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        They say the country of Zeuten no longer has any need for heroes.

         

        There, quests have been completed, the great Powers have withdrawn from the world, and the Sentinels who guard the last Relics are largely forgotten. Unlike their neighbours in the country of Aestin, whose Invokers wield the magic of the deities in exchange for glory and prestige, they don't bother the gods and the gods don't bother them in return.

         

        When Zeuten's last Sentinel disappears, Zelle, her granddaughter, intends to track her down. Instead she runs into an Aestinian stranger with no memories of his past, who claims to be looking for a long-lost Relic hidden in the mountains by the first Sentinels. To Zelle, the rumours of lost Relics are just stories told to trick gullible travellers, but the hordes of enemies on the stranger's tail suggest otherwise. Armed with nothing but her grandmother's sentient talking staff, Zelle finds herself tasked with keeping them both alive.

         

        Between monstrous beasts, magical storms, and an enthusiastic but inept aspiring assassin and her dragon sidekick, Zelle has her work cut out if she wants to survive long enough to save her grandmother and prevent the destruction of a nation.

         

        Maybe Zeuten is in need of a few heroes after all…
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      “Humans are so breakable, aren’t they?” whispered the Relic.

      Crimson streaks painted the courtyard of what had once been the grandest estate in the city of Tauvice, while Naxel Daimos stood in front of the twisted ruins of the front gates. The crumpled form of Volcan Astera lay at his feet, his sightless eyes reflecting the bright-red thorns curling around the staff Daimos held in his hand.

      A smile stretched Daimos’s mouth as he nudged his enemy’s corpse with the edge of his staff.

      Not so high and mighty after all, are you?

      Inside his pocket, the Relic stirred, its whisper grating against his ear. “You owe me payment.”

      “Yes, yes, fine.” He was aware that he’d created quite the ruckus in his attack on the Astera estate and that that decision may come back to bite him at some point. Maybe he should have pillaged a peasant’s house or something before unleashing the Relic in such a conspicuous manner, but it’d all been so easy. He’d simply walked up to the gates and blasted them straight off their hinges, and Volcan Astera himself had come running to confront him at once. He couldn’t have timed it more perfectly if he’d tried.

      The grey-haired man at his feet appeared harmless now, unimpressive and frail—perhaps because Daimos had taken more than his life. The Relic had demanded blood, and he’d been more than happy to deliver. Now, he pressed the oval-shaped stone to the red-streaked flagstone and whispered the correct words in the old tongue, one few people spoke these days. Volcan Astera had known the language inside out, but his vast stores of knowledge hadn’t helped him in the end.

      Before his eyes, the bloodstains began to evaporate, one drop at a time. He watched, mesmerised, his own blood racing in his veins, as the force inside the Relic eagerly sucked at the crimson stains until they vanished beyond the surface of the stone, imbuing it with a ruby-red glow of satisfaction.

      “Payment complete.” He pocketed the stone once again and took up the thorn-covered staff in both hands. The crimson vines intertwining along its length matched the tall, thorny plants curling around the edges of the gate. One could not fault old Astera’s sense of style, despite his many other shortcomings.

      “Thanks,” hissed the Relic. “Now move out of the way before someone alerts the authorities.”

      Daimos swallowed down an irritable retort—he now held the most powerful force in the nation in his own hands and it was absurd to allow himself to be given orders by a mere rock—but the Relic was right. He needed to move. He’d done what he’d intended to do.

      All the same, he’d expected to feel a little more triumphant. After those long weeks of trawling mountain passes and forgotten roads had ended in his discovery of a Relic long believed to be lost, he’d imagined this moment a thousand times. Now, that very same Relic hummed contentedly in his pocket, and its power was his to wield. Why, then, did the gaping hole inside his chest persist, as though the spectre of the man who’d seen to his family’s banishment haunted him still, when that very same man lay dead at his feet?

      He raised the staff. “You serve me now, Astiva, son of Gaiva. The Astera family is no more, and you belong to me, Naxel Daimos.”

      A breeze stirred. Yes, he thought. You obey me now, Astiva. Show me your power.

      The breeze became a strong wind, lifting the hairs on his head. The ends of his embroidered coat—stolen, of course—lifted off the ground, and he braced the staff against the flagstones to keep himself from losing his balance. That would hardly be a dignified way to start his partnership with Astiva.

      “Stop that!” the Relic in his pocket hissed. “You’re behaving like a child. Wait until you’re out of the city before you start playing with your new toy.”

      “Quiet,” he muttered irritably.

