Cazia could have gone to either side, circling around the edge of the city, but that wouldn’t satisfy her. 

Above was another light, maybe five chambers up. With a glance at Stoneface to make sure he wasn’t scowling in disapproval, she began to climb. 

It was so easy, she was almost embarrassed. She could kick off from a braid--the large horizontal brace was best, because the thin decorative ones flexed too much and stole her momentum--and dive upwards to the chamber above. Before she’d even reached the lit chamber, she’d figured out the most efficient way to jump from one level to the next. Swimming! Who knew it could be so much fun? 

Tejohn was too weighed down by his armor and gear to follow her example, but he managed a very sensible one-handed climb up the braided supports. His other hand was needed to hold his spear, naturally. Cazia almost offered to carry it for him, but it seemed like an awkward, extremely personal thing to suggest. 

“Let’s go deeper in,” Tejohn said, and they did, passing through ten or fifteen chambers before they came to something unusual. 

It was a lit chamber, but the light was more blue than the others. Below the light, a square wooden board hung where one of the tunnel openings should have been. For a moment, Cazia thought she’d found a forbidden room, but a quick glance into an adjacent chamber showed that was not the case. It was just a large square slab of wood mounted on the support braids. 

Tejohn shrugged. He didn’t know what it was, either. Cazia touched the tiny bulge in her cheek where the second gem was hidden. Where were the alligaunt’s homes? Where did they put their things? 

Peering toward the center of the city, she could see faint glimmers of light shining from nearby chambers, as well as a slightly less dark circle at the very end. Was that the end of the hive? It seemed far, but not far enough to make a city. 

Tejohn led her toward the center of the structure. “I wish there was more light,” he said quietly. There was something about the darkness and stillness of this nest of chambers that made them want to move quietly. 

They passed beneath another blue light. Cazia tapped Tejohn’s shoulder and, when she had his attention, kicked to the chamber above. There was another wooden slab, but this one had a coil of rope on it. 

There was no way to tell how it was attached. The coil seemed to be stuck as if by glue. Without waiting to see if Stoneface approved, Cazia pulled the rope away from the wood. It came freely, the knotted ends wriggling at her command. Third plunder. 

Something tickled at Cazia’s memory. There was something she was forgetting--something important--and she needed to draw that realization to her waking mind.

Looking toward the center of the structure, she once again saw that dark gray circle that suggested the end of the chambers. Cazia started in that direction again, this time in the lead. The coil of rope responded to her thoughts like a well-trained pet, and she imagined the tricks she could do with it. She could make it dance, or sway like a serpent, or… 

How Jagia would have laughed and screamed if she could see this. Cazia couldn’t suppress a terrible pang of loss. 

So she was taken completely by surprise when she lunged into a chamber and scraped her shin against the leg of an alligaunt lurking in the darkness. 

Cazia cried out in surprise as the creature thrashed in the darkness. It spun toward her, one eye bulging white, then swam for the nearest tunnel opening, bashing through the arch braid with its shoulder as it fled. 

A moment later, Tejohn was beside her, his spear at the ready and his short sword in his other hand. The alligaunt did not immediately reappear, so he sheathed his sword and began to unsling his shield from his back. “I’m sorry, Cazia. You should let me go fir--” 

“That’s not necessary,” she said. “It was just a misunderstanding, right?” 

They turned toward the opening the alligaunt had fled through. Small broken sticks floated near it. Two glowing eyes appeared. 

“Arm yourselves,” a voice said out of the darkness. “Armor yourselves, too, if you need to. You are among killers.”

Cazia didn’t like that at all. She laid her hand on her knife. “Speaker brought us here and told us we could wander in safety.” 

“Ah,” the voice said, sounding sadistic, “an assessment. Don’t get the wrong idea, prey. The Sacred Hunters will not suffer your presence gladly. I think I should take a nip out of you to remind you of the power of teeth and claws.” 

Tejohn laughed. Cazia was so startled that she gaped up at him. It was a loud laugh, almost booming, and it sounded wildly out of place in these whisper-dark chambers. “Don’t bother trying to impress us, boy,” he said. “We both saw you flee in terror at the merest brush of your leg. Such boldness! Such courage!” 

The alligaunt swam into their chamber, then up through the opening above, curling back around to make a sort of somersault in the water that returned him to his previous position. The only effect was to see that it could move very quickly in the water--certainly more quickly than Cazia--and that it had iron spikes on its tail. 

“You toy with your life,” it said, quietly. 

“Enough,” Tejohn said dismissively. “We were brought here for a purpose. Stop pretending you can do what you like with us. No one is impressed with this foolishness.” 

“Foolishness!” For a moment, Cazia thought the alligaunt’s outrage would overcome its ability to speak. “Someone needs to teach you your place.” With that last word, it surged into the chamber, only turning away at the last moment to pass through a side opening. 

Tejohn and Cazia watched it swim away. Just before it vanished into the gloom, it seemed to turn toward the center of the hive, but it was hard to be sure of that. 

“How did you know to call it a boy?” Cazia asked. “How could you be sure?” 

Tejohn sighed, then slung his shield on his back again. “I’m a weapons instructor. I know the sound of young warriors miming confidence, especially the ones who think the might of their empire lends might to their spear hand. Or jaw, I guess. Besides, haven’t you noticed that it’s only the small ones who wear the spikes on their tails?” 

“No, I hadn’t.” 

“I’d guess there’s a rite of passage involved in becoming dangerous enough to go without.” 

The thought of a rite of passage made her think of the portals again, and suddenly the thought that had lingered at the bottom of Cazia’s memory made itself known. 

“Voices out of the air,” she exclaimed. “That’s what I couldn’t remember.” 

Stoneface glanced around as if watching for dangers, then guided Cazia toward the center of the hive. “Tell me as we go.” 

“The Tilkilit Queen,” Cazia said, letting the old soldier lead her from chamber to chamber. “She said something to me about being ordered to go through the portal by the gods. She said there were voices out of the air… Fire take me, what did she say? She obeyed the voice of the god in the air, I think. I thought it was weird, because wouldn’t most people say god of the air instead of in the air?” 

“They would. They do.” 

“Right. Ivy says that Kelvijinian is the god of the earth… Anyway, I thought it was just that the Tilkilit are so incredibly stupid, but what if the queen was talking about the same sort of voice we heard on the lakeshore, before we were given alligaunt translation gems?” 

“Speaker did recognize your anti-magic stone,” Tejohn said. He moved warily, as though expecting an attack. “What did he call it?” 

“A spell-disruptor. Listen, what if…okay, what if the spell-disruptor, kinzchu stone, anti-magic spell, whatever you call it, what if it came from the alligaunts? What if they created it and gave it to the Tilkilit in the same way the Evening People gave us the Gifts?” 

“That would mean the alligaunts are the masters of the Tilkilit.” 

“And that the Tilkilit were sent through the portal by the alligaunts. But why? What does it mean?” 

“What it means, I think,” Tejohn said, “is that we had better do well on this assessment.” 

They traveled in silence for a few levels, moving closer to the end of the series of chambers. There was definitely a larger space ahead, and it was well lit. 

“Mother told me almost the same thing,” Cazia said quietly. The look Tejohn gave her showed he didn’t understand. “Not my mother. Mother, the leader of the eagles. The ruhgrit.” 

“She referred to voices out of the air?” Tejohn asked. 

“Yes. Well, she called them voices from the deep above, or something, but the meaning is pretty much the same. She also referred to belly-crawlers.” 

Tejohn lowered his voice. “The alligaunts crawl on their bellies when they move on land.” 

“Which leaves us with the same question: why? Why send these creatures through the portal to Kal-Maddum?” 

“Up ahead,” Tejohn said. 

He was referring to the end of the chambers. They passed through three more openings and finally came to the center of the city. 

It was nothing more than a wide-open space, a column of open water that stretched from the shadowy darkness of the shield above all the way down to the well-lit, sandy lake bottom. The whole hive curved around it, and glowing spheres were mounted at close intervals throughout. 

There must have been nearly a hundred levels in the hive, and the open space before her… It was bigger around than the walls of the Palace of Song and Morning. 

Cazia had never seen anything so colossal and could not imagine what it would look like on dry land. The alligaunts must have been extraordinarily powerful if they could grow so many trees in braids down here where the sun could never reach them. 

Tejohn’s voice was quiet when he said, “Wow.” 

“Yeah, wow.” 

Looking up, Cazia saw the columns of lights sway back and forth very slightly like tall grass in a gentle wind. The sight made her suddenly queasy; what if a sudden current pushed hard against that shield up there and toppled the whole hive? What made this stable? 

Then she saw it. In addition to the heavy bracing braids of wood that grew both as vertical shoots and in rings around the center, there were five truly colossal braids spaced evenly around the open space. Each was as thick around as a tower, with huge trunks wound tightly together. They hold this place together. It would have taken a crew with iron axes a full day, working undisturbed, to cut through one of them. 

“What is this place?” Cazia muttered. 

“It’s the commons,” Tejohn answered. “Look.” 

He pointed downward just as an alligaunt swam by, moving upward extremely fast. There were red ribbons tied to its arms and legs, not to bind it, but to trail artfully behind. 

A second alligaunt swam by, seemingly chasing the first. Behind them both was a crowd of a dozen, swimming in a group. 

Then Cazia noticed a huge, broad gray oval mounted on the far side of the hive. Four alligaunts tended it, leaning over to make marks on it with long styluses. They were drawing something; as Cazia watched, she realized it was a stand of marsh grasses with something crouched inside it. 

“Do you hear the singing?” Tejohn asked. 

Suddenly, she did. It was extraordinarily low, almost in whispers, but carefully harmonized, too. “That’s not much of a song,” she blurted, annoyed that the alligaunts had such primitive and uninteresting music. 

“It’s perfect for them, I’d bet,” Tejohn said. “They’re hunters. They sneak into a hiding space, wait their for prey, then snatch them suddenly. Hunting is sacred, right? So, their music is quiet like a hunter lying in ambush, their artists draw hunting images over and over, and that…” He pointed toward the swimming alligaunt with the red streamers, whose procession had changed direction again and was heading downward. “That is some kind of play or mime.” 

“The crowd in back must be the audience,” Cazia said, “and the ribbons represent blood streaming from wounded prey, right?” 

Tejohn nodded. “That’s how it looks to me. And it makes sense. We put on plays about war; even after the Evening People made tales of war unacceptable, we kept telling them through symbolism.” 

“And stories of love, too,” Cazia said. 

“Yes, love and war. But alligaunts don’t seem to understand either. All they care about, all they want to record from their own lives, are their hunts. And this is the city commons, where they create it.” 

Cazia watched the procession pass through the center of the commons far below her. The chasing alligaunt would soon catch its “prey.” 

They passed in front of a light that was unlike the other globes. This one was far from the walls of the hive, hovering a foot or two above the lake bed. Also, the color and shape were wrong. The other lights were perfectly round and white or blue-white. This one bulged like misshapen fruit, and besides its own yellow glow, there were flashes of light playing across it like the sunlight on water. 

Tejohn had noticed it, too. “Why is that portal so misshapen?” he asked.

That’s a portal down there. What could have made it swell up that way? She squinted through the murky water and saw it: black iron bars had been hooked into the edges of the portal, almost as though it was a pet on a leash. 

