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      To Kristin, who has been behind me all the way.

      I would never have gotten this far without you.
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            PRICELESS

          

        

      

    

    
      With naught but the faintest whisper of fabric, a shadow rendered in flesh crept down the moonlit corridor. The polished stone floors and vaulted ceilings that always made a chorus of echoes at the clop of leather-soled shoes lent no voice to soft slippers. Light from the nearly full moon poured in through the stained glass, turning red, gold, and green as each pane added its own hue to the otherwise colorless moonbeams, but the windows were high above, and cast their illumination only to one side of the hall—the other remained a haven for shadows.

      The shadowy prowler crept among pedestals and glass cases that displayed various artifacts of Acardian history. There was a bust of Paillus Imarcos, the High Priest of Moloun who had originally commissioned the building as a cathedral to his god; a copy of the Writ of Establishment signed by General Tonald Duthford; a sword that dated back to the nomadic tribes that lived in the area some fourteen hundred years ago; and many other treasures whose value lay more in their history than their substance.

      The prowler passed by these and many more. Curiosity was for the daylight hours, and lingering over valueless relics was pastime for the idle and the scholarly. There were exceptions among the exhibits. Not every case contained bits of metal or scraps of writing that were mundane in every way save for their age. There were items of far more intrinsic value elsewhere in the vast halls.
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        * * *

      

      Mulview tipped back in his familiar old chair, the wood creaking as he shifted position. His feet were up, crossed at the ankles on the worn oak desk that he shared with his cohort. His thick-fingered hands cradled a book, The Fables of Fenmund, as if it were made of fine crystal. Professor Darlingsworth had let him borrow it on condition it be treated gently, and Mulview had no wish to upset the curator. The book was filled with children’s stories, but the old watchman pored over it as if it contained the lost mysteries of the Kheshi Empire. The book was fragile with age, its binding crackled as it was opened and pages past yellowing to the point where they were near to crumbling—but not quite so close that occasional handling was out of the question. Mulview was familiar with many of the stories, but not intimately. He would learn the tales as best he could, and recount them to eager little faces, too young to realize their grandfather was anything less than a master storyteller.

      The room was quiet except for the turning of pages, the snick of knife on wood as his fellow watchman Danberry whittled away the hours, and the ticking of a clock. It was lit by just a pair of lanterns, one belonging to each of the night watchmen, who each used theirs to light their own hobby-work. There was a pleasant whiff of freshly cut wood in the room, but it fared badly against the odor caused by long hours of men idling about within.

      As he finished “The Prince’s Dog,” Mulview spared a glance at the clock; it was very nearly eleven. He would not have time to begin another story. He closed the book and set it carefully aside.

      “What’s this one to be, then?” he asked Danberry, peering across the desk at the misshapen hunk of wood he was bothering with his knife.

      “A boat,” Danberry said. “I got this bit o’ wood on the small coin—fella said it floats in water no matter what shape it is. I figure to make the hull solid so’s I don’t need to worry ’bout makin’ it too thin and pokin’ a hole.”

      “Good idea. Smart friend ya got, Dan.”

      “I ain’t said he was no friend, mind ya. Just a fella,” Danberry returned, just a bit defensively.

      “What? You got some fella sellin’ shady driftwood or sumthin’?” Mulview asked, giving his friend a hard time of it.

      “Naw, just don’t wantcha thinkin’ I gots friends what has connections or nothin’. Next thing I know, I gots every man o’ the watch dogging me for short-coin deals.”

      Ding-ding!

      A small clock, dangling from the wall by a single nail, stepped in to break up their discussion. It was a small, ugly thing, a cheap copy of the magnificent clock tower that rose majestically from the upper reaches of the very museum they guarded. There had been clocks before Cadmus Errol had built the tower, but the master tinker's landmark touched off a frenzy of popularity of the devices, which had spawned a small industry of cheap clock-makers.

      “That thing right?” Mulview asked.

      “Ya, I think. Bromny said he set it jus’ this morn—by the bell,” Danberry replied.

      Mulview nodded, having suspected as much, but secretly hoping he had a bit more time off his feet. With a grunt of effort, he set his feet back on the floor and hefted himself out of his chair.

      “Ah well, another round to be made. See you in about an hour,” Mulview said and then sighed.

      The two men took up their lanterns, and headed out into the museum, heading in opposite directions.
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        * * *

      

      The prowler heard the footfalls echo across the massive central chamber of the museum, illuminated by the moonlight cascading down from the stained glass overhead. The soles of the watchman’s boots made for a hard clacking sound that was easy to track back to its source, despite the acoustics of the former cathedral. The chamber was subdivided into aisles by silk ropes strung between short wooden posts. The watchman made his way deliberately up and down each of them.

      The prowler worked out the pattern of the patrol, and used the displays themselves to shield against the watchman’s sleepy gaze. It became a simple matter for the prowler to reach the true target for that night’s work: the glass-enclosed cases that housed the royal family’s heirlooms.

      King Gorden was a humble man. It was a trait rare enough in common men, and rarer still among monarchs. But it was the age of the Progressive Reformation Movement, which Gorden supported. The king would lead, but the people chose their own destiny: elected parliaments, participatory governance, voluntary civic service. It was unseemly in such an age for the king to hoard such artifacts as his ancestors had accumulated over their centuries of rule. Thus for years, the king had commissioned scholars and artisans to clean and restore old jewels and artwork that had long moldered in palace cellars. When they were fit to display, they were sent to the museum so that the public might marvel at them during very reasonable public viewing hours.

      That was fine for other folk, but for what the prowler had in mind, unreasonably late hours were the rule—and the fewer viewers, the better.

      At the center of the rather large display of royal adornments was the official raiment of the office of the king: scepter, doublet, crown, and cloak. All had been worn by King Gorden at his coronation and not since. The king dressed as well as any well-heeled nobleman, but no better, and certainly not with the gaudy tastelessness of the merchant guild leaders.

      Surrounding the royal raiment were numerous displays of similar regalia from earlier in the kingdom’s history. Rings, crowns, necklaces, brooches, swords both ceremonial and those wielded by warrior kings, scepters, diadems, chalices, and censers. A fortune could be made selling any one of them, but the risk was too great. The pieces were famous, distinctive, and beloved. The reward alone for their safe return would exceed the price one might find for them among disreputable connoisseurs.

      Coin was power, so it was said, but an indirect and often unreliable sort. The prowler’s eyes unfocused, and saw a different sort of power. There, in the currents of aether, was a small beacon among the drab, mundane bits of diamond and worked gold. Magic! Among the old relics was one wholly unlike the rest. A bit simpler in design if not material, it was a gold circlet set with rubies across the front—or so it appeared to most eyes. In the aether, it took on a blue-white glow, standing apart from the indistinct forms of the non-magical items and the general swirl of the wild aether that filled the rest of the chamber.

      Turning, the prowler looked back across the museum and saw, highlighted in blue-white like the circlet, the Source of the night watchman. Man-shaped and leaking aether, that Source was the guard’s life essence. All aether flowed from the Source, and all life depended upon the aether.

      The watchman was wending his way to the main entrance on the back end of his rounds. Shaking away the trance-like state of aether-vision, the prowler returned to using normal sight. The circlet was boxed in a small glass case along with a handful of other jewels from its own era. Top, bottom, and all four sides of the box were of expensive clear glass, girded at the joints with thin edges of gilded steel. A quick check confirmed that it simply sat upon the display pedestal, with no lock or clamp or catch to hold it in place, just its own weight.

      The dark-clad prowler took the case in two gloved hands. With care and steady nerves, those hands slowly lifted the glass from the pedestal.

      Clang!Clang!Clang!Clang!Clang!Clang!…

      Blessed winds! the prowler swore mentally. That crazy tinker must have rigged some sort of alarm for the museum when he was here to build the clock tower.

      It was too late for stealth, so the next logical step was distraction. The prowler took the glass case cover, and threw it as far as it was willing to fly, smashing to the floor with a crash loud enough to be heard clearly over the alarm bell. A quick glance revealed that there was a tiny, hidden catch that had been held down by the weight of the glass.

      Eschewing the other finery, the prowler grabbed the magical circlet, and shoved it into a satchel. Light from a lantern was sweeping about the area, and the prowler dove for cover to avoid being spotted.
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        * * *

      

      Drat! The alarm!

      “Danberry! Rouse the city guards! Now!” Mulview shouted.

      Taking in hand the truncheon that he kept hooked at his belt, the stocky watchman set a well-practiced scowl on his face, and stalked back into the exhibit hall he had just finished checking. There had been false alarms before, but with the alarm making such a racket, the watchmen could hardly be taken to task for rousing the city guards; the lads probably could hear it from their barracks anyway, just next door.

      Mulview swept the aisles with his lantern, seeking a glimpse of the intruder. Ungainly though he was, he tried to make his movements quick and unpredictable, to catch his quarry off guard.

      “Aha, found you!” he cried.

      The light from his lantern framed the prowler mid-scurry, showing a figure dressed head to foot in black cloth, with a hooded cloak of black pulled so low that there were slits to see through it.

      “Whatever you’ve got there, thief, drop it and give yourself up.”

      They were good words, and practiced often in the heads of guards who seldom saw any real excitement in the course of their duties. The mere presence of guards was supposed to deter thieves, so actual thefts were a rarity. Thus it was with great disappointment that Watchman Mulview found that his order went unheeded.

      The prowler kept low, and ducked behind displays, crossing rope barriers, and violating the sanctity of exhibits of priceless artifacts. Mulview did all he could to keep himself between the prowler and the doorway, but it was a lost cause. The portly guard had come too far into the exhibit hall to confront the thief, and was not quick enough afoot to backtrack and cut off the path of escape.

      “Danberry! He’s past me! This is no game; there’s a thief escaping!” Mulview yelled before lowering his voice to curse himself thoroughly for being a creaky old man, too slow to run down thieves from behind.

      Things had always gone much better in his daydreams.
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        * * *

      

      Clang!Clang!Clang!Clang!Clang!Clang!…

      “C’mon, lads! You heard ’im!” Danberry shouted at the regiment of glassy-eyed city guardsman he had just let in through the museum’s main entrance.

      The guards were unarmored, but wore short, heavily padded jackets with the Golis city sigil on them. They carried drawn truncheons but, unlike the museum guards, had short swords belted at their hips as well. Two took up positions at the entrance to prevent exactly the sort of error Mulview had just made in the main exhibit hall, and the rest followed after Danberry to sweep the museum for the thief.
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        * * *

      

      Clang!Clang!Clang!Cla⁠—

      Thank you, Merciful Tansha, the prowler prayed silently.

      The alarm bell had either been shut off or had run down on its own accord. The sounds of booted feet—lots more than there ought to have been—were no longer drowned out by the blaring alarm.

      Down one corridor then the next, the prowler stayed ahead of the encroaching boot-steps. Thoughts of escaping back out through the open-air courtyard were dashed when guards could be heard from that direction.

      There are enough of them that they are splitting up and cutting off all the exits.

      There was one exit, though, that they would not have thought of.
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        * * *

      

      “We’ve got ’im now, eh?” Danberry said to the group of five guards who had stayed with him as others had split off to seal all routes of escape. “He’s heading up fer the clock stairs. Ain’t nothin’ up there ’cept fer clock bits and a fair view o’ the countryside.”

      The thunder of the guards’ boots rolled onward and quickened apace as they spotted the black-clad thief entering the stairwell as Danberry had predicted.

      “We got him panickin’, cuz he ain’t got no other way outta here now,” Danberry said. “No rushin’ now. Stairs is a might tight, ya see. No point in breakin’ yer neck runnin’ now that he’s caught.”

      Preceding Danberry up the clock-tower stairs, the guards filed up in a line. The stairs ran in a blocky spiral around the inside of the tower. It surrounded the great pendulum that hung down near to the ground, and as they got farther up, they saw a dizzying arrangement of gears, ratchets, cogs, belts, levers, and so forth. Light shone from above, both from the moonlight that entered through the clock face and from the oil lamps that lit the clock from the inside. Pipes ran up the inside walls of the tower, drawing kerosene from ground-level reservoirs. No one had to climb up the tower to keep the lamps lit; the upper reaches of the tower were seldom visited, least of all by the guardsmen.

      Men were gasping for breath by the time they reached the landing at the top of the tower. The last few steps were tentative ones, due to both fatigue and the expectation of finding a cornered thief prepared to have one last go at defending his freedom.

      “Huh?” Danberry wondered aloud. “Where’d he go?”

      There were clockworks all about, but no proper hiding place. As guardsmen filled the landing all about him, Danberry looked up to see if the thief had climbed atop the uppermost gears, but there was no one there. Finally, he noticed that a small access door, used for cleaning the clock face from the outside, was unlatched. He pushed it open and stuck his head out, fighting back a wave of queasiness as he looked at the dizzying drop to the cobblestones far below. There was no place for the thief to have dropped to the museum roof, for the clock face was to the far end of the building, facing away from the roofline. Looking up and down, there seemed to be no footholds or handholds worth noting.

      “Well, unless that fella’s part bird, he’s splattered all over Lords’ Crossing. That’s my guess. Betcha you’d see the body if’n it weren’t for that blown lamp,” Danberry said, pointing down at the road for one of the guardsmen who had stuck his head out beside him.
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        * * *

      

      In a rented room, several blocks from the museum, sat a huge bear of a man, with a shaggy black beard and an unkempt mop of greasy black hair that tried to hide the fact that he was balding at the top. A toothy yellow smile split his face as a satchel plopped down on the table in front of him.

      “I heard the alarm from here. Anyone follow you?” the man asked.

      “No, they’re probably searching the ground outside the clock tower for my gory remains even as we speak.”

      The speaker was still dressed all in black, but now was unhooded. Jaw-length auburn hair framed a face smooth with the signs of youth. Her piercing green eyes met those of her associate directly, with no sign of deference or fear. She was tall, and thin of face and limb. The loose black outfit hid her modest curves and called into question her gender, but only when her face was hidden away as well; she was unmistakably beautiful.

      Her associate reached into the satchel, and took out the circlet from within. He turned it over carefully in his hands. “I sort of expected something a bit fancier,” he mused.

      “Sure, Zell, let me just nick back into the museum and pick you out a nicer one. I figured you wanted a dressed-down magic crown that you could wear with your every-day rags. But I can take you down to Duke Street in the morning, and get you something that would go with a nice fancy crown,” the prowler replied.