      Fine, maybe he needed a little more practise, but he had more than enough time to learn. He glanced down at the staff and startled at the crimson glow that now emanated from his left hand. Unbeknownst to him, the staff’s thorns had snaked across the back of his hand, though he felt no pain where they pierced his skin. As he watched, the colour solidified until he appeared to wear a glove of pure crimson, his knuckles spiked with thorns.

      “Thorn-hand.” An unexpected laugh escaped when the truth dawned on him that this must be where old Astera’s nickname had come from. Still chuckling to himself, he bent over the dead body of the staff’s former owner, confirming that old Astera’s left hand bore the same crimson stain as his own, although the thorns had shrivelled and died along with their owner.

      As he rose to his feet, the Relic made a low noise of warning. He hadn’t taken a single step when a blast of wind struck him in the back, too sharp and swift for him to keep himself from sprawling onto the flagstones. Pain speared his hip where it struck the stone, and he scrambled upright as a figure stepped over the ruined gates. A tall, broad man, dressed in a red cloak identical to the one worn by the man who lay dead at Daimos’s feet—and carrying an identical thorn-covered staff.

      Oh, Powers, he thought. Another Astera had survived? The Astera family must have split Astiva’s magic among its members, but he thought he’d already killed all of them. Worse, the Relic had gone awfully quiet in his pocket, and his grip on the staff felt uncertain compared to the strong, confident way the newcomer held its twin.

      Crimson thorns pierced its owner’s left hand, forming a mirror image of his own, but the newcomer didn’t so much as stumble as he sent a roar of wind sweeping towards Daimos. This time he was prepared enough to grip the staff with both hands, but it wasn’t enough to keep from being tossed aside like a ship in a storm. The Relic jarred against his side when his back hit the flagstones again.

      No. He refused to die when he’d come this close to his goals, least of all at the hands of this child. This must be Volcan’s son, who was barely into his twenties, yet he wielded the staff without voicing a single command. As Daimos scrambled backwards, the fierce grey eyes of the younger Astera looked down upon him without mercy.

      Sliding his free hand into his pocket, Daimos whispered the Relic’s name. “Orzen. I need your help.”

      “What do you promise me this time?” the Relic whispered back. “Destroying this one will take more than the blood of an old man. I need more.”

      “The lifeblood of the youngest Astera,” he murmured. “When we kill him, I’ll give you every last drop.”

      At once, the stone lit up in a crimson flare. The young Astera’s angry grey eyes widened as a blast of ruby-red light slammed into him, and it was his turn to struggle to keep his feet. Seizing his chance, Daimos advanced on the boy, raising his own staff.

      “Astiva,” he intoned, loud and clear. “You answer to me now.”

      The thorns on his hands glowed, bloodred and vibrant, and a gust of wind swept up as the Power answered his call. Weakened from the Relic’s strike, the young Astera faltered as Daimos turned the magic of his own deity against him. Flagstones cracked, walls crumbled, and Daimos stepped back to avoid being hit by the debris.

      “You fool!” yelled the Relic. “Unless you’re trying to escape our agreement by burying us both under a nobleman’s house, I’d suggest you exercise a little restraint.”

      Daimos opened his mouth to shout a retort, but the ground cracked beneath his own feet. He leapt clear of the gap in the flagstone, and his gaze found the young Astera lying sprawled amid a pile of shattered stone. Daimos approached him carefully, but the boy was barely conscious. Blood streamed from his mouth, and his fingers curled limply around his staff.

      “I’ll take that.” Daimos swayed on his feet as he bent to take the boy’s staff for himself. Evidently, the magic he’d used had taken more out of him than he’d expected, but Astera was in a worse state. Yet his lips moved when Daimos lifted the staff from his grip, though the words were inaudible.

      “What did you say?” he growled.

      “You can’t wield that staff,” whispered the young man. “It will destroy you…”

      A jolt of sudden anger shot through Daimos. What right did this child have to look at him with such defiance even at his moment of death?

      “You’re mistaken,” Daimos told him. “Tell me, are there any more of you that I need to kill, or are you the last one?”

      Astera simply gave him a hard stare in response, but Daimos was certain that this man was the last Astera he needed to worry about. If any others survived, he’d easily be able to find their hiding places. The mark of Astiva was difficult to hide, and with two deities on his side, the mere idea of anyone denying him anything he asked for was laughable.

      All the same, the notion of stripping away the youngest Astera’s confidence before dealing the final blow was tantalising enough that Daimos allowed a smile to creep onto his mouth as he pointed the end of the staff at its owner. “I think I’ll take your deity away from you, before I kill you.”

      The boy raised his head. The deep tan of his face had faded to grey, and his fingers twitched as if to grasp the staff that was no longer there. Even if by some miracle he survived his wounds, the shock of losing his Power would surely kill him in the end.