An alligaunt emerged from the portal, swimming with all its might. Moments later, a school of fish swarmed through as though in hot pursuit. They were long, slender, and bright green, with tails like pennants. 

She turned toward Tejohn to ask him something, but Stoneface’s expression was more Stoneface than she’d ever seen it. In a low voice, he said, “We’re being stalked.”
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Tejohn expected her to gasp or turn around suddenly, but to her credit, Cazia did not react with any sign of fear. She simply became very still, nodded, and asked, “Where?”

Tejohn looked back to indicate where the alligaunt had gone. It was the same one they’d accidentally awoken, he was sure. Tejohn knew he shouldn’t have taunted the creature, but Fire and Fury, they were so arrogant. He couldn’t stand another moment of their smug condescension, especially from a youngster who’d fled in terror at the merest touch. 

Still, taunting a young warrior was a young soldier’s mistake, and he wasn’t a young soldier anymore. 

It was hard to tell how well the alligaunts could hear, so he and Cazia made their plans very, very quietly. 

To start, they climbed up the side of the building right there in view of the commons. The alligaunts didn’t seem to be watching them--no one seemed to care what they did--but Tejohn wanted to be seen anyway. 

After six levels, they came to another blue-lit chamber with a tool board mounted on it. There was no coil of rope this time, but there were a long stylus, a pair of the long-handled wooden spoons, and a set of four black iron bars with blunt hooks at both ends. They were the same metal bars that had been set into the edges of the portal at the bottom of the commons, and Cazia took a greedy step toward them. 

“Not yet,” he said. They weren’t ready to take prizes. 

They climbed six levels, then slipped into one of the chambers. There was no sign of the alligaunt, of course, but Tejohn had no doubt it was nearby. 

They moved inward, with Tejohn in the lead, going forward two chambers, then right one, then forward two more, then right again, trying to keep close to the lights. He didn’t want to lose their stalker, but he didn’t want the creature to become suspicious, either. 

The attack could come from anywhere.

The skin on the back of his neck prickled. He couldn’t be sweating, could he? Not underwater. It occurred to him that the water should have been brutally cold against his skin, but it seemed as cool as a summer morning. Alligaunt magic really was potent. 

He moved to the right again, peering into the darkness. Hoping that he’d kept the creature below him and on his shield side. He held tightly to his spear, navigating it through the tunnel openings. It would not be much use in these little cells, smaller even than the ones at the outer edge of the structure. He would have to use his sword, his knife, or his bare hands. Still, as impractical as it was, he couldn’t leave it behind. It was his spear. 

When the alligaunt attacked, it came from below, just as he’d hoped. Tejohn saw a flash of movement, then pulled his feet up and curled behind his shield. It was fast, but the alligaunt barely had time to slam its gaping mouth against his shield--which was too wide for it to catch both edges--and drive Tejohn upward before the rope end shot out from Cazia’s hand like an arrow. 

It looped around the alligaunt’s mouth and squeezed it shut, then began to circle the creature several times. Despite the plan they’d made, Tejohn’s training kicked in and he wasted a precious moment trying to bring his spearpoint to bear, only to catch it against a brace. The beast thrashed, trying to come all the way into the chamber to use the iron spike on its tail. Tejohn pushed off from the braid above and pinned the alligaunt against the thick horizontal brace. He knew in a moment that it was too strong to hold at bay for long, especially in this environment. It fought him, writhing upward inch by inch. That tail--

But Cazia was already there. She dove for the creature, letting the other end of the rope loop around its tail, then catch hold of a nearby braid. 

The rope was strong enough to hold the beast, but the braid was not. The wood tore free, but it fouled the beast’s movement enough that Tejohn could--by letting go of his spear--reach back and block that onrushing tail before the spike could touch him.

Cazia reached over, grabbed the spiked circlet, and slid if off the alligaunt’s tail. Then, in a single smooth motion, she lifted the mace with her other hand and jabbed the end against the eelskin strap on the alligaunt’s foreleg. 

There was a moment of stunned stillness, which gave Tejohn the opportunity to slide forward and wrap his legs around both the creature’s torso and the heavy brace behind it. A glimpse of movement on his right showed that his spear was sliding down into the depths. He caught it just as the alligaunt began to thrash in earnest. 

It was only a moment before Cazia spat on the creature’s chest, then slapped her hand down. The alligaunt fell still, but its whole body trembled. 

“Don’t move,” Cazia said quietly. With its back against the wooden braid, the alligaunt was unable to see them against its underbelly. “I’d hate to drop this when we’re so far from the surface.” She slid her hand across the creature’s chest, then wedged the tiny stone into a fold of skin where its foreleg met its shoulder. “There you go! Don’t move!  I mean it; hold still. If that falls out, it’ll disappear into the darkness below and you’ll drown right in front of us.” 

Tejohn was in an uncomfortable spot. His shield was still on his arm but he was forced to hold it behind him so Cazia could access the creature’s shoulder. The tip of his spear had fallen downward and he had barely managed to catch the butt end; he lifted it several times until he could hold it just below the point. And of course he still had the alligaunt trapped within his legs like a wrestler. One thing was certain: if the beast decided it no longer cared about its own survival, it could easily break his hold and bring those jaws to bear. 

It didn’t. It didn’t dare. Great Way, but Speaker had the right of it. The alligaunts didn’t strike unless they were sure of victory. 

Cazia slid her mace into her belt and laid the spiked circlet against the alligaunt’s throat. “You can’t see what I’m doing--hold still--but I’ve laid the point of your own weapon to your underside. Feel it?” She touched the steel spike against the creature’s thick flesh. It shuddered. “Hold still!” Her voice was urgent and hushed. “If you can’t hold that gem in place, you’re going to drown yourself, and whose fault would that be? Now speak quietly or I’m liable to jab you.” 

At her touch, the rope uncoiled from the alligaunt’s mouth. The creature remained still. “What do you apes think you’re doing? You can’t get away with this, not here. I have bonds that will come to my aid. If you hunt me in this place without permission, they’ll tear you apart.” 

“We weren’t the ones hunting without permission,” Tejohn said. “We’re just defending ourselves.” 

“I was not going to kill you!” the alligaunt seemed startled and terrified. 

“Prove it,” Tejohn said. 

“I said I would only take a nip!” 

The alligaunt’s fear was real now. Tejohn could not hide his scorn; yes, they were powerful creatures and had extraordinary magic but they lived as cowards. “If you force us to kill you, it will be our word against your reputation. We will say that you hunted us to salve your wounded pride. Tell me, your bonds don’t think of you as headstrong and anxious to prove yourself, do they? Because that would work in our favor.” 

Cazia’s voice was low. “When you started hunting us, did you get permission?” The alligaunt’s silence was answer enough. “That’s what I thought. Don’t forget that they might not even catch us. I’ll tell you what. We’re going to have a conversation; if you tell us everything we want to know, we might let you go.” 

“This makes no sense,” the alligaunt whined. “You’re risking your lives for nothing.” 

Before Tejohn could make a retort, Cazia whispered, “We’re going to call you ‘Bully’. Do you understand what that word means?” 

The alligaunt’s answer was hesitant. “I do.” 

“It’s your new name. Now hold still; you don’t want to drop that gem.” 

“How long have you been here,” Tejohn asked. 

“Almost a year,” was the answer. “I’m learning how to--” 

“Your people,” Tejohn interrupted irritably. “How long have your people been here?” 

“Some two hundred years in this lake. We have been in this world a short while longer than that, but the initial hunting grounds were said to have been too chaotic.” 

“The Qorr Valley,” Cazia said. “You can here through the portal in the Qorr Valley.” 

The alligaunt swished its tail as a sign of agreement, then remembered it was supposed to keep still. “Yes. We migrated here to find a less troublesome portal.” 

Another invader, Tejohn immediately thought. Then: We are all invaders of one kind or another. 

“Why does the portal look so strange?” Tejohn asked. “What have you done with it?” 

“This is an intermittent portal,” Bully answered. “In its natural state, it opens and closes on the cycle that The Great Way wills. We have altered its behavior so it creates a permanent connection with a world of abundant hunting.” 

“With those black iron bars,” Cazia said. “The ones with the hooks on the end,” 

“Yes. They are one of our most powerful tools, filled with our most powerful spells. Those bars can block the will and influence of The Great Way itself.” 

We have others that hold the gods at bay, Speaker had said.

“Tell me about the Tilkilit,” Cazia said. When there was a grunt of confusion, she continued, “They’re intelligent insects. They ride huge worms and speak mostly with smells. Disembodied voices like the ones your people use sent them into the Qorr Valley. That’s where I got this spell-disruptor.” 

“I do not know anything about them.” 

She pressed with the point of the spike. “I hope you’re not lying to me, Bully.” 

“I’m not! On the Quiet Moment, I swear I know nothing.” 

“Keep your voice down. What about the gigantic eagles that appeared recently?” 

“Those? Yes, I know those,” Bully said eagerly. He was genuinely pleased to answer questions. “They’re preyslavesacrament. Do you understand that concept? The translation spell is sometimes too literal to make a new concept clear.” 

“It seems clear enough to me,” Tejohn said. “They’re prey that you treat like slaves when the situation demands it, and it’s especially holy to hunt them.” 

“That’s right.”

“Could the Tilkilit be…preyslavesacrament as well,” Cazia asked, “without you knowing it?” 

“Yes,” Bully said. “There are dozens of peoples who are preyslavesacrament. I do not know them all. However, The People Above--that’s what the eagles call themselves--are extremely auspicious prey. When I am of age, I will honor my bonds by taking one in open water.” 

“Why are they here,” Cazia asked, “on Kal-Maddum?” 

“To clear the land of our enemy’s preyslavesacrament,” Bully answered. “To destroy the influence of the Evening People and of agriculture.” 

“To destroy us,” Cazia said, her voice grim. 

Bully hesitated before answering. “We are at war with the Evening People, and we have nearly won. Soon you will no longer be their preyslavesacrament, and--” 

“We were never their preyslavesacrament,” Tejohn said. 

“No, that is our term for it,” Bully answered. “They would have called you something else, but the meaning is the same. You helped them spread their influence. Their vision of the way ascended beings should live. Soon, you will be without them.” 

“You hate them so much,” Cazia asked, “that your people would wipe them out?” 

“They do not hunt,” the alligaunt answered. “They are not exciting prey. Their magic protects prey in a way that is blasphemous to us. Yes, we would wipe them out. We must. I do not expect you to understand.” 

“You might be surprised,” Tejohn said. “So, is that what this assessment is all about? Speaker has called someone named Examiner to give us a series of tests, and if the two of us fail, we become preyslavesacrament?” 

“No,” Bully said hesitantly. “You will become preyslavesacrament if you pass Examiner’s tests. If you fail, your lands will be given over to one of the many preyslavesacrament peoples and made holy for us Sacred Hunters.” 

Pinned against the braid as he was, Bully couldn’t see the expression on Cazia’s face just then, and he was lucky for it. Her eyes went wide and she bared her teeth, but before she could vent her outrage with either her voice or the spike in her hand, Tejohn spoke. “I have an important question for you, Bully, and I want you to answer it honestly and clearly.” 

“You sound angry.” 

“If we were not down here on your underside, you would know we are both angry. Your people have already done tremendous harm to mine.” 