      “Does it work?” the man asked, shrugging off her sarcasm out of old habit.

      “Try it,” she replied.

      The man put the crown on. It looked ridiculous on his massive head, a thin ring of gold lost amid a tangle of sweat-glossed black hair.

      “Whoa, is this what you always see?” the man asked as he slowly looked all about the room, especially lingering on the walls and floor. “I can see you quite clearly—and the two daggers you are hiding. I can even see Rakashi and Tanner in the next room, and the innkeeper downstairs.”

      “Glad you like it. Now can we get back on our way to Scar Harbor?”

      “Sure, Soria, first thing in the morning.”
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            FIGHTING THE TIDE

          

        

      

    

    
      The sea thrashed, and the wind howled past Kyrus Hinterdale as he stood staring out into the approaching storm. His bare feet sank slightly into the thick-packed, muddy sand left by the receding tide. Kyrus had adopted the natives’ custom of going about with no shirt in the tropical climate of Denku Appa, a remote equatorial isle that, for now at least, was his home.

      Kyrus had seen many a storm, safe on dry land and huddled indoors in his homeland of Acardia. His thick northern blood was not so bothered by the cooler air this southern storm blew; in fact, it seemed a refreshing change from the often sweltering heat of the daylight hours of summertime on the island. If not for the steel-grey sky with its otherworldly look to it, the windblown rain trying to drive itself beneath his skin like a storm of nails, and the threat of the storm surge washing out the low-lying village, the day might almost have been pleasant.

      Toktu, senior elder among the Denku, had told Kyrus that this storm did not look so bad as many the islanders had seen. Nonetheless, most of the Denku had retreated to more sheltered ground, taking refuge in some caves farther inland. Those who had remained behind wished to see a unique sight: their “spirit man” wanted to hold back the storm.

      Kyrus had been using shielding spells as exercise for his Source. He had only learned of magic’s existence a few months ago, and was trying to make up for a youth of lost opportunity. In the realm of Kadrin—which Kyrus saw through the eyes of his counterpart from the other world, his “twin” Brannis, each night instead of dreaming—a sorcerer would be trained from an early age, starting as young as eight or so with formal training. Kyrus had seen all the rudiments as Brannis had struggled through the early ranks of the Kadrin Imperial Academy of Sorcery before they finally gave up on ever making a sorcerer of him, despite his family’s strong magical heritage. It seemed as if, joined by some mystical connection, their Sources were the inverse of one another. Brannis was a stone, almost entirely cut off from the aether; Kyrus found that it leapt to his call and flowed from his Source like a river.

      For weeks, Kyrus had been wading out into the shallow waters near the tide line and practicing holding back the sea. At first, he had just tried stopping the lapping kiss of water that would tickle the toes of walkers along the beach. It amused him at first to see the water stop weirdly at an invisible barrier and crash lightly against it, as if he had fashioned a glass so clear it did not cast any distortion or glare to betray its presence. With practice, he was able to form his shield farther and farther out into the tide. He kept the shield arced so that the vast and cunning Katamic Sea did not simply sneak around the sides, and he stood close to the center of that arc, as it seemed easiest to keep an equal pressure of aether in all directions that way.

      With the coming of the storm, Kyrus found both a test and a purpose. The Denku had taken him in when the notorious pirate Denrik Zayne had stranded him on their island after expressing concern about potential retribution in this world for the attack of Denrik’s own twin on Brannis’s homeland in the other. Kyrus had shared their food, lived in one of their homes, and had begun to learn their language. In return, he had been able to do nothing of use for them, save entertain with his magical tricks. Now, though, with talk of storm surges that might wash away part of the village, Kyrus intended to keep his new home safe from the storm.
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        * * *

      

      “He is brave, our spirit man,” Tippu commented, crouched behind a palm tree in an effort to shield herself from the worst of the storm winds.

      Her green-dyed hair was being played havoc by the storm winds. Clad in just a loincloth and a pair of necklaces—the latter doing little to either cover or protect her—she shivered against the cool, wet air that tore past her.

      “Yes, very,” agreed Kahli, her long, scarlet-dyed braids whipping behind her as the wind gusted. She huddled against Tippu’s back both for warmth and the shelter of the wind. “And look, he does not even shake with cold.”

      “He is a northerner. Their winds are always cold. He sweats like a hunter even on mild days,” said Gahalu, Kyrus’s best friend among the Denku.

      While the two girls had claimed Kyrus as their own and had been trying—with limited results—to woo him, Gahalu had been Kyrus’s interpreter and guide on the island. Worldly by Denku standards, Gahalu had sailed aboard foreign ships, learned about distant lands, and picked up a few exotic languages, Kyrus’s among them.

      “This weather probably reminds him of home,” Gahalu said.

      “This is home now for him,” Kahli insisted. “Look how he risks his life to defend it.” She pointed to the bare-chested northerner, standing where the water ought to have been chest deep, with the seawater stopping eerily a few paces from him at well over head height.

      “You said he was not spirit man among his own people, that they chased him off and wished to kill him. That does not sound like home. Home is where he is loved. Home is where he will have strong sons who will grow up to be hunters and elders and spirit men,” Tippu said.

      Despite his scrawny body and skin that refused to darken to the creamy bronze color the Denku felt looked healthiest, Kyrus was an object of desire and envy among the Denku women. Tippu and Kahli had gotten to him first and claimed him, but should he decide to send them away, others would be quick to fill their places.

      Gahalu sighed and watched his friend fighting the Katamic. Kyrus spoke more to Gahalu than anyone else, even though he was picking up the Denku language quite quickly. He knew that Kyrus had other reasons for damming the tide, though he had no cause to think the lad was being less than selfless in this particular instance. It allowed him to strengthen his powers with the spirit world, and Gahalu knew why that was important to Kyrus.

      Kyrus had explained that, with enough power, he could make himself disappear from Denku Appa and appear in his homeland of Acardia. There was a girl there, in Scar Harbor, that he missed very much, and he wished to return to her. He was too polite to shun Tippu and Kahli, and was smart enough to know that if he did, more would come after him, but he did not want them. Surely he had fallen prey to their charms—the two girls were not shy at all about their victories when speaking to the other Denku women—but he always seemed shamed by it after.

      The Scar Harbor girl was like a shark, Gahalu thought: she had sunk her teeth into Kyrus, and he was not able to swim free of her. Gahalu found himself thinking like the elder that his grey hairs said he was becoming, meddling in the loves of the young. For all their inane chatter, he wished the two girls well in their quest to win Kyrus’s heart. He did not want to see his friend go.
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        * * *

      

      I had expected this to be harder, Kyrus thought.

      He was holding back a wall of water ten feet high and hundreds of feet long. He had struggled at first to get the wall shaped properly. It had to be wider than usual, and therefore could not be as far out to sea as he would have liked. He had abandoned his usual tactic of standing at the center of the arced wall, and instead stood close to it. With how long the wall needed to be to protect the village, to center it at the water’s edge would have pushed it so far out that it would have had to be thrice the height and bear a much greater weight of water. As it was, Kyrus was hardly noticing the effort now that he had it stable.

      Aether in, aether out.

      Kyrus was drawing a small, constant flow of aether to keep up the spell. Aether was fortunately a resource in abundance on the island. Many of the native species produced admirable amounts of the stuff, and the sea life inhabited the area in such vast numbers that the supply seemed inexhaustible. With few sorcerers in his own world, the aether seemed to be all his for the taking. In his counterpart’s world, sorcerers were common enough that such vast seas of aether were unheard of.

      Kyrus knew that he ought to have felt like a mighty wizard of the fairy stories, but he knew the trick now. It was still wondrous, but he suspected that any sorcerer from Kadrin, brought into his world, would be able to manage much the same with the ready supply of aether at hand. More than that, though, with the more challenging effort of creating and stabilizing the wall now past, it was growing boring. Storms were not momentary things by and large, and this one had already been raging for hours. His feet were aching, and his back was growing sore from standing so long in one place.

      Kyrus knew that he could sit down in the mud, or even recline, and still hold the wall intact just as well. He also knew that there were a dozen or more Denku who had trusted him enough to come out as close as the tree line to watch. Among them were all his closest friends on the island, as well as Tippu and Kahli. As much as their advances exasperated him, he did not wish to diminish himself in their eyes. A primal, primitive part of his brain insisted that the affection of pretty girls was important—and not to be jeopardized by sore feet or boredom.
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        * * *

      

      Kyrus took his midday meal at his post, holding back the storm sea. He had grown accustomed enough to the light work of holding the aether-formed wall in place that he felt safe performing other magics while he held it. He had chosen from among the multitudes of fish arrayed before him like a child’s fishbowl, and plucked the Source from a tasty-looking specimen. Flat and tall, the green-and-yellow striped fish was shaped like the paddles the Denku used for their fishing boats, and as long as Kyrus’s forearm. Gone limp as its life’s essence was cleanly removed, the fish offered no resistance as Kyrus then levitated it over the invisible wall and into his waiting hands, frying it with aether as it floated the short distance through the air.

      Kyrus kept a small knife at his belt—made of steel, it was a valuable gift from his Denku hosts—and used it to fillet the fish. He ate as he worked, never taking his eye long from the real task at hand as he continued to hold back a mind-boggling amount of seawater. When he’d had his fill, he threw what remained of his meal over the wall and back into the Katamic for other predators to finish off.

      When the ache of his feet finally got the better of him, he quietly cast a levitation spell, just using it to lift himself up such that his heels barely brushed the muddy ground.

      I wonder if this means I am beginning to think like a sorcerer, when levitation magic seems like the proper course of action, rather than sitting down and getting my trousers muddy.
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        * * *

      

      When the storm finally calmed, and the risk to the village had passed, Kyrus released the shielding spell. He was worn inside and out. It was the longest he had ever used his Source, certainly, and as best he could recall, the longest he had ever stood in one place.

      With the storm clouds obscuring the sun all day, Kyrus could only guess how long he had kept up the wall, but he figured six hours at least. Should anyone ever inquire about it one day, that is what I shall tell them, anyway. The overcast sky allowed occasional breaks that let in the light of late afternoon. Kyrus just had no idea how early it had been when the storm began, having awakened to a deep grey ceiling of the world.

      The freed surf washed around Kyrus’s ankles as he turned back toward the village, and saw his audience rush down to meet him, finally feeling safe with the spirit man’s strange magic no longer in effect. Too many of them talked at once for Kyrus to pick out more than a stray word here or there in the Denku tongue, which he only understood at a modest pace. When Tippu and Kahli saw him fatigued, and came to support him under each arm, he at least tried to focus on what they were saying to him, since he suspected it would have the most immediate bearing on his evening.

      “We will help…”

      “…to…”

      “…house…”

      “I…”

      “…you…”

      There were too many words Kyrus was unfamiliar with, and they were both speaking too fast for him to separate the words and decipher them. He gathered that they were intent on helping him back to the little house he had been given, but beyond that, it was all gibberish to him. When Tippu took her long necklaces and slung them over his head as well as hers, he began to suspect that rest was not on his agenda for the evening.

      “Hungry,“ Kyrus managed in Denku, one of the words he had made sure Gahalu taught him. “Sleepy.”

      Kahli seemed to understand the former at least and rubbed his stomach, nodding eagerly.

      Hopefully with a full belly and a worn-out brain, I can fall asleep right after dinner.
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        * * *

      

      Gahalu stayed back from his friend as the crowd—and Kyrus’s two amorous pursuers—escorted Kyrus back to the village. The Denku had much wisdom about the sea, but their people did not make up catchy little sayings the way so many foreigners did to help make them easy to convey. Thus it was a Feru Maru saying that stuck in Gahalu’s mind as he looked at Spirit Man Kyrus: “No man can stop the tides.”

      Kyrus just had—and stopped a storm atop it. The young Acardian was seeking to increase his magical power so he could use it to return to his home. After what he had just witnessed, Gahalu did not expect it would be long before Kyrus would try to use his powers to leave them.
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        * * *

      

      Kyrus lay awake on his sleeping mat, unable to still his mind. Kahli curled against him under one arm and Tippu the other, slumbering softly. The bedding in the small stone house that some previous mainlander had built on Denku Appa had been lumpy and uncomfortable, so Kyrus had adopted the Denku custom of sleeping on the ground. His own head rested on a pillow made from a sand-filled sack, which formed a cradle shaped for the size of his head by many nights’ experience; his two companions pillowed their heads on his chest. He felt badly for having used magic on the girls to lull them to sleep, but it was easier than arguing with them and kinder than spurning them. He owed Brannis a debt for having learned a sleeping spell for him to defend himself with. Even with the spell, the two of them still found alertness enough before drifting off that they had latched onto him.

      Kyrus wore ruts in his mind with his mental pacing, wondering what to do with Tippu and Kahli. He could not sum them up on a ledger like some merchant, though he had tried. He did not dislike either of them—far from it. They were sweet and thoughtful, unfailingly attentive, and (he reluctantly admitted) alluring. They were cousins, he had discovered, but were as close as sisters and had always planned to share some hunter together. They never quarreled with one another, at least with Kyrus around. They just seemed so…young.

      Kyrus was a young man himself, just twenty-two years old, and he would have been surprised if his two suitors were much younger, at least in years. Kyrus drew a distinction between young and youthful. The latter bespoke vigor, energy, and a brightness of spirit; the former indicated naivety, overexuberance, and a stubbornness born of a refusal to accept unpleasant truths. For all the times they were not trying to busy themselves with the bits he kept beneath his trousers, they seemed like young girls, playful and cheerful, irresponsible and oblivious to all that went on outside the focus of their vision. He would have liked to consider himself something of a philosopher for seeing the difference, but he knew he was splitting hairs in trying to indict the girls for traits he found himself drawn to in Abbiley.

      Abbiley Tillman was somewhere back in Scar Harbor, the only girl Kyrus had ever fallen in love with. He loved the joy she took in the simple things in life, like the break of the sea against Acardia’s rocky shores or the sights and smells of the markets when foreign traders came to town. She had little money and only a brother to call family, yet she did not let the cares of the world burden her; she carried on with a smile, and was always considerate of others ahead of herself. That was probably the key difference, as Kyrus saw it. As much as Tippu and Kahli doted on him, it was a greedy sort of love they showered on him. They wanted him for themselves, to be the spirit man’s wives, to be the envy of the other girls from the village, to have their children possibly become spirit men one day themselves.