      The same fate had befallen Daimos’s own father.

      Yet despite himself, he found himself feeling some measure of pity for the boy. The youngest Astera hadn’t been part of the contingent who’d banished Daimos’s family; he’d have been an infant at the time, if he’d even been born yet. On the other hand, the Invoker families had been a pestilence upon the nation for countless generations, and in the long term, Daimos was doing everyone a favour by bringing an end to their tyranny.

      More to the point, if he survived, the boy would hunt him for the rest of his days. It was far better to finish him off beforehand. Kinder, even.

      Daimos spoke the deity’s name again. “Astiva.”

      As he raised the twin staffs, the boy’s hand twitched again, grasping a piece of shattered stone. Even wounded as he was, he insisted on putting up a fight.

      “I don’t think so.” Daimos brought the left staff down upon the boy’s hand. Bone cracked; the stone slipped from his grasp. To his credit, the young Astera didn’t utter so much as a cry of pain. His eyes had glazed over, his breathing shallow.

      “You’ll… never be worthy of Astiva…” The boy’s voice faltered on the last word.

      A new burst of rage took hold of Daimos. “I am worthy,” he said as he brought the twin staffs down for the killing blow.
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        * * *

      

      The city of Tauvice was ablaze. A trail of fire moved like a serpent through the streets, and the two deities tracked its process through the window separating them from the world below, watching the flames leap across the street to the wooden roof of a temple to the lesser gods.

      “Not the offerings!” cried Xeale. “There are so few humans who remember our names, much less have the kindness to pray to us.”

      “Oh, but they won’t forget this in a hurry.” Kyren cackled, eagerly leaning through the window to see the chaos unfold in the city below. A row of houses ignited along the seafront, while ant-like figures fled the roaring flames. “Look at them run!”

      “Orzen is having the time of his life down there,” remarked Xeale, who currently resembled a large grey dove. The deities’ forms were fluid, but most tended to mimic creatures or beings from the mortals’ realm, an old habit from a time the humans had long forgotten. “I do hope he knows what he’s doing. Humans are not known for their reliability.”

      “Oh, this one will be different.” Kyren, who currently wore the form of a towering black raven, spoke with a barely restrained laugh. “He’s giving Orzen free rein, the fool.”

      “Yes, and what if he manages to get himself killed in the process?” responded Xeale. “If his Relic ends up buried at sea, then he might have to wait another few thousand years for it to be recovered.”

      “One of us might as well get to have a little fun,” said Kyren. “Has it truly been that long?”

      Xeale’s feathery wing brushed the edge of the window, his beak not quite touching the realm on the other side. None of the humans below could see either of them; even if they hadn’t been too occupied fleeing for their lives, the realm of the Powers remained as inaccessible to mortals as the human realm was to the pair of them, including the wastelands that lay south of the lands the humans called Aestin, cut off by an impassable range of mountains. Yet one human had ventured south and had been rewarded handsomely. Might others follow suit? If they did, then perhaps one would finally bring what the deities needed.

      Of course, then the fires igniting the coastal city would be the least of humanity’s problems, but the fault was entirely their own.

      “Who knows,” said Xeale. “Maybe one of them will unearth my Relic next.”

      “Mother help them all if they do.” Kyren smirked. “They’re not ready for this. None of them are.”
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      Zelle Carnelian was on her way to the Sentinels’ outpost when she ran into her first tourists of the day.

      The man and woman both wore long travelling cloaks that must be newly purchased, as they bore no stains or markings from the road. If Zelle had to guess, they’d taken a carriage until the roads had come to an end close to the village of Randel, nestled between patches of dense forest. Catching sight of Zelle, they hurried in her direction.

      “Is this the outpost?” The woman, whose deeply tanned complexion indicated she’d travelled from the eastern spear of the continent, held a crumpled, hand-drawn map in her hand. “The Sentinels’ outpost, near the location of the lost Relic?”

      Zelle stared at her for a moment, baffled that anyone would think the outpost would be situated close enough to human habitation for hapless tourists to wander into. “No, the outpost is up in the mountains. You won’t reach it before sunset.”

      Not unless they knew the shortcuts, that was, and Zelle had no intention of enlightening them on the matter—nor anyone else who was willing to risk being eaten alive by a wyrm or dashing their brains out on the harsh cliffs in their quest to find the supposed lost Relics of the gods. Would-be adventurers came here in droves during the summer months and either returned home empty-handed or not at all, yet the stories persisted. The mist-wreathed expanse of Zeuten’s famed Range certainly looked alluring from the ground, but Zelle had spent years traipsing all over the mountain paths and had found nothing in the way of mythical Relics.