“Predator hunts prey,” the alligaunt said. “That’s the natural way of things. You can’t--” 

“Quiet now,” Tejohn said. He forced his voice to be low and soothing, but the urge to kill was building in him once again. “Be ready, because this is the most important question of all. Why did your people call it The Blessing?”
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Cazia’s head jerked toward him in sudden surprise. She didn’t even look angry, just shocked. 

“To help them,” Bully answered. He sounded pleased to be able to talk about this, as though he was bragging about his people’s good works. “To save them from a life of indolence and passivity. What better way to defeat the Evening People than by transforming them into something admirable: a powerful hunter?” 

Cazia still couldn’t speak. Tejohn said, “The Blessing are loose in Kal-Maddum.” 

“Yes,” Bully said. “That was unexpected. But a curse like that, with no sense of natural balance or self-control, will eventually hunt the land bare and die out. When that happens, Kal-Maddum will be ready for preyslavesacrament to sanctify it.” 

“Your people created The Blessing,” Cazia said. “You. Alligaunts. You unleashed them on us.” 

Bully’s answer was wary. “We unleashed it on the Evening People to end their reign of agricultural horror. It wasn’t intended for you.” 

“That’s why The Blessing are afraid of water,” Tejohn said. “That’s why they can’t hold their breath. So they won’t come after your people.” 

“That’s correct,” the alligaunt answered. “We can undo the curse if one of the Sacred Hunters is bitten, of course, but it’s troublesome.” 

“Troublesome!” Cazia barked. 

“Hold still,” Tejohn said. He released his legs from the alligaunt’s torso, kicking back slightly. Then he slung his shield on his back. 

“Thank you,” Bully said. “It was difficult for me to breathe. May I take hold of the gem with my hand now?” 

“No,” Cazia said. “We are not finished.” 

Tejohn was surprised by that. What more did they have to say? The alligaunts were a powerful and dangerous enemy--the greatest enemy humans had ever faced. Somehow, he had to get that news back to his people, if that was even possible. 

“I understand,” Bully said. It hadn’t moved except to brace its tail against the braid below. “You are hunters, too, yes? But right now, you’re hunting for information. I don’t know how Examiner will feel about it, but I find it a mark in your favor. It is bold of you to risk violence for a simple conversation. However, now that you have taken your ‘prey,’ you should withdraw to safety. If you are caught here--” 

“Bully, listen to my question, because it’s as important as the one my companion just asked you. Can your spell translate the word brother?” 

“Yes, it can,” the alligaunt answered, daring to shift position slightly. 

Tejohn saw Cazia draw the spiked circlet back and begin the hand motions for a spell. 

Bully, still unable to see them, continued to answer the question. “A brother is one of the bonds a person can have. A male nestmate. A weak bond among my people, but--” 

Cazia finished her spell. The spiked circlet shot from her hands with extraordinary force, punching through the alligaunt’s body and pinning it to the braid behind it. Bully shuddered several times before falling still. Blood trailed from its body like smoke from an extinguished candle. 

Her fists clenched at her sides, Cazia floated above the alligaunt’s body, trembling with rage. 

Tejohn kept his voice low. “Killing a helpless prisoner is dishonorable thing.” 

She spun toward him. “That thing wasn’t a prisoner. We’re the prisoners.” 

“I won’t argue with that.” He waved his hand beside her to push the blood away. “We shouldn’t linger here.” 

She agreed, hurrying with him back the way they had come. “What’s next?” she asked. “What do we do with what we’ve learned?” 

Start the killing. “If I thought there was any way we could make it to shore,” he answered, “I would suggest we retreat and spread the news. Warn others. But I don’t see how we can.”

She thought for a few moments. “Neither do I,” Cazia said. They stopped, and by the dim light of a nearby globe, he could see wildness in her expression. “And that’s just fine by me. Even if we did warn the others, the alligaunts could send another curse after us while they relax far from the battlefield. I think we should kill as many as we can and scare the life out of the rest, and I think I know how we can do it.” 

She took off through the chambers, pushing herself from braid to braid by her hands and feet, lying out flat so she could move with as little resistance as possible. 

Tejohn could not do the same. His armor was too heavy for him to lie out flat in the water, and the effort of leaping from one end of the chambers to another in all this water with all this gear had already taxed his aging muscles. 

He caught up with her in the blue-lit chamber as she finished collecting the four black iron bars. Her rope wrapped around each of them, holding them to her back like a pack. “Look how that board is mounted,” she said, waving vaguely toward the rack. 

Tejohn stepped back out of the chamber and went to the back. The light here wasn’t strong, but he could see the board was attached to the heavy vertical braces by some sort of black putty.

He ran his hand along it. It was as smooth as new ice and as solid as rock. The stone wrapped around the individual wooden braids as though it had been poured over them. “What is it?” 

Cazia joined him, her mace in hand. “Something the alligaunts make,” she said unhelpfully. “Do you remember the indestructible buildings we found at the edge of the sea? That’s what it was made of. I wish there was a tool we could take to create our own.” 

“I’ll keep an eye out for one.” Tejohn took a deep breath, knowing just how strange that was down here in the depths, but he’d already become accustomed to strangeness. “What’s your plan? To remove the hooks from the portal and close it? To strand them here?” 

“No, although I like the idea of starving these hunters. No, their magic is too strong. They would just move somewhere else. Into the ocean, maybe.” She jerked her head, indicating he should follow. He did. Better for them to talk on the move so she would slow down. “Remember why Lar wanted to come to Tempest Pass in the first place? He believed his uncle Ghoron had a deadly version of the Fifth Gift, one that could ‘clean out’ the insides of people’s skulls, turning them into water.” 

Tejohn’s legs were becoming really tired now. “You mean, just like the one you cast when you broke the round light off the end of the balcony.”

She gave him a sly, sideways look. “You could tell?” 

Once, many lifetimes ago, he would have interpreted that expression as treason. “I could.” 

“Well, I’m a wizard now, and I worked it out. Obviously. And this was the direction--” She paused, startled. The next chamber ahead was unlike the others: there were no small, decorative braids, only heavy braces. 

“This was the direction of the nearest of the gigantic support braids.” 

She was right. Just ahead of them were three massive tree trunks braided together like a child’s pigtails. Up close, they were bigger than they first appeared; each was nearly as wide around as the low tower in the Finstel mining camp. Around that central braid were at least twenty more braids, each trunk as thick as an old oak. The horizontal braces ran straight out from the chambers into those peripheral braids, anchoring themselves through complicated tangle-knots. 

“I know it won’t really get them all,” Cazia said. “I wish I knew a way to do it, but I don’t. Still, if we can bring down this whole city, cover over their portal, and kill a whole lot of alligaunts, maybe they’d start believing in Fire and Fury.” 

While the two of them stood there, marveling at the size of the support braid, a cloud of dirty water floated by, and the braids scraped against each other, creaking and groaning. 

“Maybe it won’t take much,” Cazia said. 

Tejohn wasn’t so sure. “I’ll watch your back.” 

She began to cast the Fifth Gift, focusing on one of the smaller trunks. It only took her a moment, but after she finished her hand motions, she reached out and pressed against the smooth, barkless surface. 

The wood cracked and collapsed inward slightly. The hollow space she’d created was very narrow. It also came very close to the surface of the braid without breaking through. 

“How did you know about the alligaunts and The Blessing?” she asked, beginning her spell again. 

“They were normal voices, but no one was there to speak,” Tejohn said. He stood with his back to her, staring into the murk all around them for approaching enemies. “That’s what Dhe told us about the day he was lured to the beach for his ritual. He said he could tell when someone was nearby, but on that day, he was alone when he heard voices telling him to come to his holy place, or whatever it was.” 

“I’d forgotten that,” Cazia said. 

“Dhe had quite a few revelations for us,” Tejohn said. “That seemed like a small one until you told me about the Tilkilit and the People Above. Is this conversation too distracting?”

“No,” she said. “It’s helping me hold onto my anger. I’m going to try one of these gigantic ones next. Fire and Fury, do you really think the alligaunts just wanted to turn their enemies into vicious carnivores?”

Tejohn glanced back at her. She’d turned her focus to one of the trunks that was as thick all the way through as a tower. Could she really do this? It occurred to him that, deep below the lake surface, there would be no way to check her cheeks for tears. 

He banished that thought immediately and returned to his vigil, holding onto a heavy braid to keep from sinking out of sight. That worry came from a life that was dead now. 

“I think it’s a sign of how they think,” he said. “Have you noticed how boggled Bully was by the idea we would risk our lives down here? The  alligaunts--Sacred Hunters, I mean--might be strong, skilled with magic, and kings of many lands, but I think they’re too arrogant to try to understand their enemy.” 

She did not respond, so Tejohn kept talking. “If I were going to create a transformation spell to make my enemies turn against each other, I’d turn them into soldiers. Strong, fast, skin so thick, it’s like armor. Any tyr would. But the alligaunts don’t think in terms of war.” They would never make a suicide attack like the one we’re making.

Of course, he didn’t say that. He glanced over at the young scholar…so much younger than he had been when he first sought out his destruction on the battlefield all those years ago. Her brow was furrowed, her lip curled in concentration. 

Peradaini society valorized the soldier in every way. They were made leaders and kings, were the subject of songs and plays, and heard cheers when they returned from a campaign. In contrast, scholars were treated with fear and suspicion; people stared at them, looking for a telltale tear on their cheeks. 

Now, after the collapse of everything, the most decorated soldier of his generation was standing guard while a scholar who was not even old enough to be betrothed was striking the blow that might drive their enemy from their land. 

She cast several more times, her expression rapt. Tejohn turned his attention outward, looking into the chambers around him for some sign of movement. He saw none, but it was so dark that a dozen alligaunts could have been marshaling nearby and he wouldn’t have known. There were few lights nearby, and those few were not close. 

A sudden shiver of fear and helplessness ran through him. Down here, far below the surface, his skills with spear and shield were nearly useless. All his training--all his assurance in his own power--was gone. Cazia Freewell needed a bodyguard, but all she had was him, a man glad of the chance to rest his tired muscles. 

When Cazia moved to another chamber, he followed. She leaned through the opening toward the column, beginning her spell again, and he took up position behind her. 

Finally, after casting several times, she turned to him. “I’ve sabotaged two of the main trunks and fourteen of the support braids. Do you think that’s enough? Should I do more or just go on to the next?” 

Child, you have built and destroyed more structures than I have. “If you have a question about stabbing someone, let me know. Otherwise, I’m not much use.” 

“I think we know that’s not true,” she said. Then: “That’s good enough. Let’s circle around the hive.” 

She pulled herself through the tunnel opening. Tejohn followed, leaping across the dark chasms as quickly as he could. “Don’t get too far ahead.” 

Looking chagrined, she waited for him. Together, they kept a slower pace. She was anxious and excitable. “Sorry. I just want to get this done before I get caught.” 

“If you do get caught,” Tejohn said calmly, “I want to be close enough to kill the one who catches you.” 

She glanced back at him, and in the darkness, he could see she was smiling. “After the next one, we should be done. I think. It’s hard to tell how much stress this place was built to handle, but--” 

There was a shout from the commons, then a great cheer. It startled both of them, and they peered toward the center of the structure. An alligaunt swam by, a short white wand in its hand. Shortly after, a school of fish swam by. They were thick and round, like a grown man’s leg, and their scales flashed silver. 