      Thus he longed for Abbiley, who fell in love with him when he was a simple scrivener whose only claim to wealth was an old shop he had been given by his former employer as a gift (Kyrus had paid a pittance for it, for appearance’s sake, but knew it for the gift that it was). He was resolved to return to Scar Harbor, outlaw or not, and marry her. They might have to live on the run—he hoped she would be willing to go—and there would be other complications to be sure, but they were not insurmountable, not with the magic he was learning.

      Kyrus sighed, staring up at the ceiling of his little house as the sky outside gave way to the dark of night. The storm-churned Katamic stank of things normally buried deep under the water, and belched forth a cold, brackish wind. Kyrus was not bothered by the rank air that the sea coughed up, for the fragrance of Tippu’s and Kahli’s hair dyes filled his nostrils with scents of melon and spice. The unseasonable chill of the night’s winds blew in through the straw-covered doorway, but Kyrus did not mind. The two Denku girls pressed tight against him for warmth, and the heat from their bare skin warmed Kyrus as well.

      I have never even held Abbiley this close, Kyrus mused. I think that is why they bother me at times. They take liberties I had thought to have reserved just for her. I will make amends. I have grown stronger, and soon enough, I will rip a path through the aether and step through it, leaving Denku Appa and arriving back home, if only for long enough to reclaim Abbiley.

      I wonder if she would like it here…

      Kyrus thought his last thought before sleep claimed him, picturing Abbiley clad in Denku fashion, curled at his side instead of Tippu. He met slumber that night with a smile on his face.
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            PLANS AND PREPARATIONS

          

        

      

    

    
      Steam rose from the sweating combatants as they circled each other in the palace courtyard. Two lads from the School of Arms with bared steel in their hands faced off against one young man in black sorcerer’s garb, who stood half a head shorter than either of them. The smaller man was wielding a heavily padded wooden sword in both hands and appeared to be holding his own against the pair of younger fighters. The two lads worked well in tandem, continually trying to flank their opponent, who spun, slashed, and parried his way free of the traps they kept trying to lay for him.

      “He seems to be improving, at least,“ Brannis commented, watching the practice session from afar.

      He was sitting at a small table set outdoors on a ground-level terrace just off the courtyard, sipping warmed cider in the cold morning air. Brannis was Grand Marshal of the Kadrin Army, and wore his gold-and-quicksilver armor covered in a doublet with both the imperial sigil and his own Solaran house crest. Young for such a lofty position, he wore the surprisingly comfortable magical armor often to give himself the appearance of authority to match his station.

      “His footwork is improving, and the technique is not the disaster it once was, but he lacks any strength behind the blows,” replied Rashan.

      Despite looking even younger than Sir Brannis Solaran, Rashan was an uncle of his, some five generations removed. Unlike Brannis, he was strong in aether. The empire had bred sorcerers for thousands of years to refine the hereditary aspects of what made for a potent sorcerer, and trained them at the Imperial Academy with the hope of teaching them the rest. Rashan Solaran was among the greatest successes of that endeavor. While sorcerers could be bred, warlocks were a chance occurrence—sorcerers gifted enough in their powers that they could use them safely amid the confusion and chaos of combat. Rashan was not only a warlock, he had learned the secret of immortality. After a century’s absence during which he was believed dead, he had recently returned to the Empire.

      “What do you expect? You may have been throwing him out into the practice yard daily this past season, but last autumn that boy had hardly lifted anything heavier than a quill. A body takes time to harden,” observed Fenris Destrier.

      A smallish, pudgy man with little hair left on his head, Fenris slumped round-shouldered in his chair as he cradled his own cider just below his face, letting the steam rising from it fill his nose with warm air. He could have used magic to warm himself, or at least keep away the chill—as a sorcerer of the Inner Circle, it would have been a scant test of his powers—but he did not wish to give the warlock the satisfaction of seeing him give in to a dislike of the cold.

      “You have seen the reports,” Rashan said. “Megrenn is readying for an invasion. We do not have a season to prepare; we have perhaps half a season if we are lucky. Iridan needs to be ready. He is just going to have to put in more of an effort. He does not have the luxury of a leisurely training regimen.”

      The warlock was shorter and slighter of build than his son Iridan, with long white hair the color of fresh snow and pale eyes that seemed to lack for any nameable color. For all the world, he seemed like a youth playing at being a warlock…until he spoke. There was a manner about him that carried energy, authority, and menace. He could make underlings uneasy just by inquiring about the weather.

      “Want me to stand in for the boys, then?” Brannis offered, half-joking. “I would use a padded blade, of course.”

      Brannis smiled at the last bit. His own sword was rune forged, ancient, and powerful. It was named Avalanche, and virtually nothing could impede it when swung. Even gravity had little hold over it; for outside its sheath, it would hang suspended in air unless taken in hand. In battle, it cut through foe and fortification alike.

      “You tempt me, Brannis, but no,” Rashan answered. “You may be stronger than both those lads at once, but you are no dancing blade-master to be giving lessons. I promoted you for your brain, not your blade. If we were to be facing an ogre uprising, I would see the wisdom in preparing him against you, but the Megrenn fighters tend to be more nimble and skilled. Young as they are, both those boys fight more soundly than do you.”

      “He is taking too many blows against his shielding spell,” Fenris said, gesturing toward Iridan with his nose so he did not have to remove his hands from the warm cup.
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        * * *

      

      The blow to his stomach had registered vaguely in Iridan’s mind. He felt it not in the flesh, but in his sense of the aether. He was not harmed. He knew that the steel blades his opponents wielded would not hurt him so long as his shielding spell held; his swordsmanship was just not up to the task on its own yet.

      Jafin and Moln had maneuvered Iridan directly between them, as they always tried to do. Iridan only had one sword and no shield, so he could only defend himself from one side at a time. Iridan watched their timing, and stepped quickly aside and out of reach of Jafin, launching a spinning attack at Moln, the better fighter of the two boys. The squires hated the attack, and used to remind him how foolish it was. Iridan knew that the knights favored a defensive, tactical approach to swordsmanship, waiting for an error by their opponent, and trying to force them into making one if none was forthcoming. Rashan had given Iridan extensive tutoring on how a warlock ought to fight before turning him loose against the finest lads (aged fourteen summers or younger) of the School of Arms.

      Iridan used his aether-vision instead of the light to see during combat. It filtered out all the non-essentials of color and background and inanimate objects, leaving him a full “view” all around him of aether, and he saw his opponents by their Sources. The drawback was that swords had no Source and were virtually invisible to him, but he had been learning to judge the path of a weapon by the way it was wielded: posture, momentum, fighting style…all gave clues once one he knew how to interpret them.

      Moln knew that he could strike a quick blow before Iridan completed his spin, but this attack was one he had seen before. The would-be warlock could take the hit on his shielding spell, and there would be no defense from Iridan’s own attack if he did not devote himself to avoiding it. Typically Moln would either hop back out of reach, keeping his sword clear of Iridan’s to force him to continue the spin or switch to a two-handed grip and meet the blow hard with a parry.

      This time, Moln tried something new. He hopped back and lifted his sword clear, similar to how he often did, but he followed in immediately after the warlock’s sword cleared him, and struck a quick blow down on the blade.

      Iridan had been preparing to follow around and counter the attack that was already coming from Jafin at his back. Moln’s blow was solid enough to force his sword down and cause him to stumble in his swing. Jafin struck him square in the back, hard enough to have cut his spine had he not been shielded by aether. Moln closed in quickly, and a blow to the temple turned Iridan’s head to the side, dizzying and disorienting him.

      “Enough!” Rashan shouted from across the courtyard. It seemed that he had seen all he needed to for the day’s practice. “Good work, lads. The day is yours yet again.” The warlock reached into a pouch at his belt, and removed two gold lions, tossing one coin to each boy. “You have earned it. Spend it well and I shall see you back here tomorrow morning.”

      The two squires gathered themselves up in presentable fashion and, once they had sheathed their blades, saluted the warlock, fist to chest. “Yes, Warlock,” they replied in unison.

      Rashan dismissed them and walked a few paces to where his son was on hands and knees waiting for the world to hold still enough to stand atop it.

      “They are learning more than you are out here,” Rashan said. “Are two of them too much for you? I could invite back just Moln for tomorrow’s session, if you cannot handle Jafin and him together.”

      “They both have more experience at this than I do, and Moln is bigger than me,” Iridan said, breathing heavily.

      “That is the sorriest excuse you have used yet. I am trying to train you here, not puff your ego. If you had been armed and trained, you might not have been defeated by that Megrenn sorcerer at Raynesdark. You might have prevented the Megrenn from obtaining the Staff of Gehlen,” Rashan said.

      “That's unfair. I was barely walking after exhausting myself defending the wall. A sword in my hand would not have made a difference,” Iridan said, pushing himself up to his knees as he stood. He bent to retrieve his wooden sword.

      “I disagree. You attack where your opponent is weak, defend where he is strong. You attacked from surprise and stunned him—I have no quarrel with that. But then you sought to defend yourself instead of finishing him. You allowed a more seasoned sorcerer to have his turn at attacking. He had one worry, and you allowed him respite from it to formulate an attack,” Rashan said, having gone through the same argument with Iridan several times on previous occasions when he questioned his training.

      “But I was undefended. A quick spell could have been the end of me, and⁠—”

      “Precisely why you need to learn to fight. Draw aether into your shielding spells from close range. Your draw is still stronger than most, and you could strengthen your own defenses while denying him aether—this needs to be second nature. All the while, you press him, in close combat. His spells must be cast quickly or done silently, and you may force errors. The warlock’s trade is not so easy; few can manage to keep their wits clear enough to manage such a task while a sword is threatening their hide.”

      “But I—” Iridan began, but Rashan cut him off again.

      “Speaking of your draw…Fenris is ready for you.”

      Rashan smiled mischievously. Iridan’s swordsmanship lesson might have been done, but his day of training was not yet at an end.
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        * * *

      

      “Excuse me,” Fenris muttered to Brannis as he rose.

      They had both been watching the exchange between Rashan and Iridan, and Brannis knew that the warlock was ready for Fenris to take his turn with the boy. Ninety-four springtimes old, Fenris was now the senior member of the Inner Circle, excepting the warlock, whose birth was a matter for history books. Fenris’s joints ached, his eyesight was not so strong, and he found his thoughts wandering more than they used to. For all that, his Source was strong and so was his draw.

      The warlock’s lackeys had worn Iridan down physically, and Brannis knew that it was now Fenris’s duty to wear him down by the Source. Each day, it was the same routine, with small variations: practice at arms, then a draw against one of the Inner Circle. Rashan had made a mistake early in Iridan’s training, and had followed up sparring against a lad of thirteen summers with a draw against a Third Circle sorcerer. While Iridan had been battered and bruised by his adolescent sword-fighting tutor, he had embarrassed the poor sorcerer he had faced. Ever since, he had only been matched against the Inner Circle.

      So far, Iridan had shown that he could overmatch his great-great-great-great-niece Aloisha (eight summers his elder), the next youngest member of the Inner Circle, and could give Thayl Greydusk an even match or even defeat him at times. Rashan had not wanted Iridan to have easy matches; he wanted to temper and reforge him. Iridan had not defeated Fenris in eight draws. He had not fared well against Caladris—Brannis’s and Aloisha’s uncle, and fifty summers Iridan’s elder—in any of the twelve bouts they had. Dolvaen Lurien had drawn against Iridan just the once. A lowborn sorcerer from a bloodline not even accorded the status of “lesser,” it was clear that Dolvaen had gained his position among the Inner Circle by skill and power, not patronage. The draw between him and Iridan had been brief, decisive, and humbling for the younger sorcerer.

      Brannis watched as the old sorcerer made his way out into the courtyard to contest against Iridan. There was a temptation to stay and watch, just to see the result, but Brannis would take no enjoyment in it. Iridan was nearly guaranteed to lose, and Brannis was blind to the aether and thus could not even properly spectate the event. The two sorcerers would stand several paces apart and, upon command of whoever was judging the contest, they would each call upon the aether to see whose draw was more powerful. If neither was clearly stronger, they would be commanded to stop drawing and hold the aether they had drawn for as long as possible. Stored aether burned; the more a sorcerer held, the stronger the burning, and careless bravado could result in serious injury.

      Brannis, alone at the table after Fenris’s departure, rose to make his own exit. For all Brannis would see, it would be two sorcerers standing and staring at each other, until suddenly one was declared winner. The first clue to an aether-blind observer as to who was winning might be a blast of steam from the water basins into which the losing sorcerer would discharge his stored aether to signal his defeat. Brannis had better uses for his time, and many responsibilities. Even staying for the sparring was beyond what he had intended in visiting with Warlock Rashan.

      Brannis had merely needed to give him the status of the reported Megrenn troop movements. As usual, the information was scant, received third- and fourth-hand from traders and travelers. The Empire’s own information sources were scattered and ineffective. Long years of focusing on internal squabbles among the powers of the Kadrin Empire had left their foreign information sources undermanned. It was a constant annoyance to the warlock, and Brannis felt little better about it himself. Though Rashan had said nothing yet to Brannis, Kadrin’s young marshal suspected that the old warlock had some plan to remedy that deficiency.
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        * * *

      

      Brannis spent much of the afternoon meeting with various officers and representatives of noble landholders who bordered on Megrenn. Troop strength and readiness discussions always discouraged him. The borderlands were better defended than the Empire’s interior; with ogres, bandits, and raiding to contend with, they had to be. But none had the sort of standing army to contend with the reported numbers the Megrenn were amassing.

      Brannis looked at the map of the continent of Koriah, laid out on its own massive table. Kadrin occupied most of the south, all of the east, and a bit of the northeast as well, wrapping cautiously around the ogre lands. Megrenn was tiny by comparison, a federation of city-states along the north coast on both sides of the Cloud Wall mountain range. It was a populous land for its size, but even at that, they had fewer than a tenth Kadrin’s citizenry. What troubled Brannis was the vast expanse past Megrenn to the north. Across the Aliani Sea in every direction lay nations that traded with the Megrenn, providing weapons, food, sell-swords, and the exotic mounts that the Megrenn preferred over horses for their heavy cavalry.