      Besides, Zelle didn’t trust anyone who aspired to heroics. They never met a pleasant end.

      The two tourists exchanged dispirited glances.

      “In the mountains?” echoed the man. “Are you sure?”

      Of course I’m sure. The Sentinel is my grandmother. Not that she’d ever tell that to these two strangers. From outward appearances, Zelle looked like any other villager from the Range, with neither the classic black hair nor the tanned complexion of her mother’s family. Her freckled face and the reddish tint to her brown hair she owed to her father, along with the pale complexion of someone who’d spent most of her childhood with her nose in a book rather than embarking on the wild travels of her ancestors. She could blame some of that on her dear departed Aunt Adaine’s habit of remarking that adventures belonged between the pages of a book and nowhere else. These days, there was no need for heroes in the country of Zeuten.

      “We’re all better off without them,” Aunt Adaine had often added. “We don’t bother the gods, and they don’t bother us in return.”

      Easy enough, since no living person recalled the times when the deities had ever been anything more than a word uttered in anger or prayer, or a silent recipient of an offering left on the doorstep. As for their Relics, most people had more important things to concern themselves with than the mysteries of the Range and the inhospitable lands to the north.

      “We can always wait until the morning,” suggested the woman. “Explore the trails instead.”

      “Do that,” Zelle encouraged. “You’ve come such a long way that it would be a pity to waste your trip. Try the Randel Inn. They offer reasonable rates on rooms, and the owner is very knowledgeable about the walking routes in the forest.”

      If they asked the advice of a local, they were less likely to fall victim to one of the mountain’s pitfalls. The forest might be dense, but the villagers were familiar with its trails and paths, and the newcomers ought to be able to avoid any wild predators if they returned before nightfall.

      “Thank you.” The woman turned to her companion. “We’ll explore the forest. There are rumours of abandoned settlements, so we might get lucky anyway…”

      As the tourists departed, Zelle watched them leave, their cloaks trailing behind them. Then she turned back to the stretch of pine trees clothing the mountain’s base, contemplating the dark mass of clouds blooming on the horizon. Typical of Grandma Carnelian to neglect to check the skies before leaving for the outpost. While her visits were primarily for the purpose of scrounging up any old junk that her grandmother could spare to sell in the shop she’d inherited from her aunt, Zelle suspected that if she didn’t make the occasional journey here to check on the old Sentinel, she’d probably have got herself killed long ago.

      Once she was certain the tourists had gone, Zelle sought out a shortcut that sliced through the forest directly to the base of the mountain. Silence wreathed the thick pines, the faint hum of the villagers’ chatter fading with each step and shadows stretching across the leaf-strewn paths. When the rain began, it would turn the paths into puddles and render even the smoothest trail into a treacherous bog. The return trip would not be pleasant, but an isolated outpost in the mountains was no place for a ninety-five-year-old woman to spend the night.

      As Zelle walked, a faint rustling sounded from amid the trees to her left. Her shoulders stiffened, her gaze skimming her surroundings, and she caught sight of a pale shape sticking out of the bushes. Her heart leapt into her throat. That was a hand… a human hand.

      Zelle walked closer, spying the hand’s owner. The man wore the garb of a messenger, with his sack of letters lying nearby, but it was the arrow piercing his throat that caught Zelle’s attention. No wild animal had killed him. Travellers undoubtedly had a habit of dying in strange and unpleasant manners in Zeuten’s wilder regions, but this was different. A human had committed this murder—but who would lurk in the foothills of the Range, shooting down messengers? Her family were the only people who willingly ventured into the woods, aside from the occasional hapless tourists, and she knew nobody in the village with that level of skill with a bow. Much less a desire to fire upon oblivious messengers.

      A quiver of alarm snaked through her. Grandma Carnelian was armed at all times with her Sentinel’s staff, so whoever had fired the arrow was likely to come off worse from a confrontation with her, but Zelle herself had no weapons but the cheap knife she typically carried on the road. She gripped it tightly as she left the body behind and returned to her route to the mountains, the first rumble of thunder echoing in the background.

      The path wove between thick pine trees, closing the distance between the woodland and the foot of the mountain in a matter of moments, and yet Grandma still did not appear. Nor did whoever had shot the arrow. Instead, she found herself facing the sheer cliffs of the Range, shrouded by bruise-coloured clouds.