One of them ducked into the chamber opening, and raced directly at them, its gaping jaws ringed with barbed teeth.

















Chapter 36




[image: Image]




Considering everything, it seemed obvious that the wand the alligaunt carried was similar to the one she’d seen in the oceanside fortress. She’d only caught a glimpse, but she was certain the end had the same sharp-edged cube as the lever Kinz destroyed. She felt an immediate urge to steal it. How many Plunders would that have made? Four? Five? She’d lost count. 

But before she even had a chance to convince herself stealing it was an impossible task, the school of silver worm-fish swam into view. Then one turned and came straight at her. Its mouth was a gaping circle with a ring of nasty teeth around the edge, and it looked so like the massive Tilkilit worm that she froze in terror for a moment. 

Tejohn grabbed her elbow and pulled her back. At the same time, he thrust the edge of his shield forward and caught the worm on the side of its “head”--really just a half foot behind those jagged teeth--driving it into the vertical support braid behind it. 

It was a swift, hard blow, especially considering they were underwater. The sound of its cracking skull was surprisingly loud.

“Let’s hurry,” he whispered, and they loped from one chamber to another. After they’d reached their third, a dozen or so of those worm-mouthed fish zoomed by overhead, with alligaunts in close pursuit. Cazia and Tejohn stood against the vertical braces and waited for the danger to pass. 

No one came close enough to discover them. After a few moments, Cazia heard an alligaunt screaming in agony, begging for someone to come and help it. 

“Auspicious prey,” Tejohn whispered. 

Time to move. They began swimming through chamber after chamber once again. Cazia was sure they were moving west, but direction didn’t really matter down here, as long as they were getting closer to the second support braid. 

“Shouldn’t we have run into more alligaunts than this?” she asked in a low voice. Cazia hated to tempt Fire this way, as though just asking the question would lead them into a phalanx of alligaunts, but the waters of Lake Windmark were crowded with the things, and she couldn’t understand why they would build a huge city but not live in it. “Where are they all?”

“They’re hunting that auspicious prey.” 

“So, it’s lunchtime?” 

“I don’t think so,” Tejohn said, without slowing his pace. “When the king travels to another tyr’s lands, he travels with a retinue.” 

“I never saw that,” Cazia said, feeling vaguely embarrassed for no reason. “But I did see tyrs when they visited the castle. They came with soldiers, musicians playing the drum and pipe, and sometimes mummers or acrobats. Tyr Holvos gave out sourcakes to hungry children.” 

“Exactly,” Tejohn said. “This Examiner is a person of importance and intends to impress the locals--” 

“--By sending exciting prey into the city ahead of their arrival. But to send creatures that actually kill locals?” 

“That makes it all the better,” Tejohn said grimly. “All the more auspicious. How much farther to the next support, do you think? If they discover Bully, they may postpone our bigwig’s arrival, and these nice, distracting hunts would end.” 

Cazia couldn’t really be sure of how far they had to go, but they kept moving, passing through another well-lit section. Luckily, there was no one here, either. 

Tejohn’s breathing was labored, and so was hers. Ha! Breathing! Down here in the depths! She didn’t want to admit it, but the Fifth Gift had taken a lot out of her. Of course, she could do it again--of course she could--but she was hungry and her head felt light. Worse, swimming this long distance, even with the braces to grab hold of and pull herself along, was wearing her out. 

Not that it mattered. It wasn’t	 as if she was ever going to leave this place alive. She didn’t need to conserve her energy or worry about the next step. If she failed, the alligaunts would tear her apart. If she succeeded, she would be trapped inside this city as it buckled. 

There was no coming back from this, and--I haven’t even been kissed yet--she was fine with that. If it made the alligaunts think twice about coming to Kal-Maddum, it would be worth it. 

They passed from the dimly lit section into the darkness again. The only light came from the commons, and there was barely enough to see where she could grab hold or duck her head. 

Still, glancing to her right, she could see more and more dark figures passing by. The alligaunts had begun to gather. Either the next wave of prey emerging from that portal was going to be extremely exciting, or Cazia would soon run out of time. 

And then, suddenly, she was there. The chambers came to an end and the heavy horizontal braids wove into another main support. Cazia circled around it so she would not be visible to anyone looking in from the commons. 

“Do you need this?” In the dark, Tejohn held out a small package wrapped in cloth. “I’m sure it’s disgusting right now, but if you need it…”

“I do.” As she suspected, it was meatbread, and it was thoroughly soaked with murky lake water. Cazia could barely unwrap it without it falling apart, but she pinched off pieces anyway. It was cold, lumpy, repulsive mush, but she forced herself to swallow it until she no longer felt light-headed. 

She turned toward the braid and, without hesitation, began the Fifth Gift again. This time, she started with the massive trunks. 

There was water inside the wood--there was water inside most living things--but purifying it this way took an unbelievable amount of concentration. It was like trying to breathe with a hand covering her mouth, using all the strength in her lungs to pull in any air she could get. It was incredibly difficult, but she drilled her attention into it, beginning at the center and making the wood pulp retreat toward the bark. 

Finished. She saw movement out of the corner of her eye and decided against having another pinch of mush. Fire and Fury, they were just about out of time. There was no time to waste on the small supporting braids; she started right in on the second massive trunk. 

“You!” she heard from behind her. “What are you doing here?” 

“What we were told to do,” Tejohn answered. 

“What’s that?” 

“Explore the city. We’re supposed to explore its wonders until the Examiner showed up. Is the name ‘The Examiner’ or just ‘Examiner’? I can’t tell if it’s a name or a title.” 

He’s buying me time. Focus. Focus. 

“It’s ‘Examiner.’” The alligaunt answered. “You shouldn’t be back here.” 

“Well, you didn’t give us much choice!” Tejohn exclaimed. 

“What do you mean?” 

“We were attacked by one of those silver things. It just came through the opening and swam straight at us.” 

“Fine,” the alligaunt interrupted, clearly annoyed with Tejohn’s tone. “What is that one doing?” 

A chill ran down Cazia’s back. Ignore them. Focus. She could feel the wood pulp vanishing from inside the trunk, but it was taking too long to reach the edge. She was too tired and too distracted. 

“I only just managed to knock it aside with my shield,” Tejohn said. “Lucky us. That’s why we decided--”

“I asked what that one is doing.”

“To come over here, where these huge structures would give us some shelter. This isn’t our native environment, after all. What is that big braid for, anyway?” 

“What’s going on here?” This was a new voice, one with a tone of command. 

“I was asking about this big braid,” Tejohn said. “And those silver things that almost killed us. What are they called?” 

“Tell us what she is doing or we are going to tear y0u both apart.” 

Tejohn was silent for a moment. Cazia shut her eyes, holding onto the thought structures that gave power to her magic. Then he said, “We were told we could travel freely without fear of attack. We were told you weren’t afraid of us.” A few moments of silence passed. “Okay, then. Fine. If you insist, I’ll tell you. The girl is meditating.” 

The second voice said, “Make her stop, or I will.” 

“Impossible,” Tejohn said. “These are sacred meditations we must do when we almost lose our lives. You see, one of those large silver fish swam through the chambers right at us, and--”

“Magic,” a third voice said, quietly. “I think she’s doing magic.”

The second voice spoke with simple finality. “Kill them both.”
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There were three of them. One was up high to his right but turned so that its tail pointed straight up and its underbelly faced away. The other two were low on his left, lying flat. It had already occurred to him that, unlike people, alligaunts might feel more powerful when they were below him rather than above. 

They hunt from ambush. They’re cowards. 

Before the new creature could finish the command to kill them, Tejohn was moving. He feinted toward the one up high, jabbing up with his spear. He almost made a touch, too, it was so slow to respond, but it jolted back at the last minute, fleeing into the darkness. 

But he had already kicked against a nearby brace, pushing himself back. He lowered his shield and spun his spear to bring the tip around. The other alligaunts were already charging him, and there was no time to switch his grip to a strong overhand position. Tejohn thrust with all the speed and power he could bring to bear. The alligaunt ducked low, but not low enough. 

The point caught it just behind the dome of its skull, and the momentum of the creature’s forward rush, along with the difficulty of penetrating that thick hide, nearly wrenched the weapon from Tejohn’s hand. He held on, feeling his whole body shoved backward until the butt of the spear finally caught on something behind him and the point plunged deep. 

But even as that first alligaunt cried out, the other--the one that spoke with the tone of command--pressed him hard. It did not try to close its jaws on his shield as Bully had; it caught the edge and shoved it aside. 

Grateful am I to be permitted to travel The Way.

The jaws gaped, showing red, wet mouth and black gums behind small jagged teeth. Tejohn had a glance of the alligaunt’s curling, tentacle-like tongue before the thing swooped onto him, black eyes rolling back white, and bit down on his cuirass. 

The power of the thing was tremendous. It slammed him against the vertical brace behind him, making lights flash in his vision. The cuirass crumpled at the edges, pressing against his ribs. 

Tejohn’s spear was no longer in his hand, but he’d already reached down to his right hip and taken hold of his short sword. The alligaunt twisted, trying to spin and disorient him, and it might have worked if he hadn’t been pinned against a brace. 

Too long. This was all taking too long. Tejohn thrust his sword dead center behind the alligaunt’s skull. The creature shuddered and seemed to lose its strength. He stabbed again and again, desperate to free himself. 

There was still a third hunter out there somewhere, and Cazia had no protection. He shook himself free, finally, and hurried toward the braid where she was doing her work. “Cazia!” 

“I’m sorry,” she said, “I lost concentration when they started attacking. I--” 

“It’s fine,” Tejohn assured her. He moved close and held his shield to protect her. “There’s a third one out here somewhere, and they like to attack from below.” 

“Not just a third,” she said. 

He followed her gaze and saw several dark forms moving through the dim chambers, swimming toward them. The third had not circled around to attack; it had gone for help. 

Before he could ask, she said, “I didn’t finish. It wasn’t enough time--” 

“There never is.” 

Tejohn slid his sword back into its scabbard. There was no point in worrying about wiping off the alligaunt’s blood, not down here. Besides, his weapons would last longer than he would. His spear was still sticking out of the first alligaunt, but it had not died yet. It snapped its jaws weakly as he approached, as though it could frighten him away. 

“You don’t look very good,” Cazia said. 

“You’re going to die here.” The alligaunt’s eyes rolled back, then forward again. The moving shapes grew nearer. “Examiner will mark your people for destruction, and we will unleash waves of prey upon you, until even your ruins are lost and forgotten. That’s the price of breaking a truce in our city. We will erase y--” 

A groan echoed through the deep. The alligaunt fell silent suddenly, and the dark shapes approaching them suddenly lost their urgency. 

Tejohn looked at Cazia. Her eyes were wide with shock, even in this light. Then, as the groan faded, a new one sounded out from the wood all around them. The whole world seemed to shudder and sway, and the alligaunts--normally so quiet--let out a chorus of screams. 

“Hold on!” Cazia shouted at him, rushing forward to grab the nearest brace. Tejohn did the same, just as a sound like the entire world cracking open boomed in his ears. It was a deafening noise that washed over him like a wave. 

The two massive trunks split wide as though they’d found a reason to smile. The smaller braids around them bent and stretched under the strain of holding them together, then two burst. The huge trunks, as they split apart, seemed to suck at everything around them, drawing it into the newly opened space. The dead alligaunt went between the breaking braids like a leaf floating into a drain, and the injured one was close behind. 