      Brannis picked up a small, painted clay figurine representing a stripe-cat with a rider. The green and brown stripes helped the creatures hide in their native jungles, far away in Elok, but would give them little advantage in the rolling plains and forested countryside that formed the Kadrin border with Megrenn. He looked at the rider sitting atop it, an afterthought with a tiny spear and shield, guiding the deadly beast with his knees. By accounts of the older knights who had seen them in person, the scale was correct—and daunting; the creature was more than head height at the shoulder. Brannis set it back down on the map just south of the Megrenn capital city of Zorren, where it represented a unit of actual stripe-cats that his spies had reported being based there. Brannis’s map was littered with similar toy military units, helping his generals understand more intuitively where their forces and the enemy troops were arrayed. There was a log book so that any time figures were added, moved, or taken away, it was noted with the time and exact nature of the change in case the truth of any bit of intelligence be brought into question.

      The map with figurines was inspired by something that Kyrus had seen once in the drawing room of the Society of Learned Men in Scar Harbor. It had been set up to depict the Battle of Garlow Falls, but that was not what had caught Kyrus’s fancy. He had been fascinated by the tiny soldiers and horses, each representing a number of real ones that had been present at the battle. Forces had been arrayed across half of Acardia during that period of the Staltner Revolution, but with the aid of a hooked stick to slide the figures around, one of the professors had explained the battle to Kyrus in just a few minutes.

      Brannis and his generals were now using the same technique to track all Kadrin troop movements and what they could learn of the Megrenn and their allies. A few local tradesmen had made the figures in short order and had done a marvelous job of rendering the various martial assets in exacting detail. Brannis only wished he had cause to purchase more of them, since they showed a rather embarrassing imbalance in strengths. The Megrenn had obviously planned and saved for this invasion for many winters; they probably borrowed coin as well, with a promise to repay in plunder. Kadrin could eventually build up to the point where the Megrenn army would fall to them by sheer numbers, but conscripts fought poorly, and proper soldiers took winters to train. It was one thing to show a man which end of a spear was which and drape a mail shirt over him; it was another to teach him not to break ranks the first time he saw an eight-hundred-gallon monohorn thundering toward him (in fairness, the proper response was a withdrawal action, which was distinctly not “running away”).

      The major problems Brannis saw were twofold. First, they were not going to be allowed the years needed to properly remilitarize the population and increase the standing army to the size they would need to repel such a force as the Megrenn were arraying against them. Were it not for the extreme aversion stripe-cats and monohorns had to the cold of Kadrin winter, Megrenn likely would have already attacked—so Brannis hoped for a long, cold winter to persist past the equinox.

      The second problem was Jinzan Fehr; he knew too much. Like Brannis, Jinzan was aware of the other world, Tellurak, where technology was more developed and magic all but unheard of. Jinzan had already used that connection to barter the knowledge of cannon-making to the goblins in return for working units and an invasion of Raynesdark that also gained him the Staff of Gehlen. Surely at some point in the war, the Kadrin forces would once again be faced with cannons of Acardian design. Brannis also had no way of predicting what further aid the Megrenn sorcerer might import from Acardia or other lands of Tellurak (which Brannis had begun whimsically to think of as KyrusWorld).

      The staff Brannis could do little about, but he could at least try to match cannon to cannon with Jinzan—figuratively at least. Brannis suspected that black-powder alchemy was probably too tricky to teach to the chemists and apothecaries in Kadris, atop the fact that Kyrus would have to reach mainland somewhere civilized to learn the exact recipes he would need. Sorcery might fabricate working cannons if Kyrus could find one to take measurements from, but that had the same problem of too little knowledge, too far from where it could be learned.

      Instead Brannis had taken a different approach. The maps and clay soldiers were a small thing compared with cannons; let the pirate who was Jinzan’s counterpart in KyrusWorld worry about those. Brannis had thought of a better source of ideas to import: fairy tales.

      Tales of magic, monsters, and heroes existed in Brannis’s own world, but he had begun to realize, once he thought of it, that they lacked the whimsy and imagination of those in KyrusWorld. It made sense, after a fashion. If a sorcerer heard a story of magic that sounded implausible, he would tell you six different ways that it was wrong, and could not happen as written. It stifled creativity and limited the boundaries that could be tested by imagination.

      Brannis had dug through Kyrus’s memories for inspiration and was drawing up plans of his own…
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        * * *

      

      “I understand the decorum and omens involved in a winter wedding, but with the threat of Megrenn hanging poised at our throats, should we not perhaps move the date forward?” Shador Archon asked Rashan.

      A tall, dignified Second Circle sorcerer, Shador sat next to his wife in one of the Imperial Palace’s more private sitting rooms, sharing tea with their daughter’s future oathfather.

      “I hear your concern, but I feel better about waiting for springtime. Besides, every day we wait gives us more time to muster our strength. We will not strike first in this war; we may not even strike second. We must ensure only that we strike last,” Rashan said, taking a sip of his tea mostly for appearance’s sake. As an immortal (demon, in less flattering parlance), he had no need of food or drink, but then he supposed that no creature, mortal or not, truly required tea for any purpose but to sip it politely among company. It had a weak, bitter taste that he did his best to ignore.

      “Would it not make sense to have our new warlock prepared for the inevitable war, with his marriage pact sealed and consummated?” Shador argued.

      Aha, thought Rashan, there is the heart of his argument. He wants a grandson in case Iridan gets himself killed in battle.

      “Rest assured, Iridan’s preparations for the wedding will run in parallel with his training as a warlock. Every additional day of training makes him stronger for when I finally loose him upon the Megrenn,” Rashan replied.

      The warlock genuinely liked Shador. Had he known the man prior to his realignment of the Inner Circle, he would have promoted him in place of Brannis’s sister Aloisha, who was rather sadly underprepared for her elevation.

      The conversation shifted to more tedious matters of decoration, attendees, and other logistical arrangements. Rashan let his mind wander a bit, and allowed Ophelia Archon—a slightly older-looking version of her daughter, down to the aether-tinted reddish-gold hair—to dominate the discussion. Rashan wanted the event to carry all the pageantry and glamour of a royal wedding, but cared little for how that was managed. He objected only once, when the idea of Brannis acting as Iridan’s oathkeeper was suggested.

      “He may be Iridan’s best friend,” Rashan said, “and it would normally be expected, but I think in this circumstance, it may be better to bend tradition and find another friend of Iridan’s to fill that role.”

      Rashan tiptoed around the subject that Juliana’s parents would rather not have brought up: Brannis’s former betrothal to their daughter. Rashan had never been able to extract from either of them just what had passed between them, but he expected that, around the age of thirteen, Brannis and Juliana had taken news of their arranged marriage rather well. Kadrin’s new grand marshal still carried the girl in his heart, more so than Rashan would have preferred, given that the feeling seemed mutual. Brannis was rational in all other things, so it was readily forgivable, but Rashan feared to let the lad stand as oathkeeper all the same.

      It was a seldom exercised post, harkening back to more tumultuous days of the Empire, when bloodshed rode on the success of marriage alliances between noble houses. The oathkeeper’s duty was to see that the groom kept to his promise to wed his bride. In olden times, this meant dogging the groom’s steps for a tenday or longer prior to the ceremony, but in present-day Kadrin, the duty amounted to just a day’s shepherding and good-natured carousing. The houses of the major sorcerous bloodlines styled themselves after noble houses in this way, as in many others, and kept the tradition in their own weddings as well. Brannis, for all his apparent blunt and straightforward honesty, kept a merchant’s tongue in his mouth. Leave him for a day with Iridan and Brannis might end up wedded to Juliana in his son’s stead—such was the duty of an oathkeeper, to seal the pact between houses if he failed to ensure the groom fulfilled his oath.

      “Perhaps that sorcerer who saved his life at Raynesdark—Faolen Sarmon,” Shador suggested, seeming glad that someone else had put Brannis out of the discussion for oathkeeper.

      Rashan knew that Shador and Ophelia both adored Brannis and had looked forward to having him for an oathson, but the complications between him and Juliana were awkward enough that they both were happy to have them clear of each other on her wedding day.

      “Faolen is…otherwise occupied. Perhaps we can find someone he knew at the Academy,” Rashan said. He had found the gifted illusionist Faolen to be surprisingly resourceful, and had already developed other plans for him that did not involve oathkeeper duties.

      “I shall ask around a bit. Surely there must be someone else he was rather close with,” Ophelia said. “Um, and I do not know quite how to bring this up, but there is one other matter I had wished to discuss with you.”

      “Yes?” Rashan leaned closer, intrigued by whatever matter seemed to be disconcerting Ophelia Archon, Third Circle sorceress and part of one of the most influential families in the Empire.

      “Well, what of Iridan’s mother? Will she…be attending?” Ophelia asked. “We are both quite curious to meet her.”

      Rashan Solaran stared wide-eyed, mouth parted slightly, struck dumb for lack of words for the first time in longer than he could remember.

      “I had forgotten,” he finally admitted at length. After a long pause, he added, “I will contact her shortly and inquire.”

      Have I really been enjoying my time here so much—political snake-handling and all—that I forgot all about her? Everyone except Brannis has probably been too frightened of me even to ask about her, and that was a season ago. Even Iridan seems to avoid the subject for some reason.
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        * * *

      

      Iridan shuffled across his bedchamber in the palace, where he had relocated after Rashan appointed him as the next Kadrin warlock. He was stiff and bruised despite the protection his shielding spell had granted him. If not for his father’s intervention, the boys might have done him real harm. Dazed as he was from the blow to the temple, he would not have properly reinforced his protective magics before they struck again.

      “Blasted urchins,” he cursed under his breath, aware that no one was around to either hear him or be bothered by his mutterings. He had begun talking to himself more than he preferred, which was an easy habit to get into when few others would take up a share of the conversation on your behalf. Since Rashan had formally acknowledged Iridan as his son, and began training him as a warlock, people had looked at him differently.

      Casual acquaintances no longer met his gaze when he passed them in the halls or out in the streets. Servants and guards snapped to his every implied order, even when he was merely making helpful suggestions. The sorcerers of the Imperial Circle at large treated him coolly and seemed offended by his rapid promotion. No less offended were the Inner Circle, who now were forced to call Iridan a colleague rather than an underling. None of them disputed his talent or potential, but the favoritism shown by Warlock Rashan for his newly acknowledged son rubbed them ill.

      Among the many ways the latter had manifested itself was the very room he now occupied. With the charade of the false emperor exposed, there was no one to tell the warlock how best to allocate the palace’s accommodations. Spending so much time there himself, the warlock had arranged for his son and the commander of his armies to move into vacant rooms. Despite being only several doors away from one another, Iridan hardly saw Brannis anymore.

      “I wish Brannis were not so busy. I know he has an army to look after now, but at least he doesn't seem bothered by me being a warlock. He probably has the same feeling: being thrown off a cliff and told to fly, offending the birds as he plummets past them.” Iridan shook his head.

      He poured himself a glass of sweetened wine from a decanter left for him by his ever-attentive servants. He had dismissed them after arriving back from his morning practice session. It was only mid afternoon, but it was his fourth glass. It sped the passing of a long day, and dulled the aches in his body.
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        * * *

      

      That evening, in a different palace bedchamber, Brannis set aside his pen and ink, and took up a book entitled To Anywhere. After Kyrus’s test against the Katamic Sea, Brannis felt he might finally be ready to try learning the transference spell contained within its age-yellowed pages. Like many of the books from the Circle’s libraries, it had aged well due to magical means of preservation. Similarly protected, steel would last for entire eras, and stone was nearly eternal. Paper could be kept for hundreds of summers, but eventually would need to be rewritten and replaced. Annotations inside the front cover of the book indicated that it was the third copy of the book, and the inscription put this copy at over three hundred summers old itself.

      Transference was one of the more difficult and dangerous spells of which sorcerers were widely aware. It literally took two identically sized chunks of the world, and exchanged them in space. Without special modifications (and why anyone would wish to further complicate such a spell was beyond Brannis’s understanding), the chunks of space would both be spherical in shape, with one centered about the caster, and as large as the sorcerer had aether to make it.

      The latter was one of the most obvious pitfalls of the spell. The book was nothing if not explicit in its warnings of the perils of the spell. Should the spell be cast without enough aether to fully surround the sorcerer, a rather grisly package might end up delivered to some far-flung destination: whatever chunk of sorcerer was on the inside of the sphere when it formed.

      Another was the matter of where one ended up. As a part of the spell, the mind would be cast into the aether to find a place for the companion sphere to form. Traveling the world mentally could be dizzying and the landscape—rendered all in shades of blue-white aether—would look nothing like it would in the realm of light. A keen observer would be able to discern terrain and structures from the way the flow of aether was impeded by them, but they would not be obvious. Sources would be easy to spot, but without foreknowledge of to whom a Source belonged , many sorcerers would find it difficult to distinguish between a man or a woman, let alone identify one uniquely.

      Brannis sighed. If Kyrus ended up missing his mark and burying himself below a mountain or deep underwater, he would be sorely pressed to save himself. Too high seemed the safer error, since Kyrus could at least levitate himself, but Brannis would prefer being no party to that, either.

      “Doxlo intuvae menep gahalixviu…” Brannis began, reading the chant from the book aloud as he pantomimed the gestures of the spell as it described them—intricate weavings of the fingers, with little motion of the rest of the body. The chant was long and tedious, exacting in pronunciation by the book’s own admission and, above all, dangerous.

      Kyrus would have to be very careful in practicing the spell, lest he injure himself horribly. Brannis, of course, had nothing to worry about from practice and Kyrus learned nearly as well from Brannis’s work as from his own.

      This is for you, Kyrus. You have earned it many times over. This is thanks for discovering Jinzan Fehr’s plot and for forcing him to barter my life for his counterpart’s own in your world. Thank you for letting me feel what it is like to use magic. And thank you for paying attention when your grandfather read you Captain Erasmus and His Flying Ship.

      Brannis paused at the end of his third run-through of the transference spell chant, and looked at the papers he had set neatly aside prior to resuming his magical studies. Below a fanciful sketch of a sailing ship with feathered wings were pages of diagrams and annotations showing how and where wards ought to be carved to turn one of Kadrin’s warships into an airship.
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            TRADEROUS INTENT

          

        

      

    

    
      “As you see, sirs, this device is unlike any catapult or trebuchet,” Jinzan said, gesturing to the gleaming brass cannon that sat in the grand foyer of his palatial home.

      Gathered around him were a large number of men and women in various cultural dress. Dignitaries from all the far-flung lands that had shores upon the Aliani Sea had come to see Jinzan Fehr’s great siege engine. They crowded around, jostling with unbecoming familiarity to get close enough to touch the strange weapon.

      The cannon was of Acardian design, though Jinzan took full credit himself; none of those present were aware of the other world, as best he knew, and he enjoyed being thought a genius of destruction.