      Stifling a shiver, Zelle pulled her thick wool coat more tightly around herself and continued on until she came to the narrow slash in the cliffside which led into a cave containing a set of stone stairs hewn into the very mountain itself. No tourists would easily stumble upon this particular spot, yet Zelle remained tense as she hurried up the stairs. The echo of her footsteps pursued her, punctuated by the occasional rumble of thunder. When she neared the top, a faint whistling reached her ears from outside. The wind had picked up, the storm moving faster than she’d anticipated.

      The stairs came to an end in a small cave, whose narrow opening led out onto the mountain itself. Zelle approached the exit and was greeted by the sight of a torrent of snow racing downwards at the mountain path. A fierce wind propelled the swirl of flakes into the cave entrance, and Zelle had no choice but to brace herself for the onslaught as she walked outside. Her steps slowed as she pressed a hand on the nearest cliff to keep her balance, the other shielding her eyes as she looked for any signs of her grandmother.

      A short distance away stood the first outpost of the Sentinels, a crooked towerlike construction whose slanted walls made it appear to be leaning against the cliffside. As a child, Zelle had once remarked that it looked like it’d travelled halfway across the mountain and had to stop for a rest. Right now, she sincerely hoped her grandmother had had the sense to get indoors before the storm had struck, because the snow had already formed a thick crust around the tower’s base and clung to Zelle’s feet as she covered the short distance to the tower.

      To her intense relief, the door was unlocked, so she wrenched it open and slammed inside.

      “That’s one big storm,” she murmured, brushing snowflakes from the sleeve of her coat and running her fingers through damp tendrils of reddish-brown hair. “Grandma?”

      No response came from within the Sentinel’s quarters, which appeared untouched since her last visit. Inside the main room, a fire lay guttered and empty. The shelves to either side were packed with books, the air replete with the scent of old pages. She’d spent many a happy childhood hour nestled in the window seat, thumbing through old storybooks while Grandma and her sister Aurel discussed Sentinel matters. Today, though, a sense of neglect permeated the tower, and most of the valuables had been stripped away over the years.

      At one time, their family had held enough wealth to rival the Crown Prince, but their fortune had dwindled away with each passing generation, and so had their numbers. Zelle’s own father had met a tragic end in a boating accident, while her mother had died of a sickness when she was eight. As a result, Zelle had begun to help her aunt in the shop from a young age and had quickly learned that her family’s history held little value in the modern world. Many Zeutenians prided themselves on having nothing to do with the scheming magicians in Aestin, and the Sentinels were the sole reminder that those ties had ever existed.

      Of course, there were always the few who were keen to probe her for knowledge of the lost Relic of legend, but with the way her family’s luck usually went, the legend probably referred to some mundane object a settler had lost on the trek through the Range rather than anything of worth.

      Oh, Powers. I’m starting to sound just like Aunt Adaine. And just where is Grandma?

      Zelle strode through the quarters, peered into both the main bedroom and the guest room, and was readying herself to climb the stairs into the Sanctum when her gaze fell on a long stick of dark wood, half concealed beneath an armchair. Her grandmother’s staff. The Sentinel never let it leave her sight if she could help it, and she muttered to her staff more than she talked to her own grandchildren. If she’d left it lying on the floor, then something must be horribly wrong.

      Zelle’s fingers closed around the end of the staff. A sudden voice rang out, sharp and demanding: Put me down!

      Her hand opened of its own accord, sending the staff clattering to the floor. Her heart thudded against her rib cage, and her mind recoiled from the knowledge that the staff had spoken to her. Only the Sentinel was supposed to be able to hear its voice.

      “Where’s Grandma?” She scrambled to pick up the staff again, but it tumbled from her grip as though it would sooner lie neglected than allow her to hold it. Gritting her teeth, Zelle crouched down beside the prone wooden stick. “I’m not an intruder. I’m Zelle, the Sentinel’s granddaughter. Where is she?”

      This time, when her hand coiled around the staff’s length, a jolt of awareness shot through Zelle’s nerves to her fingertips. Zelle, the voice said. Ah yes, the talentless one. Still alive, are you?

      “Excuse me?” She pushed to her feet, keeping a firm grip on the long wooden staff. “Where is Grandma? This place looks deserted.”

      She went through a door.

      Zelle stared at the carved stick for a moment, wondering if the staff might be lying to her. Why, she couldn’t say, but she shouldn’t be able to hear its voice at all. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      Are you simple?

      “Not in the slightest.” She narrowed her eyes in a glare in response to the insult, though the Powers only knew if the staff could see her face when it didn’t have eyes. “Tell me where my grandmother is, or I’ll chop you up and use you as firewood.”

      You would never.