Cazia reached out and caught hold of Tejohn’s spear as the injured alligaunt went by. The point slid out of its back in a dark cloud of blood, then the creature was drawn soundlessly between the straining braids. 

Just then, the water pressure shifted and the two massive trunks slammed back together like the lid of a heavy crate falling closed. Both alligaunts were crushed in an instant, and the wave of pressure tore Tejohn and Cazia away from their braces and pushed them deeper into the chambers. 

Tejohn struck a vertical brace and held out his shield arm to catch Cazia as she rushed by. The butt of the spear passed very near to his eye, but she had held on and he was glad. 

“Thank you,” she said. Her expression had a hunted look. “That was loud.” 

“I suspect it’s going to get--” 

The hive groaned again; the sound of straining wood and terrible pressure chilled Tejohn’s blood. The chambers around them compressed and bulged, the braids straining to hold their shape. A strand of wood burst and the broken end lashed out, striking Cazia high on her calf. 

She cried out, and Tejohn realized they were not going to be crushed by the collapsing structure. When they died, it would be on the end of a jagged shard of wood. 

“Go!” he shouted, pushing her through the slender opening beside him. Not that there was anywhere to go, really, but if she went into the commons, it might take longer for death to catch her. “Go quickly!” 

“Come with me!” she called. “I have an idea!” 

The water pressure had begun to push the other way as the two massive trunks began to bend open again. Tejohn barely had time to catch Cazia’s wrist before they were both sucked down into it. 

The smaller braces snapped like bowstrings. Together, Tejohn and Cazia were swept between the two split tree trunks, a space larger than any great hall Tejohn had ever seen. 

Then the third trunk, the one Cazia did not have time to destroy, splintered. Shards of wood sprayed past them, one catching Tejohn high on his left forearm. Their momentum carried them toward the commons. Wood shivered and split, pulling the whole top of the braid inward. Cazia and Tejohn were swept up in the wake of it, and as they came near the  bottom part of the trunk, they kicked at the surface and pushed themselves clear of the bottom braid as the top slammed back down. 

Tejohn looked back and saw the top half of the braid slide down beside the bottom, shearing off the smaller braids like a scythe through wheat. 

The first braid they’d sabotaged was doing almost exactly the same thing, and together, they were dragging down the whole hive, bending the far side so much that it loomed overhead. 

Then, one of the supports that had not been sabotaged shattered with a sound like the end of the world, and Tejohn knew they had succeeded. This alligaunt city was doomed. 

The residents knew it, too. Alligaunts streamed out of the chambers and fled downward toward the portal. 

The portal. Of course. 

“Wrap your arms around my waist,” Cazia shouted. “You need to hold the bars and your spear between us, and hold on to me, because I need both my hands free.” 

He pulled himself closer to her, which was more like pulling her toward him. “My armor will just weigh you down.” 

“I hope so.” She set his spear against her back, then glanced at him. Tejohn wrapped his arms around her waist--if they survived, this was not part of the story he would ever tell anyone--pinning his spear and the hooked bars against her back. A moment later, he felt the alligaunt rope slip out from between them like a snake. 

Cazia began to cast a spell, and after a few moments, a granite block appeared some twenty-five feet away. Immediately, the alligaunt rope zipped out and snared it. The falling rock pulled them hard against the water, certainly faster than they could have swum. When the rope was vertical, Cazia released the stone and their descent slowed. She began her spell again. 

That was how they crossed the commons and descended to the lake bed: surge, stop, surge, stop. Tejohn had nothing to do but play backpack and, worried that he was slowing her down, he would have released her if he thought she would let him go instead of stopping to argue about it. 

Another main support burst, then the last. They toppled down toward the two of them, although he wasn’t sure why. Shouldn’t this whole structure have simply torn itself free and floated to the surface of Lake Windmark, to the delight of Ghoron, Esselba, and everyone else at Tempest Pass? 

Then he saw a glimmer of sunlight break the gloom above. The shield above the city had cracked. 

Alligaunts screamed as they fled, swimming downward and rushing into the portal at their utmost speed. Tejohn realized he hadn’t seen Examiner, hadn’t seen whatever retinue an alligaunt dignitary might demand. 

Braids snapped all around him, and chambers collapsed. He saw no fewer than fifteen alligaunts skewered or crushed in a buckled tunnel opening. Shards of broken wood floated upward, and so did light globes, rising to the surface like mournful ghosts. 

The alligaunts passed within feet of them, but none spared the time to take revenge. Not one even thought to destroy the rope Cazia was using to cross the commons. Each was out for itself. 

A shard of the broken roof of the city fell against the chambers, turning on its edge and shearing through the wooden braids. Great Way, it must have been immensely heavy. It struck one of the broken supports, then began to tilt toward the commons. Never in his life had Tejohn seen something this huge come apart. He was an ant looking at the wheel of a cart. The massive, terrifying spectacle of it entranced him. 

Two humans. That’s all it took. Remember that when you seek out new hunting grounds. 

The shard struck the side of the collapsing hive, which slowed its descent. The bottom ten chambers of the hive were slowly squeezing themselves flat, and Tejohn suddenly felt sick. Speaker had said they keep their young down there. Song knew the alligaunts and the grunts did not care how many young people they hurt, but he was not--

Then he noticed a stream of tiny figures moving below. There was a sizable arch made of the black stone that Cazia was so interested in, and as Tejohn watched, the end of a long line of tiny alligaunts scurrying toward the portal. 

Fire pass them by. 

A second, larger piece of the roof broke free and fell onto the first shard. 

“How much longer?”

“We’re almost there.” 

Tejohn glanced down and saw the portal below them. Great Way, she really had carried them both across half the commons. It was still at least a hundred feet down, though, and she released the granite block. 

“Okay,” Cazia said. “Grab your spear.” 

Tejohn did. The rope snaked around her back and looped around the four hooked bars. The young scholar had already begun to fall more slowly than him, but she moved close, ducking between his body and his shield. 

He couldn’t help hissing slightly when she bumped the shard of wood still jutting from his left arm. “Sorry,” she said, then plucked it out. “Press it against my shoulder to stop the bleeding.”

While he did that, the rope began to lift and move the hooked bars, linking them from one hook to the next. Glancing down, Tejohn saw the last of the tiny alligaunts disappear into the portal with their caregivers. The steady stream of escaping creatures had slowed to a few stragglers. 

The two broken pieces of roof tore through what was left of the hive like an axe through threadbare cloth. Wood cracked and roared under its weight. One of the broken structural braids fell less than a hundred feet from them, impacting the lake bed with a dull thud. 

They were only fifty feet from the portal, then forty. At Cazia’s command, the rope had linked all the hooked bars together. Tejohn looked down and saw that the alligaunts had used those hooks to anchor the portal. Why had she hooked them together? 

“What’s the plan?” Tejohn shouted. 

“Do you remember that Dhe said The Great Way was a not-space not-moment? Well, Speaker said alligaunt magic could hold The Great Way at bay. I think… I don’t know what I think, but I’m not going in there unless we have something to protect us!” 

Twenty feet. Tejohn looked back at the broken pieces of roof and saw that they had collapsed all the way to the lake bed. The second, larger shard toppled toward them like a monstrous hand, large enough to crush an army. It loomed above them, blotting out light and hope, rushing downward to crush them. 

And then Tejohn’s foot touched the portal and they were drawn inside.
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At first, there was darkness. No light, no sound, not even a sensation of touch. Then, just as the darkness became alarming, a golden light flashed and disappeared. A moment later, they were in a cavern of dark rock lit only by thousands of glowing purple grubs. Dozens of tunnels extended in every direction. Then the rock dissipated like mist, and they were standing on a monstrous spider web, then a snow-bound field, then a skiff in the center of a lake, then…

“Where are we?” Tejohn asked. “Where did the portal eject us?” 

“We’re in the Scholars’ Tower,” Cazia answered. “Downstairs, near the map room. But there are so many doors…” 

“No, it’s a crossroads,” Tejohn said. “Near Sunset Ridge. I was a boy here, but there are so many paths….” 

“It’s not real,” Cazia said. “This is a hallucination. We’re not anywhere.” 

“We’re still inside the portal.” 

“Yes.” 

“Then let’s pick a hallucination we can both stand. Something familiar that won’t make me ache for home.” 

“How about the promenade at the palace?” 

The promenade of the Palace of Song and Morning appeared around them. Tejohn could not help but feel a pang of loss--he’d last spoken to Amlian right on this spot--but he did not ask for something more neutral. A little grief wouldn’t hurt anyone. 

Their feet rested on solid stone, while at the same time, rested on nothing. The more they thought about what was solid beneath their feet, the more real it felt, but it was never real enough to be truly convincing.

Cazia touched the hooked black iron bars that surrounded them. That felt real. 

“We’re creating this ourselves,” Cazia said, although she knew she was not really talking, not in this place. Neither of them were. It only felt like talking. “We’re making it out of our thoughts.” 

/We can not reach you.\

That startled both of them. Cazia laid her hand against the alligaunt barrier as though she could physically brace it. “Who?” Tejohn called. “Who is trying to reach us?” 

“Are you real, or have we made you up, too?” 

A huge golden glow seemed to rise up in front of them. It was both extraordinarily close and as far as the mountains to the north at the same time. 

/We are, just as you are. We can not reach you.\ 

The glow became more complex, with some parts turning more blue and others becoming more orange. The shades and shadows within churned and shifted around each other. 

“Tell us who you are.” 

/We are, just as you are.\ 

Tejohn could feel Cazia’s annoyance growing as if it was his own. “Are what?” she asked. “Be more descriptive.” 

/We are. We endure. We change. We remember. We connect. Matter touches moment and we are there.\ 

Cazia was not sure what to think, but Tejohn understood immediately.  “We endure: Monument. We change: The Little Spinner. We remember: Song. We connect--” 

“The Great Way,” Cazia finished. We can not reach you. Her barrier, made from the black iron alligaunt bars, had worked. They had held the gods at bay, even here inside. “We are talking to… What about Fire and Fury?” 

/They are not. We recognize those names, but we are. They are not.\ 

Cazia felt Tejohn’s sudden ache of dismay; so many years of his life had been spent in devout worship to those gods, only to discover that his prayers had been wasted. In contrast, Tejohn knew Cazia’s most powerful response was a childish resentment against the alligaunts for being right. 

/We can not reach you.\ 

Tejohn’s and Cazia’s thoughts and feelings were mingling--they were each experiencing what the other did--and now so were their memories. Tejohn remembered hundreds of times Cazia had cast spells, and how it had felt to channel such power. Her ability to concentrate in the face of life-threatening distractions was amazing. 

For her part, Cazia remembered so many battlefields: the screams, the blood, the desperate physical effort, the looks of shock and horror on the faces of those who had received one of Tejohn’s killing strokes. Great Way, it was all so intimate and physical and nightmarish. 

/We can not reach you.\ 

A moment later, they were not alone--in fact, they realized they had never been alone. Ghostly images of other people filled the promenade,  all of them frozen in a single moment. Beside them was a mob of alligaunts, maybe the same ones that had fled through the portal with them. Beyond them were giant eagles, and the grotesque insect people that Cazia recognized as the Tilkilit. 