      “It does all your missive said? It looks puny. I had hoped to see more,” one guest said, a dark-skinned elder with thinning white hair who was a general in Narrack’s army. He regarded the cannon with a skeptical eye.

      “I assure you,” Jinzan began, reaching over to a small table that held the remaining three cannonballs he had salvaged during his escape from Raynesdark and picking one up in his hand. The iron ball was engraved with simple runes to help it penetrate wards and to keep its shape after impact. It filled Jinzan’s hand and weighed a bit more than two gallons. “This is going to fly from the open end with a speed twice that of a loosed arrow. I do not ask you to take this claim on faith. The demonstration this afternoon will prove its capabilities.”

      Jinzan allowed the group to gawk and paw at the cannon for a time, and he answered their questions and smiled more than he was accustomed to, acting like the merchant he supposed he had become. Megrenn was wealthy in a peculiar sort of way. Despite few resources of their own, goods came into their ports at one price and left at another, with the difference ending up in Megrenn coffers. So many ships and caravans passed through that there was enough to keep the Megrenn citizenry fed, clothed, and supplied with luxuries that made life better…

      …like steel swords, mercenaries, and ferocious beasts to finally repay the Kadrin Empire for their long winters of occupation. The Freedom War had put Megrenn far into debt, but those debts had been repaid. If the war to overthrow Kadrin dominance of Koriah was to succeed, they needed the coin to buy all those things they needed.

      Jinzan was a sorcerer of great standing among his people, and his counterpart in the other world was a pirate. He was no merchant to haggle, barter and wheedle, eking each copper coin out of a deal. He was accustomed to taking what he wished or having it given to him. But his people needed him, and he had reluctantly agreed to act the part since no one else knew how the cannons worked as well as he did. He had scant gunpowder left and only the three cannonballs, durable though they might be. There had been only one other demonstration since his return from Raynesdark, for the rest of the Megrenn High Council. That demonstration had led to the missive that had been sent to all Megrenn’s allies and trading partners.

      They needed craftsmen, materials, and buyers for the finished weapons.

      Jinzan hated seeing the things proliferate in his own world, but it seemed necessary to gain the cooperation of so many nations. In times of war, profiteering was a tradition, if not a noble or revered one. Soon Megrenn would find that fewer ships were willing to brave their ports, and the price of bringing goods to their wharves would increase. Some would blame the increased risk they faced, others the increase in demand for their goods. Some would go so far as to admit the real reason: “because you need it so badly that you will pay whatever we ask.”

      They were not so far gone yet. With only preparations underway for the main offensive, Zorren was not deemed to be a war zone by their merchant friends. That would change with the season. As the weather warmed to the south, in Kadrin’s less forgiving climate, Megrenn would be free to bring their heavy cavalry to bear. The warm-weather beasts they had imported were ill suited to Kadrin in the winter, but with the spring thaw, the balance of power would shift heavily to their favor. However, with the advancing of their war plans, the cost of doing business with the outside world would rise. Kadrin was a paltry naval power, but they had warships, and trading with Megrenn would put ships at risk of predation by them. Despite how little risk they actually took, merchants would still use the excuse to drive up their prices.

      Jinzan was a sorcerer of fire, water, wind, and stone. The Megrenn High Council counted among their members a man named Varduk Steelraven. Varduk was a sorcerer of coins. Folk said that he could sell a man a gold hex—the six-sided coins the Megrenn mint turned out, along with silver squares and copper circles—and charge him two hexes for it. As minister of finance, Varduk had been responsible for Megrenn’s economic success. He set taxes, tariffs, duties, and a hundred other means of controlling the flow of money. He worked coins like an expert glassworker, slowly and methodically forming a bubble of molten glass, shaping it to his vision, and sure-handedly skirting the edge of ruining his piece without ever doing so. It was the same with coin. Men saw what Varduk did and tried to emulate him, but always they were missing something: a deftness of hand, a keenness of timing, and the understanding of the roots of why men spent their coin or did not.

      Varduk had seen the demonstration of the cannon and saw it not as a specially formed piece of cast bronze, but as a rather large pile of gold hexes. He had been the one who saw victory embodied in the cannon’s novelty and utility. Jinzan was asked to sell its virtues to the visiting dignitaries and make them wish to own them. Jinzan was a patriot, and he hated the Kadrins as much as any of the Council. With some trepidation, he was persuaded to play the role of a street hawker.

      “What price will you ask for these?” asked one of the more practically minded visitors.

      “Ten thousand gold hexes and after the demonstration, you will consider it a bargain,” Varduk spoke up from the back of the assembly, where he had been waiting to chime in once the discussion inevitably turned from show-and-tell to buy-and-sell.
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        * * *

      

      The Fehr Estate had extensive gardens with lush green grass. Fruit trees and flower beds were scattered about in whimsical arrays with trellis-covered walkways wending their way throughout.

      The assemblage of foreign allies was congregated at one end of the vast central lawn, clustered on the breech side of the cannon. They had already taken a brief walk to inspect the mortared stone wall that had been built some three hundred paces distant. A trio of foreign-born sorcerers had been hired to inspect the cannon, the wall, and all the accoutrements that went along with the demonstration and to verify that there was no magic at work.

      It had amused Jinzan to watch old men leaning against the wall with their shoulders and rapping soundly at it with their walking canes. You are the ones here to buy. You need convince none but yourselves. Perhaps as youths you might have truly tested the wall with such efforts, but you could not have toppled a wall of loose bricks.

      When everyone was settled into their seats in a great semicircle with no line of sight to the target obscured, Jinzan went through the process of loading and readying the cannon. He was grateful to the goblin tinkers who had improved on the Acardian design when they made it. The pull-chain mechanism that sparked the powder was something he never would have thought of, and it made for a more predictable demonstration than lighting the cannon with a brand would.

      “Honored guests, the moment you have all journeyed here to see. I give you the Fehr Cannon,” Jinzan announced grandly, flourishing with his left hand as the right gripped the pull chain, facing his audience and not the target. With a quick motion, he tugged the chain.

      Kthooom!

      There were screams of surprise as the shock wave of sound tore through the spectators. Jinzan had given them no warning of the sound it would make: a deep, sonorous cracking that shattered the very air. Battle-hardened veterans had heard the blasts of arcane magic that some sorcerers used in battle, but those were a kitten’s whisper when held against the sound of a cannon’s report from three paces away.

      Those steel-nerved enough to have kept their vision downfield on the target saw nothing of the projectile that flew from it, only its impact a heartbeat after the report. A great cloud of dust obscured the wall immediately, but as the wind slowly parted the stony curtain of debris, the wall could be seen to be in a sorry state. An arm’s length thick, twice the height of a man and four times as wide, a massive chunk was missing, turned to rubble and dust, with the larger chunks presumably having fallen on the far side.

      As the assemblage gaped at the stricken wall, Jinzan was already at work cleaning the bore. He did all the work manually so that none could accuse him of altering the cannon’s performance through the use of magic even for something so simple as cleaning the gun. He also wished them to see how quickly it could fire a second shot. Once he had cleared the bore and reloaded it with powder, wadding, and one of the remaining two shots, he nudged the cannon’s aim over just a fraction.

      Taking up the chain once again, he deigned to issue a warning: “You may wish to guard your ears. It gets no quieter than the last.” And with that, Jinzan pulled the chain again, wincing as he thought of the damage that was being done to his gardens.

      Kthooom!

      Jinzan knew enough of the showman’s trade to understand that you do not demonstrate something against a challenging target. Build something impressive enough, but leave enough room for the result to be spectacular. The wall had stopped neither of the shots, and no doubt the cannonballs were now lying in some devastated flower bed.

      “If you all will be so kind as to follow me, we shall have a look at the damage that we have wrought.” Jinzan stooped to pick up the one remaining cannonball. “And we also have a bit of a puzzle ahead of us. Somewhere in the gardens, there are two more of these. Familiarize yourselves with the look of them, and let us see about finding where they have gone.”

      Jinzan then passed the cannonball around, and let everyone have a turn examining it. He had little doubt the shots would be easy enough to find; it was just more showmanship. Let them see the cannonball and wonder that such a small thing had caused so much havoc.

      At the head of the assembly as they walked down toward the wall, Jinzan smirked.
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        * * *

      

      That same evening, after the various foreigners had departed with dreams of cannons in their eyes, Jinzan sat on his own terrace with a glass of Halaigh wine in his hand. He was accompanied by Varduk Steelraven and his wife Tuleen, as well as his own three wives, Nakah, Frenna, and Zaischelle. It was a small, reserved celebration of a great many promising deals ahead with the trade nations of the Aliani Sea.

      They dressed warmly against the cool evening air, but the smell of the nearby sea made it pleasant despite a bit of chill. Down below in the gardens, Jinzan’s children played with Varduk’s. The children laughed and shouted, making the palatial estate feel homey rather than intimidating. Of all the sounds that Jinzan associated with Zorren, it was the one he had missed the most during his time away among the goblins.

      “Listen to them down there,” Jinzan remarked. “Did we make such riots at their age? I think not.”

      “Perhaps we did and do not remember,” Varduk answered. The black-bearded mercantile genius had known Jinzan for over twenty winters, when they had fought together in the Freedom War. There were few men in the world Jinzan knew or trusted so well.

      “I think not. I think we laughed and shouted, true, but those are the sounds of freeborn children who have never lived under Kadrin rule,” Jinzan said. “There is no fear in them. There are no secrets to keep. Should any man take issue with their manner of dress or how they address some soldier, a magistrate will stand between them and brutal punishment, not some Kadrin lord. They could never tell you the difference themselves, but I hear it.”

      “Jinzan, you should drink more often. We can make a poet of you yet if you loosen your tongue more often,” teased Nakah, Jinzan’s second wife.

      With the population of able-bodied men vastly depleted by the Freedom War, the Megrenn High Council had decreed that men might take two wives each, except for the Liberators. The Liberators were the heroes of the rebellion and might take as many wives as they could find women who would have them. Despite their hatred for their Kadrin oppressors, they had learned the lesson that strong blood begets strong blood. Nakah Fehr was born in the faraway Painu Islands. Her father had been one of the merchant princes who threw in with the Megrenn when it seemed clear they would win their freedom. He had offered his eldest daughter as a gift to strengthen relations between Painu and Megrenn. Nakah had skin the color of walnut wood, with striking green eyes like a cat’s, which stood out from her dark skin. In the sixteen summers since, she had barely aged in Jinzan’s eyes.

      “As you prefer,” Jinzan replied, taking a large swallow from his glass, drawing a chuckle from his companions.

      “What will the world be like, once Kadrin surrenders?” asked Tuleen Steelraven, a plump woman who ran a third of Varduk’s trading empire for him. She had been a beauty in her youth but traded the primping and preening of her vapid contemporaries for a life of ledgers and business dealings after her marriage. She loved her husband for teaching her his trade rather than expecting her to just tend to babes and look pretty.

      “Better, once it has been watered in blood,” suggested Frenna, Jinzan’s first wife, though not his eldest. He had wedded her as a barely flowered girl, taking her into his protection after her parents died in the war. She had been heir to a large fortune and lands—on which they were now gathered—and the arrangement had been largely political. In no rush for heirs of his own, Jinzan had waited years before consummating their vows, leaving her in the hands of tutors, and eventually Nakah’s care, before finally making a proper wife of her. He kept largely away from her in the meantime, not wishing to form too strongly the image of his wife as a child. She was a bitter one, though, Frenna was. Any mention of Kadrin reminded her of her slaughtered parents—it was, sadly, something she had in common with her husband.

      “It will be better once the harmless, beleaguered peasants realize they have been freed from the yoke of the Imperial Circle and the noble houses,” Jinzan corrected. Jinzan had lived in Kadris as a youth while training as a sorcerer. Possibly the most valuable lesson he had learned in his time there was that peasants were all largely alike. They worked, they fell in love, they raised families, and they died. If left undisturbed, they would do the same under any ruler who wished to claim dominion over their homes, in any part of the world where crops could push their way up through the soil or fish could be wrested from the sea.

      “To the sword with all of them, then?” Varduk asked, goading Jinzan just a bit.

      “By and large, I suppose. Most are too invested in the current system to embrace real change that would not have them pulling the puppet strings from safe in their fortresses. A few might see reason and join in truth, and not just say the words to keep their neck employed holding head to shoulders.”

      “What of the warlock?” Varduk asked. “Is that staff of yours enough?”

      “The Staff of Gehlen is our best answer to that threat, yes. I suspect we will have a game of Guards and Cutthroats on our hands, and I do not know yet who will be who. Certainly it ought to be enough to overmaster any of the rest of their sorcerers, but I will always refrain from making assumptions where it relates to Rashan Solaran. One day, I think, fate will pair us across a battlefield and the river of history will be diverted to a new path.” The warlock was a problem to be sure, but the staff ought to help with that. Jinzan was more worried about Kyrus Hinterdale and his counterpart. He knew of cannons as well, and might think of other inventions to bring to Kadrin from the other world.

      He is too clever by far. Cannons were the best weapon I could think to bring, but that does not mean he will not match me. Who can say what pieces of Tellurak I might find cropping up among the Kadrins?

      “Councilor Jinzan,” one of the young pages of the estate interrupted the conversation apologetically. “There is a goblin to see you. He seemed polite enough, so I allowed him in to wait in the front sitting parlor.”

      “Hmm?” Jinzan disengaged his mind from the philosophical, and re-emerged in a more suspicious state. “Did the goblin give a name?” Goblins were not unheard of in Megrenn, and Zorren had a few small goblin enclaves. Jinzan suspected that any goblin calling on him personally was not local.

      “Gut me if I know, sir,” the page answered. “He understands Megrenn just fine, but I could not say he speaks it. He had a go of it, but it sounded like someone was hurtin’ him, so I begged him to stop. If he had a name somewheres in there, I sure did not catch it.”

      Jinzan smiled at the irreverent page. Among his own people, it felt good to hear honesty for a change. He heard so little of it outside Megrenn borders. He suspected he would hear little from his new guest as well, given his recent experiences with the goblin folk.
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        * * *

      

      “You?” Jinzan’s first word of shock greeted his guest.

      Unafraid of assassins or other treachery, Jinzan had shortened the rest of his evening with his wives and guests and gone to see the goblin visitor. He was a wizened little creature with grey-green skin and thin grey hair, sitting in a human-sized chair with his feet dangling halfway to the floor. He peered up at Jinzan through a thick pair of spectacles.