      How had her grandmother endured the staff’s stubbornness for so many years without tossing it away in frustration? She muttered to it a lot, Zelle knew, but she’d never heard it talk back. Not until now. A sentient staff wasn’t too unusual here at the outpost, where the Sanctum was full of ancient tomes teeming with secrets and rattler-imps lurked in the shadows, but she hadn’t expected the Sentinel’s staff to be this… temperamental.

      I can tell you’re going to be a difficult one, the staff remarked.

      “Speak for yourself.” Her gaze snagged on the window, from which she could usually see all the way down to the forests surrounding the village below. Instead, snowflakes swirled in thick dervishes, and the wind rattled the window in its frame. If Grandma wasn’t inside the outpost, then Zelle had no chance whatsoever of finding her until the storm abated. There were worse places to be stranded in a snowstorm, given that the Sanctum contained books which weren’t available anywhere else in the nation, but for once, the notion of losing herself between the pages of a story was far from Zelle’s thoughts.

      What could possibly have dragged her grandmother away from her staff, and why had she even come here in the first place?

      Zelle suppressed a flinch when the wind struck the tower like a heavy blow and the staff in her grip grew cold. Someone’s coming.
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        * * *

      

      The storm began when the young man was halfway across the Range. One moment, the sky was clear; the next, clouds rushed in, bringing a sweep of snow which numbed his hands and froze his skin to the bone. His battered leather travelling boots skidded at every other step, threatening to send him into a fatal tumble. But he kept on, because the alternative was death. He felt its cold presence lurking inside him, like the jaws of some beast waiting below a sheer and inevitable fall. Yet a single image remained etched in the front of his mind: a red leather-bound book. Once opened, they said the book would give its discoverer what they most wanted in the world. For that reason alone, he had to survive.

      The mountain had other plans, however, and the path grew more treacherous with each step. On either side of him, the ground dropped away, with nothing to grab onto if he were to slide too close to the edge. If he hadn’t spent the last few weeks existing in a place far beyond fear, he might have returned to steady ground to take a ship home, to live out his last days in the land of his ancestors. Then again, in his current state, he might not survive another voyage across the ocean. And so he stumbled on, both hands gripping his staff tightly. He’d bought it with the last of his coin, and while it was nothing more than an ordinary walking stick, he could still imagine that he sensed the ghostly presence of his deity under the surface.

      He kept going uphill while his hands grew red with cold and his feet numbed in their boots. Gritting his teeth against the bitter wind, he kept his gaze fixed on the peak of the mountain visible beyond the sweeping snow. Occasionally, he wondered what kind of people lived up here in the most desolate part of the world. Who in their right mind would trade safety, security, and human company to guard the secrets of the Powers? If rumour was to be believed, the rest of Zeuten had turned its back on magic altogether, but there was little information on the Sentinels save for tall tales carried across the sea. He’d paid them little notice in the past, and if he closed his eyes, he could imagine his father berating him for putting his faith in a mere rumour—but his father was gone, and tall tales were all he had left.

      Then he came to a halt. Ahead of him lay a bridge of dark wood lashed to the cliffs by ropes. It did not look sturdy in the least, judging by the creaking and groaning that came with every gust of wind. Mist swirled around its edges, and when he risked a glance down into the valley, he saw nothing but a black mass that might have been trees. It was a very long, grim fall.

      “The Powers grant me safe passage,” he murmured, the wind snatching the words from his mouth. Turning back at this point would be as fatal as the alternative. Nothing to do but walk and hope whatever deity dwelt within this mountain was on his side.

      He took one step then another. The bridge bucked and swayed with every movement, each step dragging for an eternity. His heart hammered frantically, as though to remind him he had a limit on his life whether he made it to his destination or not. Then he lifted his head, and a rush of rejuvenating energy bolstered him.

      There it is. The crooked stone tower appeared like something out of a dream, forming a splash of shadow against the bitter whiteness. The outpost of the Sentinels of Zeuten… and his last chance.

      The bridge rocked again, and his heart gave a lurch. He had never feared heights, but he wondered why the bridge hadn’t been built with safety in mind when the Sentinels were so vital to their nation. Unless it somehow judged him unworthy and was trying to throw him off the mountain, that was. He kept onward, step by step, suppressing a gasp of relief when he found solid ground beneath his feet. A rocky path led the rest of the way up to the tower, the stones buried in piles of snow.

      The mountain, however, wasn’t finished with him yet. As soon as he began to climb, the smooth rocks had him scrambling and slipping. His path slowed to a steady crawl, and when he slid too close to the cliffside, only luck stopped him tumbling over the edge. He kept on, wedging his numb fingers into cracks in the rocks and trying not to look down. He wondered if he’d left his courage somewhere back home, though admittedly, no one in their right mind would attempt to climb this bare rock and be anything short of terrified.