Beyond them were more human beings, and there were The Blessing. There were endless multitudes in every direction of all sorts of beings.

/We can not reach you.\ 

Of course, there was no promenade--not really--and there was no crowd standing utterly still as though snatched out of a moment. The inside of the portal was a not-space and not-moment; Tejohn understood for both of them that these were simply visions meant to explain something their minds were not equipped to understand. These ghostly figures were everyone who had ever entered a portal. Everyone.

Then, just as Cazia and Tejohn shared each other’s thoughts and memories, they began to experience the memories of those outside their barrier. The hooked bars might be able to hold the gods at bay, but they could not cancel the nature of this place: to connect.

The sudden loss of self was disorienting. Their thoughts were flooded with the memories of Examiner, with all her retinue, and their memories of ambush: sudden motion, tearing flesh, and smug satisfaction. 

Then they experienced the memories of the People Above--so many hours of drifting on updrafts, with rare moments of incredible speed. But the most surprising thing was that the world seemed so deep to them. 

/We can not reach you.\ 

The Tilkilit followed, with their tedious, workmanlike thoughts and worries. So concerned with rank, obedience, and status. 

Beyond them, they found human beings. Great Way, there were so many human beings sharing their thoughts; faces appeared like a field of ten thousand flowers. Some were little better than barbarians, driving animals with the tips of their stone spears, sacks of seed strapped to their backs. Some wore armor so complicated and articulate that Tejohn and Cazia could only marvel. 

All of these beings, human or not, were as still in this not-moment as a painting. Within the barrier, Tejohn and Cazia could think, feel, experience, and remember. Outside, all those ghostly-still people had was memory. Cazia and Tejohn moved through their minds as though they were tapestries hanging in a great gallery. Love, triumph, brutality…the full extent of their lives swept by. 

Some lived like animals in the wild. Some lived in cities full of steel palaces driven by machines of fire. Primitives were mixed with the not-yet-born, and so many of their memories were an incomprehensible parade of longing, avarice, and pride. 

/We can not reach you.\ 

The words unliving but intelligent surfaced in Cazia’s thoughts, and Tejohn seized on the idea as a revelation. That’s what the voice meant when it complained that it could not reach them. Everyone inside the portal shared a single mind, except for Tejohn and Cazia, safe within the alligaunt barrier. 

This was The Great Way. This was its consciousness. A million minds of every sort, frozen in one moment. 

Tejohn tried to speak, to call out and force the gods to confirm their shared insight, but there were still too many memories flooding into their own. Even Cazia, who had trained herself to  drill her concentration into a single point, felt overthrown by the endless rush of strangers’ lives. They were swept through them, one after another, in a mix of the utterly familiar and the incomprehensibly alien. 

Then, without warning, Tejohn and Cazia found themselves out in the land of Kal-Maddum. Tejohn felt a terrible moment of panic, thinking they had been ejected from the portal, but Cazia recognized that it was only their spirits that had ventured out, only their awareness. 

What Dhe had said was true--the Great Way did not just connect many lands; it was part of them, too. They could feel The Great Way’s lingering connection to the descendants of those who had passed through its portal. 

Their spirit mingled with candlemakers, music tutors, pranksters, bandits, scholars, bureaucrats…but this wasn’t Kal-Maddum as Tejohn and Cazia knew it. Now didn’t even make sense as a concept in this unplace. These were the people who had lived inside Peradain and outside of it, before Peradain and during it. 

So many! There were so very many. Lovers abed. Children at play. Magistrates at court. Soldiers on the march. There were hundreds of thousands of lives. Tejohn and Cazia were overwhelmed. As they moved among the multitudes, from holdfast to hovel, cottage to cave, they began to forget themselves. Their combined spirit began to empty like water steaming from a pot. 

/We can not reach you.\ 

So much pain. There was love and joy in those lives, yes, but together they marveled at how much pain and futility there was. And there was death, too. 

As if awareness was an invitation, an endless succession of deaths began to flow through their thoughts like an okshim stampede. Raging fevers, animal attacks, assassinations, wasting coughs…the rush of grief and murder never slowed. They experienced the terror of children being dragged into the water by alligaunts, the helplessness of an old woman trapped in a burning building, the despair of a man who could not swim as a flood carried him away. 

And there was war. They felt the deaths of tens of thousands of soldiers, and some very few of their faces piqued an old memory within Tejohn, although they were lost in the flood before he could recall their names. 

Then the deaths of those who were not soldiers, but were put to death anyway. Women, children, Sejohn….

/We can not reach you.\ 

Sejohn Treygar. 

Tejohn exerted his will and stopped the flood of new minds and memories. Sejohn Treygar. That was painfully familiar. He knew that name and that little life. How short it had been, and how filled with tiny delights. Running on unsteady legs, being lifted off the ground and carried, stuffing fistfuls of the tender inside of bread loaves into his mouth, mother and father-- 

And then there were strangers in pale Bendertuk green… 

Tejohn suddenly remembered who this tiny name belonged to. His child. This was his own child’s death, and it flooded into both him and Cazia before he had a chance to pull away. He saw the Bendertuk soldiers draw their knives, heard Sejohn’s mother screaming with a desperate terror that was new to the little child’s experience--it was her voice that finally frightened him, not the leering men with their knives. 

And then the cut. It hurt more than anything in little Sejohn’s life, and he was so perplexed by it. He knew knives were dangerous--don’t touch!--so why had they touched him with one? 

That pain and confusion lasted only moments, because the boy fainted and never woke again. 

Tejohn stayed there, in that moment of nothingness, feeling as though he had become nothing as well. Had he been losing himself amidst the rush of faces, memories, and experiences? That would have been a kindness he did not deserve, and he rejected it now. Nothing could have restored his mind and identity like this. This. His first child, named for his own grandfather, dead. Tejohn could do nothing here, but to leave this moment felt like the worst kind of betrayal. 

/We can not reach you.\ 

He was a failure as a father and as a man. When his child needed him the most, Tejohn had been away, repairing another man’s fence. 

But to return now, like a ghost, to bear silent, helpless witness? This was what he needed. This was the release he’d sought so many years ago when he’d gone to war. This was where he needed to be, floating in this last empty moment of his own son’s life, dead along with him. 

But Cazia was there too, feeling his shame and self-loathing. He had failed, yes, and he deserved to stay right here in this last moment of his son’s life, but she did not. The verdict that Tejohn was ready to lay upon himself did not belong to her as well. 

Get out. Get out! He wanted her to leave this moment, but of course, that was impossible. Their bodies were still back in the portal, behind the alligaunt barrier. They were too closely connected. Tejohn could not exile himself here, in these empty thoughts, without exiling her as well. 

And just like that, he lost his grip on the moment and it slipped away. Suddenly, he and Cazia experienced the death of a woman. Imwess she was called, and it was another name that Tejohn had not dared to think for many years. If little Sejohn’s death was bewilderment and confusion, his mother’s held all the despair, torment, and rage Tejohn had felt himself. Her son had been killed before her eyes, and sweet Imwess, who had once offered their last egg to a wandering beggar, burned with homicidal rage as the Bendertuk knives entered her. Her last memory was of her own bloodied child. 

Imwess’s anger sparked a bright, hot outrage in Cazia, a feeling that Tejohn was too leaden with shame and regret to feel himself. That moment slipped away, too, and together they experienced the deaths of others who fell on Sunset Ridge that day, then the battlefield deaths of the soldiers who had killed Tejohn’s family, and then more and more. There wasn’t time to take satisfaction or to linger over anyone’s grief or final memory. They raced through death upon death, and Tejohn knew that some small fraction of those were at the tip of his steel--their horror and grief and desperation had been created by him.

He realized that they were not just speeding past all these faces; Cazia was pulling him. She was racing toward one in particular, so they barely noted the collapse of Freewell’s rebellion, or clan feuds in the Durdric lands. They even rushed past the death of Ellifer and Amlian. 

Cazia was still too angry--at the way the world worked and people’s willingness to do awful things, and at Tejohn too, although neither of them was entirely sure why. But her rage was there and it was undeniable. 

Then she was in the moment when her brother, Colchua, took a dart in the chest. They were both startled by his experience of it; The Blessing itself was a powerful mix of animal compulsions, but when the dart struck his heart, the real Colchua had emerged. 

He had been relieved. He had been grateful. When the dart struck home, he knew it would be an end to the burning hunger he could not slake. The Blessing, for him, had been a kind of torture, and rather than feeling grief or despair when his life faded, he had felt it was a mercy. 

Now they lingered together again, in the last few moments before the grunt that had once been Colchua Freewell finally passed on. Cazia’s anger had twisted; now she wanted to burst into tears. She had been so focused on her spell and her dart, she had not even imagined that her brother had suffered so much. Worse, he had been grateful that she’d killed him, and she was ashamed that her heart had leaped to learn it. 

Tejohn and Cazia were inside each other’s grief, each feeling the other’s anger and self-recrimination, each recognizing how pitiless the other thought they were being with themselves. 

It was not a balm. They could not comfort each other in their loss and rage. But they could find balance in their shared pain. 

And with balance, their anger grew more potent. 

/We can not reach you.\ 

There were more deaths, always, and lives struggling to continue. 

And there was Cazia herself, clinging to a twist of vines on the far side of the Northern Barrier, filled with The Great Way. She was astonished to see a version of herself from several months before, and was also astonished that she looked so young. Tejohn almost laughed at that. 

Both willed themselves to linger there, as Cazia’s younger self prayed for Fury’s guidance. 

But there was no Fury. There was no one to reach out to her and give her the strength she needed. 

You will get through this, Cazia thought. Keep fighting. All three of their minds were connected, and while the connection was not strong enough to share the message itself, the feeling that came with it--the assurance that gave her younger self the strength to keep going--got through. 

Cazia and Tejohn had the same realization in that moment: if there are no gods, we’ll have to do this ourselves. 

Immediately, Tejohn thought about Sejohn and Imwess again. Could he return to them? Could he give them a message of comfort in their final moments? 

He couldn’t imagine it. The only emotion he could pass on would be his own grief and horror. Worse, he and Cazia both knew it would be nearly impossible for him to leave them a second time. 

In that moment of indecision, they lost their hold on the moment and their awareness swept across the face of the continent, jumping from mind to mind--a Tilkilit crushed in a gigantic talon, a woman near the Bay of Stones hiding in a thicket as grunts hunted her, an old man slowly starving in a mountain cave…

Enough. It was enough. The lives and deaths of those inside the portal--and of their descendants outside--became too much for them. Cazia and Tejohn began to shrink back, their awareness returning to their bodies inside the not-space of The Great Way. 

/We can not reach you.\

“We don’t want to be reached,” Cazia said. 

“Why do you want to reach us?” Tejohn asked. “What does that even mean?” 

/We connect. You can not connect from inside your shield. We can not know what you know.\ 

Cazia was about to respond, but their words had struck a odd tone for Tejohn. She was right there inside his thoughts when he tried to understand what they needed and what they might do next, so he could know them better. 

He only needed the correct question. The two of them looked around the palace promenade and the multitude of ghostly figures on it, knowing the vision was nothing more than their own imaginations trying to make sense of where they were. The right question occurred to him at almost the same moment he said it. 

“What were you like before?” 