      [Ha-ha, Sorcerer, I see life among your own kind treats you well. That is good,] K’k’rt greeted his one-time ally.

      Jinzan understood goblin-speech perfectly well and did not ever remember hearing the goblin butcher his own language. Until shortly ago, he had not known whether this goblin understood Megrenn or not. During his time among their people, Jinzan had spoken the more widely understood Kadrin dialect of human.

      [I could not help but hear the sound of one of my cannons earlier today,] K’k’rt said. [It is good to hear that at least one was saved.]

      K’k’rt was the goblin tinker responsible for converting Jinzan’s sketches of an Acardian-style cannon into the working devices that had been used in the Battle of Raynesdark. Though the cannons had been successful, and Jinzan had escaped with the Staff of Gehlen, the rest of the battle had gone far beyond poorly for the goblin side.

      “I did not know that any of your people survived the battle,” was all Jinzan could think to reply. With the death of their dragon goddess, there was little hope for the goblins when faced with the demon the Kadrins had dredged up from somewhere in their history books. Rashan Solaran, by all accounts, had massacred the lot of them.

      [Ha-ha, I do not hear any joy in your voice at finding that I am alive. How unsurprising. Still, I think you will be happy to see me before long,] K’k’rt said.

      “Why would that be?” Jinzan asked, not bothering to dispute the goblin’s suggestion that he was indifferent to K’k’rt’s survival. The tinker was useful, but could be grating at times, with his flippant and condescending attitude; he was also too observant and too often correct, traits that annoyed Jinzan in others.

      [I hear you need to make cannons,] K’k’rt answered, smiling a wide toothy smile. [I could probably be of some help.]
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        * * *

      

      While the rest of the children had been out playing, one of Jinzan’s brood had slipped away unnoticed. Anzik Fehr was an odd boy who never fit in well with the other children. Many children learned to dislike sport, or their studies, or any subject they began to find tedious or difficult. Anzik disliked everything.

      He did not throw tantrums or pout. He did not cause trouble. He did…not. He did lots of not. Anzik looked at things and seemed to think a great deal but by and large did nothing. Sometimes he would refuse to take his lessons, only to be found later to be engrossed in the same book that his tutors had tried to get him to read. On the occasions he could be drawn into conversation, he seemed remarkably bright, as if all that he had appeared to ignore had been absorbed and tucked away in his mind.

      Despite being just shy of eleven springtimes old, he would sometimes be found playing with blocks meant for children young enough to still soil themselves. He would ignore all attempts to persuade him to more appropriate activities, not even looking at those who spoke to him. Calls to mealtime might well have been spoken to the stones of the wall.

      But magic was somewhat different. Anzik did magic. No one seemed to approve when he did, though. Jinzan had discovered when Anzik was very young that his son saw the aether all the time. It was a debilitating thing to a young child, seeing always what most folk cannot see at all. It must have been like living in another world from everyone else. But the time he spent looking there had given him insight and made magic easy for him. While there seemed to be no malice behind it, his workings in the aether always seemed to cause mischief.

      The worst was when one of the Fehr dogs died. Distant as he was with people, Anzik seemed almost on the level of the dog when they were together. The dog was old but playful, and it reacted simply to Anzik’s commands in a way that other people never did. He had been despondent when the dog had died. Days later, he seemed happy again. His mother Frenna had been relieved, but Jinzan had been suspicious. They had found the dog stationed out near the kennels, awaiting commands, animated from the dead by Anzik’s magic. He had fixed his broken pet and been so proud. It crushed his spirit anew when Jinzan had destroyed it as an abomination, much more so than the beating and reprimands that followed.

      Thus it was no surprise that none of the other children had wished to play with him or even gave him a thought as they played. The governess who was looking after the children that night usually paid him little mind; none of his worst offenses had occurred during her watch.

      Anzik had unrestricted access to the house, especially since he could see his way through most of his father’s wards. Since Jinzan had returned, he had been watching for an opportunity to slip away for an extended time. He looked up at the Staff of Gehlen, warded away in a glass case, and smiled.

      It looks so wonderful.
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      Dogger’s Shack was among the worst ale-halls in Scar Harbor, and the owner, Dogger, liked it that way. The age-greyed wood of the walls and floors only got washed enough to get the occasional splatter of blood off, but the tables and chairs were always near to new, though of the cheapest make that could be found. Fights were regular to the point of almost being expected on a busy night, and the furnishings took a beating or were used in dealing one out. It was a place where a man with one eye and a few rotten teeth could go to drink with his social inferiors. The regulars ran the name of the place together as Doggershack, and could tell anyone who did not belong when they used two words to name it.

      Foreigners were not unheard of in Doggershack, being right near the water where newcomers first set foot in Acardia after getting off the boat that brought them. Some stumbled in by mischance, often to their dismay. Others sought it out with purpose for the same two reasons the locals did: it was a place where ruffians might still find welcome and piss-poor ale still got a man drunk.

      The door was jammed open with a bit of driftwood to keep the stink of the place manageable and let out the heat from hot, sweating patrons on a warm late afternoon. Folk came and went all day, so it took something more than passingly unusual to draw attention. The lot that entered that day qualified.

      They were preceded by a woman, Kheshi by her look, with a short mop of yellow hair and a few tiny braids hanging to one side. Her eyes were so deep a blue that they looked nearly black; they flitted back and forth as she swept the room appraisingly before passing the threshold. She was tall, comely despite her stern look, with youthful, pale skin—probably even had all her teeth—and thin limbs. Her most womanly features were obscured by her leather armor, close fitted, but still vague enough to leave hungry eyes guessing at the shape beneath, and the loose black tunic thrown over it only made things harder on the lecherous eyes sizing her up like the day’s catch. The armor was Kheshi styled, with a steel neck guard running from collarbone to collarbone with the front left open. Her arms were left bare. They bore no scars despite being left exposed by her armor, which might be taken as a sign of being untested in battle, if not for the tattoos.

      Kheshi warriors of a certain mind-set had tiny circles along their upper arms. Each circle represented a coin left on the body of a slain enemy, ostensibly to pay whoever found the body for the trouble of disposing of it. It was not a tradition among soldiers, who might leave a wounded foe and never know his fate, or who might range about the field of battle for half a day, killing and avoiding death’s pursuit. Of old, it was the sign of an assassin, so that none might mistake the crime for an accident or a fit of anger or passion. In more modern times, mercenaries wore the marks as a sign of prowess, some in the old way of the assassins who might even leave coins as tradition would dictate, while others would brazenly take on far more than they had ever killed. To wear Kheshi armor open-sleeved with dozens of the markings showing was a braggart’s boast without even having to speak a word.

      Gazes followed gazes, and men looked to see what had captured their drinking companions’ attention. Nudges and low, ribald comments alerted the rest until nearly the whole of Doggershack was watching her. Having deemed the place suitable by whatever low standard she must have had, she turned her head to look back at her companions, and gave a sideways nod inside to beckon them.

      First in behind the Kheshi girl was a tall, wiry Acardian with a sword at his hip. He had a face that looked permanently punched, with a large brow, flat nose, and a large chin like a small child’s knee jutting below his mouth. He had a mean glint in his eyes and a languid ease to his movements—the sort that blustering youths try to imitate when they want to look tougher than they are.

      Right behind him was a black-skinned Takalish warrior. He wore a patch over one eye, and had a scar running down the jaw on the other side, partly obscured by his beard. There was light aplenty in the taproom, otherwise his features would have been difficult to discern, with the black-on-black contrast of his skin, eye patch, and beard. The white of his one good eye shone starkly against the brownish green of the rest. If the men in Doggershack that night did not know that his long twin braids dangling down over his grey-trimmed burgundy tunic marked him as a warrior, the Takalish half-spear sheathed on his back made it obvious. The Takalish had decided that the bits of swords nearest the cross-guard were not worth the trouble of sharpening. Instead they decided to shorten the blade and lengthen the grip. The weapon was lighter than a greatsword, but with just as much reach, and their warriors had learned to use the lengthened handle to grasp the half-spear at different points to change the weapon’s reach, striking force, and blocking ability. It was no weapon for a novice.

      The last to enter was a hulking bear of a man. Not much taller than the Kheshi girl, he might have outweighed her thrice over. His greasy black hair and beard were wild and unkempt, obscuring much of his ruddy face and making his wide blue eyes seem a bit unnerving; he had the look of a madman, and it was a convincing enough act to cause wariness, even if it turned out he was feigning. He wore a voluminous tarp of a sweat-soaked blue woolen tunic over a shirt of chain that looked to be custom-sized to his massive gut. He kept two swords at his hip: one looked expensive, with a jeweled pommel and cross-guard, while the other was shorter and more utilitarian.

      The quartet was obviously well off by their gear and the jingle in purses as they walked in. Doggershack was a rough establishment, where a lot of bad things could happen to folk who walked about with too much coin on their person. However, being a rough establishment, it contained a lot of men who knew the difference between snagging an easy mark and getting run through trying to rob a coinblade.

      The Kheshi girl headed straight for the bar, while the others bullied free a spot from a couple of dockhands who were not making full use of a table that sat four. The crowd parted for her, at least enough so that she might try to shoulder her way past those in her path, rather than confront them. There was no shortage of foul-smelling drunkards that would not mind even so little attention from her.

      “I am looking for a man,” she told the barkeep after sizing up none other than Dogger himself, working at the taps. She spoke Acardian well, but there was enough of a Kheshi accent that it made her sound exotic, with the drawn-out vowels and lyrical intonation.

      A small chorus of volunteers spoke up immediately, vouching for their own manhood and offering credentials. One was even so bold as to take her by the arm and run a thumb along her kill-marking tattoos. “Pretty thing like you ought⁠—”

      The rest of the man’s insights and advice were lost to the world as the Kheshi girl reached across, and grabbed his wrist. At the same time, she lifted her foot and gave a sharp heel kick into the offender’s knee. As the knee buckled with a sickening crunch, the wretch screamed. The girl twisted his wrist until she was free of his grasp, and then used her newly freed arm to push him solidly to the ground, flipping him over the leg that had just kicked him. The lecher hit headfirst and lay there moaning until she twisted again, breaking his arm and setting him off screaming again. She let his arm fall limp and stomped down on his head, silencing him. Whether he was unconscious or dead, none could tell.

      “Sorry…reflex,” the girl—Soria—said to Dogger.

      “Some o’ you lot, drag this feller outta here! If’n he’s breathin’, leave ’im out back. If’n he ain’t, pitch him inna tha harbor. I’ll gut any of ya’s with a ladle if I get any truncheon sniffin’ round here after ’im,” Dogger ordered. Anyone who hung around Doggershack got used to it after a while. Dogger could not go two breaths without making some sort of threat.

      Soria herself had never been to Scar Harbor before—possibly as a babe when she was too young to remember—but she puzzled out that “truncheon” must have been the local slang for the city guards.

      “You look like you gots some coin. You better after that little stunt. Oughtta push those two pretty little ears o’ yours t’gether fer that,” Dogger said.

      “As I was saying, I am looking for a man. His name is Kyrus. I heard he lived here in Scar Harbor,” Soria said, ignoring the colorful image Dogger had just sketched out for her of her head squeezed flat until her ears touched.

      “Ne’er met ’im. Set o’ cannonballs danglin’ from his yardarm fer sure, tho’. Nickin’ off with the Harbinger like ’e did. Filleted his-self two truncheons was watchin’ o’er him in the pokey, burnt down a ship and half the docks. Folks says ’e’s a witch,” Dogger spat. “I ain’t fer knowin’ spit about that. What I know’s that fella you floor-stomped owed me fer thirty eckles in drinks and ain’t paid up. I’m fer thinkin’ you owe fer that.”

      “If you can’t rein in your patrons, that hardly seems my problem. If he hadn’t paid, you should have had someone search his pockets before dumping him in the Katamic,” Soria shot back.

      “Din’t think of it at the time. I’s more feared o’ bringing truncheons inna the place about it than I was o’ pickin’ the pockets of some rough salt with his lamp blown out by a Kheshi bint with a leakin’ spigot. I oughtta knock yer skull in and pass yous round like a hat at a jugglin’ show to take up a collection,” Dogger said.

      Soria could not help herself, and laughed at the absurd thought.

      “You’re thinkin’ this is a lark, eh Miss Mercenary Arm-twister? This lot’s like fam’ly: they’d gut and clean ya if’n I says some Kheshi quick-hand was stiffin’ me on a tab,” Dogger said.

      “I do. And I doubt it.”

      Dogger offered a rueful smile. “Heh, you might be right at that,” he said and chuckled, taking a liking to a lass who could weather his worst storm and laugh about it.
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        * * *

      

      “The barkeep’s a useless blowhard, but he knew where the witch worked. Apparently it turned into a bit of a gawk-spot, and everyone in town knows about it,” Soria explained to her companions as she joined them at the table. She took the ale they had procured for her, and took a deep swig; arguing was thirsty work.

      “It’s somethin’, at least,” Zell said, then shrugged. “I was hoping for something more to go on than a building. Someone to talk to and question, that sort o’ thing.”

      “Scar Harbor is big enough. There will be plenty of people to talk to. Someone will know him better than the barkeep at the first place we tried,” said Rakashi, nursing his own ale. The Takalish was used to much stronger (and more flavorful) liquors, and he only pestered his ale to keep up appearances.

      “Gotta say, Soria, the Kheshi look suits you better than Acardian,” Tanner said as he looked her over playfully.

      “Keep mentioning that every time and I’ll need to start putting another little circle tattoo on,” Soria said. She had been fending off halfhearted advances from Tanner since she had known him. It had disgusted her when she was a girl of fifteen and he was eight years her senior. Now it was just annoying. The jest had teeth, though; magical disguise or not, the count of circles on her arm was correct as best she remembered it.

      “Ha! Get an eyeful,” Zell said, then gave Soria a gentle backhand slap in the shoulder to get her attention. She broke her glare at Tanner and looked where Zell’s attention had fallen.

      Nailed on one wall of Doggershack were a number of sketches. There was writing below each, but across the taproom, it was too small to read, and the sketches too indistinct to identify anyone by them. Without saying a word, Soria stood and crossed the taproom. After the incident at the bar, no one got in her way.

      They were bounty postings. She scanned through the pictures until she found the one she knew had to be there. Her heart quickened in her chest when she looked at it. The text below read: Kyrus Hinterdale—Wanted for witchcraft, murder, and piracy. 300,000 eckles for his return.