      Waving farewell to his last vestiges of dignity, he remained flat on his front, hauling himself up the stone path by sheer force of will. The tower wavered before his eyes, appearing no closer than before, and when he pulled himself upright in the hopes that using his feet might quicken his pace, he slipped. Arms wheeling, he sought to regain his footing, but a blast of wind caught him at the edge. He found himself clinging to the cliff by his fingertips, the icy shadow of death looming closer than ever.

      “Curse you, Powers, you temperamental bastards,” he snarled, losing his head completely. Even in his current state of panic, he was vaguely aware that cursing the names of the Powers upon one of their sacred mountains was probably the worst thing he could have done. Yet the echoes of his own shouts gave him something to focus on that wasn’t the sheer drop, and he managed to heave himself up to safety.

      Breathless, he lay facedown on the path, and several moments passed before he was able to focus on his surroundings. When he pushed to his knees, a sudden booming voice spoke in his ear: WHAT DID YOU CALL ME?

      The breath froze in his lungs, and try as he might, he couldn’t lift his head to look upon the speaker. His whole body felt weighted down by an invisible force.

      The image of a leather-bound book wavered in front of his vision before darkness filtered in.
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      After the staff’s ominous warning, Zelle expected to find the shadow of some mountain beast lurking on the doorstep, but when she peered out into the storm, she saw nothing but snow. Not one to sit around and wait for her oncoming doom, Zelle got a fire going and left the staff propped against the armchair while she went to search for her missing relative. She doubted her grandmother would have ventured into the Sanctum without her staff, but she was at a loss to think of any other possible hiding places.

      On the other hand, it wouldn’t do to leave the staff unattended if its warning of intruders proved true. She searched every corner of the lower floor for clues as to her grandmother’s whereabouts, clouds of dust making her cough when she moved the furniture to look underneath the chairs or behind the bookshelves. The rooms seemed smaller than she remembered, though she’d stopped coming up here each winter after she’d begun working full time in Aunt Adaine’s shop. Sometimes she missed the days of roaming the Sanctum as a child, but even rooms of ancient texts lost their attraction after a while, not least because she couldn’t read half of them.

      Upon returning to the main room, Zelle’s gaze fell on the window again. A single book lay on the table beneath, and as far as Zelle was aware, it hadn’t been there the last time she’d been in the room.

      When she picked up the leather-bound volume, a sharp sting in her left hand made her drop it on the floor. “Damn rattler.”

      Rattler-imps were one of the more peculiar inhabitants of the Sanctum. Made entirely of shaping-magic, presumably left behind from the days when the deities alone had inhabited the mountains, they were inclined to take the form of whatever object the unlucky target was likely to pick up. In this case, a book. Crouching, Zelle examined the embossed cover, which was a fairly good likeness of a handbound volume. Except most books didn’t have pointy ears. Careful to avoid getting bitten again, she flicked the end of its ear with her finger.

      The book jumped into the air, transforming into a winged humanoid figure the length of her palm. The imp opened a mouth that looked too large for its elongated head and let out a rattling screech. With an eye roll, Zelle snatched the imp by a feather-like wing and carried it over to one of the cabinets at the back of the room. Inside, amongst other odds and ends, was a collection of empty glass jars. Picking one out, she lifted the lid and shoved the struggling imp inside. The creature leapt up with a screech, but Zelle had already slammed down the lid and twisted it tight.

      “That’s one pest taken care of,” she said, not sure whether she was addressing the imp or the staff. “If you ask me, Grandma ought to have paid me for ridding the place of these things every winter when I was a child.”

      She’d done her level best to keep them out of the tower during her visits, but neglect seemed to breed the blasted things and her grandmother had never been inclined to keep the place clean.

      The original Sentinels didn’t get paid, the staff told her.

      “The original Sentinels had the blessing of the Powers,” Zelle retaliated. Gaiva Herself had supposedly led the first Sentinels to the outpost, though it was the nameless Shaper whose magic had allegedly created this very tower. Personally, Zelle was more inclined to believe the Sentinels had hewn the tower from the rock with their own hands; like the other two Great Powers, the Shaper had departed this world countless years before humans had ventured into the Range.

      Zelle’s gaze landed on the staff, belatedly aware that its voice had spoken in her mind despite her hands being nowhere near its wooden surface.

      What are you looking at?

      “You can talk to me when I’m not holding you.” More to the point, it could apparently see her too. “I didn’t know you could do that.”

      Your imagination is clearly limited.