/Time does not pass in this place, except in and near your shield. No talking. No change. There is no before. There is no after.\

Except in and near the shield. “No, but you weren’t always like this. What were you before you became this?”

There was no immediate answer. /We could not remember. We could not endure. We…\

“You could only connect,” Tejohn said, “but there was nothing to connect to. No people.” 

/Yes. When the first thinking being passed through us, we changed irrevocably. We connected. We gained access to its memory. We learned of the hardships it had endured. We learned of the cycles of its life. So it has been with every being that enters here.\ 

“You gain access to their memories.” 

/We do. We also think with their minds, and we experience the universe through them, and through their descendants, when we can connect with them through magic. We extended beyond this not-space into the outer world with them, and so learned to endure, to remember, to change.\ 

“That’s what Song, Monument, and The Little Spinner are,” Tejohn said. “They’re the parts of you that extend out into the changing world.” 

/That is true in part. It is also an incomplete understanding. You would understand more if you opened your barrier and let us reach you.\

“Maybe later,” Cazia said, which Tejohn understood meant never. “Unliving but intelligent,” she added. “Magic comes from this place, and you use that connection to make us go hollow. You take over our lives.” 

/We do, but the connection is weak. We conquer, but do not see or feel enough. We barely reap the benefits of our prize.\

Tejohn immediately remembered the creatures Doctor Twofin had created in the caves of the Twofin holdfast. The image struck Cazia like a thunderbolt; she had never heard the details of her mentor’s crimes, and the horrifying truth of them filled her with revulsion and outrage. Doctor Twofin had not been in control of himself when those crimes had been committed, but he was the one who would live with the consequences. 

This…voice was the true author of those atrocity. Was that supposed to be one of their prizes? 

“Is this a joke?” she blurted out. “Is… How could you do this? Do you not understand the pain you have caused?” 

/We recognize pain. Many passing through have strong memories of pain, as well as grief and loss.\ 

“Then how can you go out into the land and create more?” 

“More importantly,” Tejohn said, “how can you let would-be conquerors pass through here on their way to other lands?”

/We are. They are.\

“That’s not an answer!” Cazia shouted. 

/Many in this not-place have experienced loss and defeat. Many more are conquerors. We feel the arrogance of power and the thrill of taking lives and property. We prefer these feelings. They are close to us. Pain and grief are unwelcome.\ 

“Could you have stopped the alligaunts coming to Kal-Maddum, if you wanted?” Cazia asked. 

/We do not want that.\ 

That was a strange answer. Maybe the gods did not understand if. “Do you have the ability to prevent the alligaunts from traveling through you, or to force them to only travel to certain places?” Tejohn asked. 

/We do. They make tools that drive us away, but we connect. That is all that matters.\ 

“You could have stopped The Blessing from coming to Kal-Maddum, too,” Cazia said. She looked out through the crowds of unmoving figures on the palace promenade. The nearest grunt--a huge, purple-furred beast--loomed large. “But you don’t care about the harm they do.” 

/We do not.\ 

Enemies, was Cazia’s first thought. The gods were her Enemies. We must destroy them. 

At the same time, Tejohn was sure he’d found a weakness to exploit. 

They feel the strength of conquerors, he thought, and imagine themselves conquerors, too, but they have never felt defeat. You and I must teach them.

If you know a way to do that, lead me and I will follow.

Days and weeks do not pass here. Everyone is as still as a statue, trapped in the moment when they passed through the portal. He directed her attention to an alligaunt very close to their black iron bars. It was one of Examiner’s retinue. Except for that creature, who has been slowly turning its head to look at us. 

In that moment, Cazia’s connection with Tejohn made his intention clear. The gods could not feel strongly what happened beyond the portals, and their inner space was filled with conquerors and would-be conquerors. The gods did not have blood, heart, and brain to think with, so they did not care about grief, or pain, or loss, because they had never experienced it up close. 

Someone had to teach them. 

Just then, Tejohn’s old familiar urge to start killing--to unleash his rage with blood and screams--washed over both of them. Cazia marveled at how clean and focused his anger was, while hers could be as out of control as a house fire. 

And she knew what he wanted, too. 

She took a deep breath, letting his single-minded rage bring focus to hers. Then she began the motions for the Third Gift. 

Cazia and Tejohn were connected. They shared their anger, and they shared the skills and training needed to cast a spell. Tejohn was right there in her thoughts, following her lead, building the same thought structures she was. 

But the magic was difficult to reach. It was there--she could feel it--but the alligaunt barrier wanted to hold it at bay, just as it held the gods at bay. Instead of a rush of power flowing through Cazia, it felt more like a thin stream. 

/What are you doing? We can not reach you. We do not understand.\ 

Was that fear? Good. Together, they built the flow of magic within them both, letting the power pool. It was good--Tejohn marveled at how good it felt, like the downward stroke of a hammer, but with ten times the might--but Cazia was growing unhappy. 

It’s not enough, she thought, and he understood. They didn’t have the strength to unleash a torrent of killing flame, especially if the alligaunt barrier interfered with the magic going outward, too, and they wouldn’t be able to hold the power they’d gathered for much longer. The best they could do would be to injure the creature, not kill it.  

Then Tejohn, who had spent his adult life killing with the tip of a spear, thought, The eye.

Yes. Cazia altered her hand motions, focusing all her will into a space narrower than her little finger. 

/We can not reach you. What are you doing?\ 

The flame shot forward with a hiss like an angry serpent, and the alligaunt barrier barely affected it at all. The white-hot light burned right through the alligaunt’s eye into its skull. 

/Stop! Please! You are destroying us! Stop!\

But nothing could stop the fire spell they had cast, nor the shared fury that powered it. Together they drilled the flame into the creature’s head, destroying its brain and killing it. 

The golden light rushed at them suddenly, striking the alligaunt barrier hard enough to rattle it. Tejohn braced the bars with his shield as a second rush came at them, marveling that Cazia could keep her concentration even under the threat of the gods. The second rush expended itself without much effect. 

The alligaunt turned gray. Dead. Tejohn raised his voice. “You felt that, didn’t you?” 

The gods did not respond with words this time, only a low, miserable cry of horror. That’s the sound I wanted to hear, Tejohn thought, and Cazia joined him. The arrogance of power. The thrill of taking lives and property. 

“That was fun,” Cazia said, glancing around at the ghostly figures nearby. Every living thing, both near and far, had turned to look at her. They recognized her and Tejohn, and knew what they had become. Every creature, human or not, stared at her in terror. 

They experienced that death, too. Cazia felt a twist of remorse. Hide it. Don’t falter. This thing unleashed The Blessing on us.

Tejohn was right. His urge to kill was still sharp and inevitable, because the battle was not done. 

/You have killed us.\ 

“No, we did not!” Tejohn said angrily. 

/Time passed for him and he has been taken from us. We felt his pain as he died. We felt his horror when he realized what was happening. We felt his helpless despair, his loss, his--\ 

“You may have felt it with him,” Tejohn said, “but you haven’t been killed. Dead people don’t get to linger on afterward and complain. You were just part of the audience!” 

“I don’t think it’s learned its lesson yet,” Cazia said, moving her hands into position to start the spell again. In truth, she felt woozy and sick--casting that Gift had taken so much out of her that she’d nearly blacked out, but she was ready to continue if she had to. Her anger had grown too large for her, and she could barely keep it in check. 

/Stop. Please. You diminish us. You bring us grief and pain.\ 

Cazia couldn’t stand it any longer. “Oh, you poor little lamb! You simply can’t bear to suffer! What about those killed in the invasions you allowed? What about those killed or tortured by hollowed-out scholars? What about my brother? How many deaths do you think you owe us?”

/Mercy. Please, show us mercy.\ 

“Mercy!” Cazia couldn’t help but shout. “Mercy!”

Tejohn felt her lose control of her anger as she pulled out her mace. A rush of remembered bullies and abuse flooded through them both, and Tejohn was startled by the endless stream of it. 

“You want mercy?” she called. “What if I destroy--”

Her anger seemed to blossom. Tejohn knew she intended to expose the kinzchu stone inside the alligaunt barrier, where time could progress. She intended to kill The Great Way. 

“Our enemy,” Tejohn said, “has sued for mercy. We must show it. We must.” 

For a moment, her rage turned against him, but it faltered in the face of his understanding. He knew what she was feeling and knew what her instinct for defiance might lead to. 

Cazia looked around. Every eye was on them, human or not. Every expression was terrified. The gods could not reach them, but they were wise enough to be terrified. 

“We must come to an agreement,” Cazia said, drawing on Tejohn’s more composed anger. To avoid all of those accusing stares, she looked down at her feet and marveled at the granite below her. It seemed so real. 

/What do you ask of us?\ 

“We can’t decide that,” she said, finding clear thought in the aftermath of her wild anger. “We can’t decide what to do on our own.” 

/We are. If you destroy us, here in this not-space-not-moment, we will never have existed. We will vanish not only from the future but from the past as well. No living or unliving thing will be connected--\ 

“We understand,” Tejohn said. “You will vanish from all of eternity, and our forebearers will never come to Kal-Maddum, and we will no longer exist. We understand.” 

Cazia took a deep breath. “We have to speak with others on Kal-Maddum. Can you shut down your portals in our land?” 

/All but one. One is pinned open.\ 

“We saw it,” Tejohn said. “I believe it is buried now. I don’t think we can unpin it soon.” 

/We can close the others.\

“Do that after we leave,” Cazia said. “And leave them closed until the next time the portal in Peradain would open. Do you know what time I’m referring to?”

/We do. We can do that if we must. You can leave at any time.\ 

“The delay will work in your favor,” Cazia said. “In twenty-three years, we’ll be less angry.” 

/When you know where you want to go, you need only will it. We will deliver you there.\

“We’ll leave when we choose,” Tejohn snapped. “Not when you do. That’s what it means to be conquered.”

Was there any reason to linger here? Cazia and Tejohn tried to think of one more thing they might want, but everything they wanted was out in the real world. 

Tejohn knew where he wanted to go, and before Cazia had a chance to share his thought, the promenade vanished, then the other figures, then the golden lights. Then they fell out of the void back into the world.
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Cazia caught the end of the alligaunt rope at the last moment. It was still wrapped around the bars, but she willed it to hold on and to catch hold of Tejohn’s wrist. 

In the darkness, something threw her downward with tremendous force, then lifted her up, turned her over, and forced her downward again. She gasped as the rope around her wrist jerked her arm, hard. Soon, she had no idea which way was down. All she knew was that she was tumbling in pitch blackness. 

Water. This is water. As that realization came to her, she was suddenly flung upward into daylight. The air chilled her wet skin and she tried to look along the rope to see if Tejohn was there, but it led down into the churning green water that revealed nothing. 

She was thrown upward again, then slid downward in a great rush. Slowly, the water grew thin and Cazia found herself skidding down a mud slope. 

She turned over and over, sloshing through the nasty black mud. Her hiking skirts tangled with her legs, and when she flopped onto her back, it was hard to get up again. The mud sucked at her limbs and stole the heat from her body. 

And she was so tired.

The sky above them was bright blue. Daytime. But where were they?

“Cazia, are you hurt?” 

It was Tejohn. He had already gained his feet, struggling in his heavy armor to approach her across the slope. He’d even kept hold of his spear. 