      The words may have said it was Kyrus Hinterdale, but when she saw the crude picture, Soria muttered under her breath, “I found you, Brannis.”
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        * * *

      

      Soria had appropriated the sketch of Brannis (or Kyrus, as she would now have to struggle to remember), and shown it to the others. She had told none of the others of her suspicions that the reported sorcerer found in Scar Harbor had been Brannis Solaran back in Kadrin. She wanted to surprise everyone—and to make sure she was right. The picture had set her mind at ease on the last count, at least. Though the artwork was unimpressive, and it had been reproduced on a printing press, it was clearly him.

      The four of them—Soria, Zellisan, Rakashi, and Tanner—had taken up rooms at a much nicer inn far from the dock district. Noblemen’s estates might overlook the sea, but the closer you got to a working port, the seedier and more dangerous the accommodations became. For all their dangerous looks, Soria and her companions had the coin to spend on comfort and enjoyed using it.

      Safely in her own room, she allowed her appearance to shift back to normal. Gone were the blonde hair and too-blue eyes. The skin on her arms returned to its smooth, unmarred state, with no tattoos and a shade darker than she had made it—a subtlety no doubt lost on the ruffians at the dock and the rubes in the city. Soria prided herself on thoroughness in her disguises, though, and took care in case one among the unwashed pack was worldly enough to tell northern Kheshi from southern.

      The little braids in her hair she had woven that morning on the ride to town, and rather taken a liking to. The brown beads woven into them stood out less against her natural auburn color, so she doubted anyone would mistake her for the same girl who had stormed through Doggershack. The armor was her own, Kheshi made and well molded to her form in the years she had owned it. It left her arms free to fight, and acted as more of a safeguard in case her magical shields were ever lacking, or she was caught unawares. That would certainly be noticed should she go about clad in it in Scar Harbor as Soria Coinblade, rather than her Kheshi alter ego. She stowed the armor away until they were ready to leave the city.

      The accent she had used had taken no magic, nor any special acting on her part. She had spent much of her youth in Khesh, and spoke Kheshi better than her birth language of Acardian. She could drop the accent when she had to, but it took effort, and she slipped up when flustered. Usually she did not bother to try to hide it, since many foreigners found it charming.

      Weary and sweat caked from traveling and wearing armor about, Soria took advantage of the amenities available at a nice inn like The Little Manor, and had one of the maids draw her a bath. She tipped the lass a twenty-eckle coin and made the girl’s day. The water was hot, and Soria was intent that it remain so. It might not draw suspicion in Kadrin to have a cold bath drawn and heat it to taste by means of aether, but in Acardia, she waited the extra time for the girl to bring the water hot. Should it begin to cool, Soria planned to use enough aether to keep herself warm a long time.

      She soaked in the little tub for hours, until her legs cramped and her bottom began to lose feeling from sitting on hard metal for too long. It was well past midnight, but Soria was accustomed to late nights, and not yet sleepy.

      As she relaxed, she unfocused her eyes, drifting into aether-vision, and seeing the world in swirling blue-white aether, with little Sources all about, slumbering. The aether being less than compelling enough to hold her interest, Soria let her mind drift a little more loosely, and slipped past the aether-vision to watch through Juliana Archon’s eyes.
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        * * *

      

      Rakashi drew curious glances as he walked the streets of Scar Harbor the next morning, after splitting off from the rest of the group. They had gone their separate ways after scouting the neighborhood around the witch’s shop, and talking to his neighbors for leads. Takalish were not unheard of in Acardia, but visibly armed folk always drew more attention, even that of the constables that roamed the city like watchdogs on an over-large estate. Many Takalish merchants brought their goods to Acardia through Scar Harbor, and some had even settled in the city. The merchants wore flashy clothing, bright jewelry, and funny little hats (to Acardian thinking at least) that told the enlightened shopper what guild they were affiliated with. The conservatively dressed Takalish with the eye patch and war braids bore watching.

      He walked about the city, passively taking in the sights he had never seen before, as it was his first time in Scar Harbor. He had a task to accomplish, but there was almost no chance that the sorcerer they were looking for was still in the city, so the urgency to find him was scant. It felt good to be away from the others for a while. He loved them as brothers and sister, but they were often loud and rash. Rakashi preferred time to think before speaking and to speak before acting. Soria was the worst in that regard. She thought quickly and felt that it gave her leave to act on any whim, counting on her wits—or at worst, her magic—to save her.

      Rakashi made his way generally in the direction of the Society of Learned Men, but wended his way via side streets and thoroughfares that bore only the slightest hint at his destination. Tanner or Soria might have done the same out of some paranoid sense of diversion, and Zell would almost certainly not have taken such an oblique route at all, but Rakashi liked to see the world he lived in, not just survive it and profit from it. He looked into shops to see what sort of things the Acardians liked to buy and how they dealt in business. He met the gaze of passersby with a slight nod and a hand to his chest, the standard Takalish greeting between strangers who have nothing to discuss. He even stopped on two occasions to give five-eckle coins to beggars and inquire after their health.

      By the time he had arrived at the Society of Learned Men, it was a proper time to take lunch. After introducing himself to the society’s manservant as a traveling scholar, he was invited to luncheon with Professor Honothan Whitegull, whom Kyrus Hinterdale’s cobbler neighbor had claimed was a patron of the scrivener’s shop from time to time.

      “It is so rare for us to have armed guests at the table, Rakashi old boy,” the professor commented. Stooped and gaunt, with a fluffy fringe of white hair about his head, he was hardly one to be commenting on his guest’s age.

      “I travel much. Just as a merchant ship carries cannons or a diplomat travels with men at arms, so I carry my half-spear. One day, I may have a nice position in a university, as you have here in Acardia, but I must earn my way first. And just like a merchant or a diplomat, my travels may take me places that are not so friendly,” Rakashi said.

      “Might I have a look at it?” Professor Whitegull asked politely, peering over Rakashi’s shoulder at the handle of his weapon.

      “Of course,” Rakashi replied smoothly, drawing the blade and setting it down gingerly next to the professor’s plate. He was not normally of a habit of handing over his weapon in an unfamiliar setting, but no man who served cucumber and minced-pork finger sandwiches as lunch was a threat to take up his blade against him, no matter his age or apparent infirmity.

      The old man gave the half-spear an appraising look and ran a fingernail across the blade to see the mark it left. “Very nice. Very nice. Good workmanship coming out of Takalia these days, it seems. You keep a good edge on it too. Looks about a dozen years old, to judge by the condition of the leather on the grip. It ought to last another dozen at least before it needs any serious repair.”

      “I use it gently. I have never killed with it.” Rakashi indulged in the pleasant lie to keep the luncheon more congenial. Not every non-warrior was comfortable in the presence of one who had killed. “Twice in my travels I have been accosted, but never have I had the misfortune to shed my attacker’s lifeblood. Most of the nicks and marks you see upon it are from practice. It takes years to learn to use a half-spear well, and the learning keeps the body in good health.”

      “So what then brings you to Scar Harbor, sir?” Professor Whitegull inquired.

      “I am looking for a man named Kyrus Hinterdale,” Rakashi told him, glad to have the professor broach the change of subject so that he had a proper reason to bring up his search. “I have heard that you did business with him.”

      “Hmm, a bit, yes. Mostly with his former employer, though—Expert Chartler. Kyrus seemed like a good enough lad. You know…quiet, bookish, professorial…one of my own kind, so to speak.” The professor chuckled lightly at what he must have found to be an amusing observation. Rakashi did not patronize him by pretending to understand the jest, but merely listened respectfully. “Anyway, that whole witch business was a bunch of poppycock! Magic does not exist. If folk were less inclined to their cups, there would be fewer troublemakers claiming it did.”

      Rakashi nodded through the professor’s little tirade, as if to agree with all he was saying. With the aether-vision in his patched eye, however, Rakashi could not help but notice that the drawing room in which they ate contained no fewer than three items imbued with aether. The Society of Learned Men were either better collectors than they realized, or someone among them was more “Learned” than the others.

      “Well, whether he is a witch or not, I hope to find him. I would very much like to meet a witch if they exist. If they do not, I would like to see what sort of man would earn such a reputation,” Rakashi said.

      “Be a bit off, by most folks’ reckoning, and have the misfortune to be around some odd happenstance that a drunken mind might not wrap itself fully around. By my best conjecture, in the absence of any personal connection to the facts, that is most likely what befell Expert Hinterdale,” Professor Whitegull pontificated—pontificating being a special privilege of academia.

      Satisfied that he would find little of practical use in speaking with the professor, Rakashi instead spent the afternoon in a stimulating discussion of foreign politics.
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        * * *

      

      Zellisan had eaten a hearty breakfast in the common room of The Little Manor, but was intent on another morning meal with his choice of investigative subjects. The witch had apparently been friendly with one of the local bakers, and Zell was planning to sample his wares if he got naught else from his assigned task.

      Greuder’s Pastries was a tidy little establishment, not a bad walk from where he had just parted ways with the others. Apparently the Hinterdale fellow was a regular customer and friend of the proprietor, so Zell was going to see what he could learn about him.

      Business was brisk; there was room to move in the little shop. There were tables filled with late breakfasters and a small line waiting at a counter to purchase sweets to take away. They were city folk, peasant merchants, and tradesmen from the look of them, with night workers predominating the lot of them, if Zell was any judge. A large man to begin with, Zell stood out all the more for being armed in a bakery in a rather safe little Acardian seaport. The docks might have had pretentions of roughness, but the interior portion of the city stank of sweets and flowers.

      Zell played nice and waited his turn in line. Despite a number of customers in front of him, it did not take long before he made his way to the front. There was an admirable efficiency to the operation; he hoped the food was admirable as well.

      “What would you like today, sir?” the baker asked when Zell was left with none between him and the counter.

      “You know a fellow named Kyrus Hinterdale?” Zell asked, skipping to his reason for coming without preamble.

      “Haven’t got any of those today. Try a scone, perhaps?” the baker replied without pausing so much as a heartbeat.

      “You Greuder, ain’t ya?” Zell said, not to be dissuaded by an impertinent baker.

      “If I’m not, I’ve been doing him quite a favor running his bakery all these years,” Greuder replied. “Now are you going to buy something? I have customers waiting, you know.”

      Zell glanced over his shoulder, and noticed that there were indeed people who had come into the shop behind him while he was not paying attention. It was the sort of mistake that could get him killed in a place like Darkwater or Marker’s Point, but Scar Harbor was the sort of place that lulled one with its idyllic seaside charm. The name made it sound a bit rough at the edges, but the “scar” it referred to was just a sandbar that cut through the harbor on maps and looked a bit like a facial scar—if you were a cartographer or navigator with too much imagination who stares at maps all day, seeing in them shapes and objects like children do pointing up at the clouds.

      “Give me two of those little puffy ones, and two of the twisty ones. Oh, and I’ll have one of them big cream-topped ones, too.” Zell picked out whatever looked tastiest, a hard task since it all looked and smelled wonderful. He waited a breath until Greuder was busying himself about wrapping up his order, then set back in on his main line of questioning. “So you know this fellow Kyrus the Witch, or don’t ya?”

      “You another purveyor of justice for hire, then, I take it?”

      “Close, but way off,” Zell answered, not even realizing the paradox. “You’re a friend of his, I hear, so I think I can give you the back alley on this one. I’m a coinblade, and I could use a fellow like him, if rumors be true. Only a madman would go chasing a witch if he meant to do him harm. So either this Kyrus is a witch—and I’d be crazy to tangle with him if he was—or he isn’t, and I got no use finding him or trying to hire him. So now since I’m playing cards-up with you, how ’bout you tell me this: you think he’s really a witch like they say? If’n he is, any help you can give me findin’ him is no trouble to him. Either he likes my offer or he doesn’t; no one is takin’ a witch to jail twice. Even once is probably fool’s luck.”

      Greuder gave Zell a hard look. He was near to Zell’s size, but not quite, and there was far less hard muscle under his own fluffy outer layer than the coinblade’s. “Eighty-six eckles, sir,” he replied evenly.

      Zellisan fished in his pockets, and slowly counted out no less than two hundred eckles, then a few more for flair, and slapped them down on the counter. Greuder started to hand him his purchase, but noticed that Zell was not removing his hand from atop the coins.

      “It was a simple enough question,” Zell stated, looking Greuder square in the eye with as little menace as he could manage to keep from mustering.

      “All right then, yes. I think Kyrus pulled the hat down over our eyes and was a witch all along. He was a good lad, though…amiable, pleasant, thoughtful, bit of a wit to him. Never had I heard a word against him until suddenly they said he was a threat to everyone. Do I think he attacked constables who sought to arrest him? Of course! Back a spinster’s lap cat into a corner, and it will remind you that it still has claws; it is your fault for forgetting, and provoking it. It defended itself the only way nature provided. If they had left Kyrus alone, he would still be working at his shop, bothering no one.”

      “Fair answer. Sounds like a man who could use a new home, somewhere folk respect that everyone’s got claws o’ their own. Where you think he might head, in case someone wanted to see about offering him work?” Zell asked.

      “I doubt Kyrus has ever been outside Acardia before,” Greuder said, then sighed. “If he has any sense in him, he should find a nice quiet place to make himself a new home, and never be heard from again, at least not as Kyrus Hinterdale. If he has somewhat less sense, he might have headed to Golis; his mentor lives there now as scribe to King Gorden. I could see why he might try to have him intervene with the king.

      “Of course…if he has no sense at all,” Greuder amended, looking away as if pondering, “he might sneak back to Scar Harbor to whisk away his lady.”

      “Your friend always been the sensible sort, would ya say?” Zell asked, smiling amiably.

      “Thoughtful, perhaps. Smart as a kick in the shin. But sensible? Couldn’t rightly say.”
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        * * *

      

      Of course he drew the docks. It was the most dangerous assignment of all the places they meant to ask around about Kyrus Hinterdale. Zell looked toughest of all of them, and Rakashi was no clean-bladed virgin, but Tanner had magic to fall back on if things turned that special reddish version of “ugly.” He was no proper sorcerer like Soria, but he could manage to cast a shielding spell in the morning—out loud, since he could not manage silently like she could—and keep it going weakly as he went about the day. He would be fine so long as he did not doze off or become too distracted by something and let it lapse, and if he got into trouble, he could draw a bit of aether to strengthen it.