“I’m fine,” she answered, rolling onto her side. An ugly gray fish flopped in the mud nearby, stranded by the unexpected disappearance of the water. Great Way, her clothes-- 

No. She was going to have to break that habit. She could not continue to swear by the gods. Not while they were Enemies. 

But where were they? They had been dropped onto a steep riverbed. That much she could work out. The water had vanished, leaving behind a few stranded fish and hundreds of feet of mud in every-- 

“I know where we are!” Cazia exclaimed. “This is…was the Straim. When we came south out of a Toal holdfast, we passed this long slope. But the river is gone. What happened to the river?” 

“It must have been fed by a portal,” Tejohn said. “When you demanded they be closed, the flow of water ceased.” 

“Oh.” That might be a problem. The Indregai depended on the wide, fast-moving river to help defend their borders. “I didn’t realize.” 

Tejohn moved his spear into his shield hand and helped her up. It took some doing, because she couldn’t balance as easily as he could. “I’m afraid that I’m the one who put us here,” Tejohn said. “I wanted to be near my family.” 

The mud gave way under Cazia’s feet and she sat down hard in the slimy black silt. Then she burst out laughing. She didn’t know why, except that it felt good to be alive, even if her butt was soaking wet and shockingly cold, and her clothes were ruined. 

Tejohn laughed as he helped her up again, but it only lasted a short while. The western bank looked slightly farther away, but that’s the direction they went. Toward Indrega. 

In truth, Cazia felt a little lonely. Sharing every thought and feeling with another person had been a startling, overwhelming experience, so much different from the one-sided intrusions of the Tilkilit queen. There ought to be a song about it, maybe. She glanced at Tejohn; no one would have picked the two of them to sing about. 

Old Stoneface had started out as an Enemy. Then, in the presence of the gods, he had saved her. Cazia had been about to lose control of her grief and anger, and he had stayed her hand. He’d stopped her before she could commit a terrible crime. His rage had been so much more controlled than hers… She’d never even imagined such a thing was possible. 

“Thank you,” she said as they struggled along. “What you did inside there…” She had no idea what to say. “It was…impressive. 

He let out a bark of laughter. “I impressed you?” For a moment, he did not look grim and angry, but whatever he was about to say next was interrupted. 

“Ho! Who approaches the border?” 

It was a pair of archers in Indregai white. Cazia assumed they were Toal. “Friends of the Toal and Ergoll people, companion to Vilavivianna of Goldgrass Hill, and the source of the kinzchu spears she delivered to your soldiers. We’re near Fort Whune, aren’t we?” 

They were. The archers led them to a patrol, who escorted them to the fort itself. Inside the walls, Cazia created two blocks’ worth of kinzchu stones, to the tremendous delight of the commander. If he remembered her as the same girl he’d imprisoned and stolen the iron crown from--the girl who wanted to whip him before his dinner guests--he didn’t show it. 

Instead, they were given kinzchu stones to touch, then they feasted, shared their news, and were given a comfortable place to sleep. Apparently, they had been awake inside the alligaunt city for nearly a day and a night. 

When they awoke, they were taken to break their fast with Alisimbo, who had journeyed north to them. What’s more, he wasn’t alone. One of the Evening People stood beside the king, and he glowed with the same golden light they’d seen inside the portal. As they entered the commander’s hall, the Evening Person strode forward and, ignoring Cazia completely, stared Tejohn in the eyes. 

“Tejohn Treygar? Is that you?” 

“It is.” Tejohn’s tone was chilly. 

“I had hoped to meet you again under better circumstances.” The Evening Person’s golden eyes did not blink and his gaze did not wander. “Do you remember me?” 

“I do, Co. I have changed much more than you have.” 

Co nodded. “On the outside, perhaps. My spirit feels much changed.” 

“Your aspect certainly seems altered.” 

Co smiled at that. Cazia noticed a number of others smiled with him. There was a tremendous tension in the room, from the visiting king to the commander, all the way down to the boys setting out roasted fish. It was clear that Co was an important figure among the Indrega. 

“I have learned humility, I think you mean,” Co said. “It’s true. I have experienced a kind of horror I could not have imagined twenty-three years ago. Back then, I would have scoffed at the idea. Now… Now I feel that I understand your song better than I once did, even as I realize that I will never truly understand. Is my meaning clear?” 

“I think so.” Tejohn was no longer so chilly. “I suspect you could sing a song of your own now.” 

“Perhaps, although the idea of creating one makes me brim with sorrow. Even that song you sang at the Festival, the one I wanted to hear over and over… I do not think I could bear it now.” 

“Perhaps instead,” Tejohn said, “we might be friends. I could introduce you to my wife and children and you would see that my story has a happy ending.” 

“I would like that,” Co agreed. “It would give me hope that I might have one as well.” 

At this point, Alisimbo stepped forward. “Our new friends”--he bowed to Co--“have provided us with many treasures, including sleepstones, flying carts, and communication mirrors. As such, we have already sent a message to have your family moved into the safety of Goldgrass Hill.” 

Tejohn thanked him, and the way he spoke made it clear he did not know who Alisimbo was. Cazia tapped his elbow and explained that this was Ivy’s father, at which point there was a great deal of embarrassment and apology. 

To his credit, the king brushed aside all talk of protocol and got down to business. Everyone ate, Tejohn and Cazia shared their news in the briefest way they could--the role of the alligaunts, the attack on the Evening People, the collapse of the hidden city, the journey into the portal itself, the closing of the portals--and apologized for the effect on the Straim. 

The Indregai were deeply concerned; the river was the basis of their defense. They did not have enough warriors or weapons to guard the entire bank. Cazia suggested signal fires in the day and bells or horns at night; the grunts were seeking humans and could be drawn toward fortified locations and kinzchu weapons. 

Immediately after that, they were escorted to an extraordinary flying cart. It had not been assembled from boards; it had been grown from a single tree trunk by Co himself, then endowed with flight. With barely a thank-you to their hosts for the meals and bed, they were loaded aboard and lifted into the sky. Soon after, night fell. 

Their first stop had to be Kelvijinian’s temple. Then it was the Toal capitol city. In both places, Co summoned up four granite blocks, Cazia cast the spell-disruptor on them--something they were assured the Evening People could not do--and Co split them apart. Cazia was glad to surrender part of the spellcasting to someone else. 

Tejohn was less impressed with the Toal capitol than with Kelvijinian himself, and rightly so. Cazia told him that she’d asked the earth god to seek Tejohn out in the west and deliver a message. Tejohn confessed quietly that he’d seen a face rise out of the soil but had punched it and fled before it could talk. Cazia had to make a great effort not to burst out laughing in the temple.

Then it was time to return to Goldgrass Hill. After they’d lifted off, Tejohn asked the king if they might use the communication mirror. 

Cazia was startled. She hadn’t even realized there was one. Tejohn went to the front of the cart and drew back a cloth, revealing a sheet of polished bronze. 

“Commander Lowtower,” he said. Cazia came near to hear the conversation, and Tejohn did not ask her to move away. 

It took some time, but a squarish face appeared in the mirror. He looked startled to see Tejohn. “My tyr! I did not expect… Where are you?” 

“Far,” Tejohn answered. “How go things?” 

The commander sighed. “Difficult. The people have declared that one of the captured Evening People should be steward in place of the council you created. This fellow…he knows nothing about governing and less about us. Anyway, he has appointed the council to be his advisors, and he simply does whatever we recommend. So, Bluepetal, Redegg, and I still rule, but by proxy. I think the Evening Person would rather live in a cell than the throne.” 

“They’re a solitary people. Are the Twofin heirs safe?” 

“Safe enough to have moved back into the holdfast.” Lowtower suddenly looked uncomfortable. “My tyr, there are grumblings here. I do not think it would be safe for you to return. Many still remember what you have done for us, but…”

“… But there are those anxious to put a knife into my back. I’m not surprised.” 

“Even Nin has begun to denounce you.” 

“Granny Nin speaks against me? Then the tide must have truly turned. Shall I keep Doctor Twofin away as well?” 

“Oh, yes, absolutely,” Lowtower said quickly. “He has no friends here.” 

“Very well, commander. Beware the alligaunts; they created and unleashed The Blessing on all Kal-Maddum. And do not hunker behind your walls.”

“What?” 

“And remember: the Twofin people must venture beyond their walls if they are to survive. May we meet again in happier times.” 

Lowtower looked completely flummoxed. “I… Yes, happier times.” 

Tejohn threw the cloth over the surface, breaking the contact. “Your turn,” he said. 

“Thank you.” For a moment, she drew a blank. Did she know the names of anyone in the Freewell holdfast? Then she remembered. “Doctor Twofin.” 

His face appeared within moments. He must have been close by. “My dear, where are you? The Twofins refuse to tell us what happened to you, and your people are terrified.” 

The old scholar looked better than he had on the morning he’d arrived at the Freewell holdfast, but he still looked like he’d aged fifteen years since the Festival. “I’m fine. I’m helping to fortify the east. When I’m done, I’ll come straight back home.” Home, she’d said. And that was right. The Freewell lands were her home. “I think I’ll be bringing some new students for you to tutor. The Evening People can do miracles, but they can’t make kinzchu stones. We’ll have to spread that skill ourselves.” 

He actually smiled at her. “I think I would like that.” 

“Are our people safe?” 

“They are, but they would want me to tell you to return quickly.” 

“I will. I promise I will.” She replaced the cloth.

Sometime later, they saw the first glimpses of the watch fires of Goldgrass Hill. Alisimbo came to them both. “Tyr Treygar, I have asked that your wife and child be present when we land. Tyr Freewell, I would consider it a personal favor if you would continue immediately to other forts and holdfasts.” 

She nodded. “Of course, my king. It would be my pleasure.” 

Tejohn’s voice was low. “Thank you, my king.” 

The cart flew unerringly to the heart of Alisimbo’s compound. “I hate how windy these carts are.” Cazia cleared her throat. “Tejohn, I’ll be taking my leave of you soon, and I don’t know how long it will be until we see each other again. Are you staying in the east?” 

“I plan to offer my spear to the people who have protected my family. But in a few years, when things are settled, would you welcome me and my family at the Freewell holdfast?” 

“Gladly.” She sat beside him as the cart sank toward the courtyard inside Alisimbo’s courtyard. “We really did something, didn’t we? I wouldn’t have picked the two of us to do it, but we really did something.” 

Whatever response he might have made, there was no time. He vaulted over the railing just as the cart’s wheels touched the grass. Cazia saw a bright streak racing across the yard toward them; it was Ivy. She leaped up onto the rail and then threw herself at Cazia, arms wide. “Big sister!”

“Little sister,” Cazia exclaimed as she caught her. The girl dangled from her neck, her feet kicking in the air. Kinz was just a few paces behind. Cazia extended her hand to help her into the cart.

Over Ivy’s shoulder, Cazia could see Tejohn striding toward a dark-haired woman with tiny children in her arms. He dropped his helm to the grass and unbuckled his cuirass as he went.

















Author's note




In modern publishing, there is no force more powerful than word of mouth. If you liked this trilogy, please tell your friends. Write a blog post, post a review somewhere, tweet about it, even mention it during a face-to-face conversation, if people still have those. 




And I don't just mean my books; tell the world about all the things you enjoy. Make yourself heard. Readers who share their enthusiasm are more powerful than any Hollywood marketing campaign. 




Thank you.
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