      Soria, that quick-talking horse merchant! She should be the one down here badgering longshoremen, Tanner groused internally. Anyone could walk around the docks as they pleased and not worry too much. It was when you started asking lots of questions that you had to watch for knives out of the corner of your eye. She wouldn’t even have to threaten or bribe ’em, more than likely. Pretty thing like her can just lick her lips and sway her backside, and this lot’d tell her anything and not know it.

      Tanner caught himself, and tried to remember to leave Soria’s backside out of his thoughts. Her little threats used to be cute when she was a lass. He would comment on her womanly assets, or “accidentally” walk in on her in the bath. He was getting the growing impression, though, that his leash was being pulled taut and that the next thing he said that offended her might be his last. That fellow in the bar had not been half so forward as Tanner had been on more than one occasion and she nearly killed him. It was as friendly a warning as he was likely to receive from her.

      He eased himself into his task by making casual talk with a few of the locals. They were a pathetic lot, and were more informed about parochial matters than what transpired in the greater world around them, despite working at one of the major entry points for foreigners visiting Acardia. They had all heard of the trial of Kyrus the Witch, though, and one even claimed to have been there, but none had heard of him since his escape from jail. It seemed to be common wisdom down by the waterfront that Kyrus had fallen in with the notorious pirate, Denrik Zayne. Zayne had escaped the New Hope penal colony shortly before Kyrus Hinterdale’s trial, and was unaccounted for, up to the point a navy ship was commandeered under bizarre circumstances. Folk claimed that the witch had used magic to swing a gangplank about, knocking navy sailors into the harbor as they fought to reclaim their vessel. Then one of the ships nearby had been set ablaze, burning a fair bit of the piers with it.

      Tanner was impressed. If half what the longshoremen told him was true, then this Kyrus fellow was a true sorcerer. Soria knew her business when it came to magic, but she trusted to her fists or daggers when trouble came, not fire and telekinesis. It sort of raised the question of just how Kyrus Hinterdale had gotten himself stuck in jail in the first place. He was either new to sorcery—which would have made the feats described to Tanner all the more impressive—or he had been trying to avoid confirming everyone’s suspicions that he was a witch. Of course, it was also possible that the longshoremen were having a lark with him, spouting fisherman’s tales when it was nothing but a simple daring raid on an understaffed navy frigate.

      Tanner finally found some more worldly sea-folk to talk to. Many offered ill-mannered suggestions about his parentage, gender, looks, or skin, but a few were willing to talk over free ale, which Tanner grudgingly supplied. He had a better plan than asking about some accused witch whose fame likely ended at the water’s edge. Instead he talked to them about the pirate.

      “Ya. Zayne. I heared of him,” one thick-tongued mongrel garbled in response to his query. The man chewed some pungent mash of roots that bulged one side of his mouth. “He crew his new ship in Marker Point. I think of going too, but…ahh…bad leg, see?” The man flexed one leg as if to prove it gimpy, but Tanner could see nothing wrong with it.

      Coward or liar, more like. Tanner did not challenge him, though.

      “They say where he was headed from there?” Tanner asked.

      “No’ tha I heared. Was a big powder ’splosion. Burned down lotta houses. Lotta ships left afta that. Zayne ship left too. Nobody like to stay and get blame, maybe,” the man said.

      “How’d they know it was a gunpowder and not just a fire?” Tanner asked. He had a hunch.

      “There was a big boom. No lamp oil or cookin’ fire make a boom when it burn,” the mongrel answered.

      Maybe Marker’s Point ought to be the next place we look, Tanner thought. If he could burn down ships, maybe Kyrus Hinterdale could burn down houses, too. I’m startin’ to wonder if this fella is gonna be worth the trouble he causes if we do convince him to join us. Winds, maybe we don’t wanna take the chance of him not caring much for our offer. Tanner did not like the idea of fighting a real sorcerer.
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        * * *

      

      Why did I do this to myself? Soria asked herself for at least the dozenth time as she strolled across Scar Harbor with a tranquil, aloof smile painted over her face. I should have traded with Rakashi; he’s more delicate with these sorts of things anyway.

      “Soria Coinblade” had been left behind at The Little Manor, and she had gone as “Darlah Silverweave” instead. Darlah was far from her favorite persona, but it was one that seemed appropriate for the day. She wore long, honey-blonde tresses, tumbling front and back of her shoulders in ringlets, and had turned her eyes a striking blue. The curls were from a ratty old wig she kept for long-haired disguises, magically tinted to whatever look suited her purpose; it was a comfortable bit of her disguise, having had it for years. The dress was less comfortable. Juliana was accustomed to dresses, but they felt weird and awkward to Soria, Darlah, and any other names she cared to take. Her muscular thighs rubbed together for lack of the proper undergarments to accompany her attire—she was not a pack mule to be carrying all that fine ladies would wear as she traveled. The warm spring breeze tickled the tops of her bosoms, which were left open for the world to see in ways that armor never would, nor her traveling gear.

      There were times when Soria looked into a mirror before going out in disguise, and could feel no connection to her reflection. Kji-Tala, her southern Kheshi persona, had never seemed so alien to her as Darlah, whom she had copied from a Hurlan nobleman’s daughter that she met once. Bright blue eyes looked unreal to her. Dark, Kheshi eyes had looked at her most of her life, and her own darkish green ones looked back at her often enough in reflections. Her figure seemed foreign to her as well. Her muscled arms lay hidden below a wispy layer of delicate pink fabric, and the lacings of her dress pulled it tight at her waist, making her hips seem wide when she really had very little of them to speak of. The low cut in the front, and some trick in the making of expensive dresses made it appear she had the bust of a grown woman, rather than a newly flowered maiden.

      She had almost changed her mind before leaving The Little Manor. I lie better than any of them do. I can just say I got no useful information, or make up some banal blather and take a strong liking to some lead one of them turns up. In the end, though, curiosity drove her out into the streets dressed as a lady of wealth and style (the latter being more a hope of hers, with little fashion sense of her own to count upon).

      Soria purchased a parasol from a little boutique on her way. With only a small handbag to carry, her hands itched for something to do, and she knew it would not be ladylike, whatever her idle hands did while she lost track of them. She was liable to end up cracking her knuckles or tugging at the awkward-feeling bits of her dress, possibly something worse.

      Doubts nagged at her as she crossed the city. It does not mean anything. I would bet heavy coin that Brannis did not even know of the connection until just recently. Whatever his twin did, he did on his own. “What works in one world, works in the other.”

      She reminded herself of the Rules of the Twinborn, as taught to her by Rakashi. She had known of Juliana since they were little girls together, but if Brannis had just met his twin, it would take time for them to learn from each other. Soria sat a horse better than any Kheshi-raised city girl had a right to. Juliana would give a good accounting of herself in a Takalish dagger fight, despite being a spoiled princess of a sorceress. If someone were to shout “Juliana” across a crowded room, Soria’s head would turn. It would only be a matter of time before Brannis and his twin shared the same bond.

      Soria kept on wrestling with her own thoughts, and decided thrice to turn back, only to find that her legs had dutifully kept her on a steady course as her mind had wandered halfway to Kadrin and back. She finally arrived in front of a studio door. A painted sign above showed a brush and palette, colorfully painted. The sign was not carved at all to stand against weather and still proclaim its message as wind and rain faded and wore the colors; it was a sign of a cheap sign.

      Nothing to be done but to do it, she told herself firmly.

      Soria knocked on the door. She heard muffled voices from inside, followed by footsteps. If it were not already squished tight by her dress, her stomach would have clenched with nerves.

      “Good morning,” a comely young girl answered as she opened the door.

      Celia! The thought struck Soria like an arrow to the heart, but the sensation passed. No, but close enough, I think. Celia Mistfield had been newly appointed as one of Juliana’s least favorite people, ever since she had turned up after the Battle of Raynesdark and started trying to woo Brannis away from her. The girl was built the same as Celia, at least: middling height—certainly not so tall as Soria—but with an ample bosom and hips that did not need a tailored dress to prove their presence. She had the same dark hair and blue eyes, but Celia’s face was more angular. Celia's eyes were also less bright and more cunning than those of the young painter who had just greeted Soria.

      “Good morning,” Soria returned in kind after a pause that was just on the borderlands of awkwardness. “I understand that you are an artist. You have been recommended,” Soria spoke airily, and with as Acardian an accent as she could manage. Her brain was feeling just a touch fuzzy and she hoped it was piloting its course well enough without both hands upon the wheel.

      “Please, come in. I shall just be a short while longer. I have a sitting this morning, but I can get you a chair if you don't mind waiting.”

      The artist—Soria knew her name was Abbiley Tillman, but stubbornly refused to acknowledge the fact—was saccharinely pleasant in her manner. Her voice sang better in conversation than Soria or Juliana could manage in song when truly trying. Soria tried hard not to hate her.

      She followed the artist inside the studio, and took the proffered seat once it had been dusted off. Soria folded up her parasol and set it point down against the floor like a cane, holding it with both hands lest her idle habits embarrass her. She made a concerted effort to unclench her jaw, which she had not intended to clench in the first place, working it side to side a bit when no one was looking in order to relax the muscles of her face.

      The studio had one other occupant, a gentleman of perhaps thirty years of age, dressed in his feasting-day finest. He was seated upon a small wooden stool near the window, well illuminated by the morning sunshine. He was a dashing fellow, with curling hair that hung to just below his jaw and that framed a face with bright brown eyes and a determined nose. Halfway between Soria and the gentleman was a canvas showing a striking likeness of him, rendered in colored oils.

      “Tomas Harwick, my lady. It is my pleasure,” the gentleman introduced himself when he noticed Soria looking at him. He was smiling as he said it, apparently taking her casual interest for less-than-casual interest, or at least being in the habit of often thinking such, and reacting flirtatiously by rote.

      “Darlah,” Soria replied, startled from her mind’s wandering to the point where she caught a bit of Kheshi in her own introduction. Composing herself quickly, she tried again. “Darlah Silverweave.”

      “Feel free to have a look around as you wait. If you like, you might even assure Mr. Harwick that his portrait is nearly finished,” Abbiley—the artist—said, not turning from the canvas to which she had returned and resumed her work. “I have not let him see it yet. It is unseemly for a man to see himself half-finished,” she jested, smiling.

      Merciful One, dimples!

      Soria let her eyes sweep around the small studio. Every space along the walls was taken up by paintings, not hung, but rather leaning against the walls. Most were portraits, but a few landscapes and seascapes were mixed in. On a whim, and with nothing better to occupy her time, Soria looked into the aether. The dashing Mr. Harwick seemed ordinary enough as Sources go, and the artist girl seemed robust and healthy, but nothing special. She noticed a necklace that the girl wore. It was some cheap jade thing that they sold far and wide in Khesh and shipped by the crate to foreign lands where they would fetch better prices. It was the sort of stuff jade-workers gave their apprentices to practice on. The artist was wearing one that had a bit of aether in it.

      Where did you learn to do that little trick, Brannis?

      After an uncomfortable half hour of forcing herself repeatedly to try to relax, the sitting was finally at an end. Tomas Harwick was overjoyed at his likeness and promised to send a servant by to collect it later that day. Soria had muttered some platitudes to keep in character.

      “So, Lady Silverweave, thank you for waiting. How may I be of service?” the artist asked cheerily.

      You can tell me where Brannis is and save me the trouble of beating the information out of you!

      “I was hoping you might paint a simple portrait for me,” Soria said instead. She reached into her handbag and removed a scrap of paper. It was the bounty notice of Kyrus Hinterdale, with the written part at the bottom torn off, leaving just the sketched image. “I have made inquiries and I have come to understand you knew the subject of this crude likeness.”

      Soria saw the girl’s smile falter. “Aye, milady. Put it away please, if you would not mind so much. I could paint Expert Hinterdale from memory well enough, should I wish to. If you do not mind my asking, what is he to you?” the artist asked.

      Aha! The first sign of jealousy, eh? He was mine before he knew you existed.

      Soria had done her scouting, though, and had everything prepared. “My father is a dear friend of Expert Davin Chartler, to whom Expert Hinterdale was once apprenticed. I understand that they were quite close, and Expert Davin has taken hard the awful news to have come out about Expert Kyrus. The portrait would be a gift to him.”

      Abbiley’s suspicious demeanor melted like chocolate left under the summer sun. “Oh, that is so kind of you.”

      I have a talking duck I can sell you as well, Soria thought. How does this girl run a business being this naive?

      “Have you any news of Expert Hinterdale that you could share? Any word at all might be some comfort,” Soria crooned, hamming up her performance now that she realized how easily the girl was taken in.

      “No, but if you must know, he did admit to me that there was some truth to what they accused him of,” the girl said sheepishly. “Not that I believe for a moment that he meant anyone harm, of course.”

      “If you believe he is a witch, why would you not believe he killed two men and escaped with a pirate?” Soria prodded, having heard the same rumors and tales as most folk about the night Kyrus made off with one of the navy’s finest ships, reportedly in the company of Denrik Zayne.

      “I am sure he had nothing to do with that,” the artist girl said, raising her voice. “He might have escaped, but he did not do the rest of that awful stuff.”

      “I think it just might be possible that you did not know him as well as you thought. If you truly ever loved him, he could tell you that all that happened is true, and it would change nothing. Consider for the moment that every bit of what people say about him is true. Consider that he killed men who wished him ill and took the only means of escape at hand, making allegiance with a pirate. Could you still love him?” Soria pressed, forgetting to keep the Kheshi out of her Acardian. Abbiley seemed disinclined to notice.

      “Kyrus isn’t like that! He told me that he had dreams of being a knight,” Abbiley said.

      “Then he wishes to be like that. That is the sort of thing knights do.” Soria stabbed the verbal dagger into Abbiley’s heart. Feeling a twinge of remorse, she made a small alteration to her plan. She took some coins from her handbag. “Here is a thousand eckles,” she told Abbiley, having no idea how much portraits cost and guessing that it ought to be enough. “Have the finished work sent to Davin Chartler, care of the palace in Golis. Paint Kyrus as you remember him, not as you have discovered him to be.”

      Soria was sweating and dizzy when she left the studio. She had never expected the girl to have any useful information about Kyrus Hinterdale’s whereabouts, but once she had learned that Kyrus had courted her, Soria had to meet her.

      You obviously learned some things from my Brannis, Mr. Hinterdale; you are not figuring out magic all on your own, I would wager. You also obviously have a lot left to learn from him, though, if that girl was the best you could find here.
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