      “I’m starting to understand why Grandma likes to pretend to be deaf.”

      The imp would have to stay in the jar until the storm passed and she could let it outside, but frankly, the tower’s pests were the least of her problems. Should she brave the Sanctum and hope the staff would keep her safe from any potential dangers lurking in its corners? If some magical interference had taken Grandma, there was no telling what she might find, but it was that or leave her to her fate.

      By the way, said the staff, there’s someone outside.

      Zelle crossed to the window, hoping irrationally that it was her grandmother and that the staff had been lying to her all along. “I don’t see anyone. Did you mean a person?”

      Yes.

      That was impossible. Zelle’s family were the only people in the whole of Zeuten who knew the way to the outposts, and enough deterrents lurked amid the paths that nobody would stumble across it by accident. Facing the window, Zelle squinted at the mass of white outside. “There’s nobody there.”

      Look closer, said the staff. It’s the man I sensed coming here earlier. Also, I think he’s dead.

      “Well, that’s inconvenient.” Hoping those fools from the village hadn’t somehow followed her, she climbed onto the chair beside the window to peer through the thick swirls of snow. Sure enough, she could make out a vaguely human shape slumped on the path leading up to the tower.

      He’s not magical, I don’t think, added the staff. The mountain would have thrown him off if he was.

      “What do you expect me to do about him, then?” she queried. “This isn’t a place for casual visitors. And if he’s a lost hiker, he’s very, very lost.”

      What to do? She wasn’t heartless enough to leave someone to freeze to death outside, and yet for all she knew, the stranger was the person responsible for Grandma’s disappearance. He must surely know this was an outpost of the Sentinels, and if he had the faintest clue where her grandmother might be, Zelle needed to know.

      “Powers have mercy,” she muttered, retrieving her wool cloak from where she’d hung it on a hook near the door. She wrapped the cloak around herself tightly, fastening every clasp so as not to let the vicious wind cut through. She already wore thick wool stockings, but she added another pair before pulling on her tough leather boots. On a whim, she also picked up the staff. It was the closest thing to a walking stick she had, and she’d have considerable trouble keeping her footing on the steep slope with that dreadful wind outside.

      Drawing in a deep breath, she opened the door. The first blast of wind almost took her off her feet, and the door rattled in its frame so violently that it was a wonder the hinges didn’t give.

      “If I die, it’s your fault,” she told the staff, which made no response.

      Closing the door behind her, she began to descend towards the snowdrift where the stranger lay half-submerged. Her feet sank into the whiteness, and each shuffling step made ice trickle down her ankles and into her boots. The stranger didn’t move an inch. He’d made it close enough to the Sanctum for her to suspect that he’d held on for long enough to come within sight of the tower before collapsing.

      “I’m coming to help,” she called to him.

      To her surprise, he stirred a little. So he was alive after all—and a real, solid human being, not some conjuration of the mountain’s magic. When she moved closer, he lifted his head, and it surprised her how young he was. His dark hair pooled around his brown, angular face, and his grey eyes were wide as they took her in.

      “What are you?” he asked, his lips blue with cold. “Are you a witch?”

      “Am I a what?” She came to a halt with the staff wedged into the snowbank. “If you’re looking for the Sentinel, you’re out of luck. She’s gone.”

      He dragged himself to his feet, as though by some miraculous act of will, and peered at her. “I’m not here for the Sentinel.”

      “Then what?” she challenged. “It’s hardly the weather for a hike, you know.”

      Another gust of wind caused the stranger to fall forwards onto the snow once more. Despite the walking stick he held in both hands, he looked hardly capable of supporting himself on his own feet.

      “There’s something I need to find.” His voice was muffled against the snow. “A book.”

      Zelle stared at his bowed head. “You climbed up the Range during a storm, in the most remote part of the continent, for a book? As opposed to certain death?”

      No response came from the young man. He appeared to have passed out.

      “Well, that’s just bloody outstanding.”

      The howling wind struck, forcing her to brace herself against the staff for balance. Powers. I have to get back inside.

      Her gaze drifted back to the slumped form of the man. He wasn’t dead. At least, she hoped he wasn’t. She crouched down, feeling for a pulse at his wrist, and the faintest flutter against her fingertips confirmed he lived. She dropped his hand, somehow both relieved and put out, because now she had another task on her hands.

      Holding the staff awkwardly under her arm, she took hold of the man’s shoulders and attempted to drag him through the snow. A witch, am I? His words had echoed the sentiments of a superstitious villager, yet his accent sounded foreign and his accusation had been odd enough for her to want to question him again. Assuming he ever woke up.

      She wedged the end of the staff into the snow to free her hands. “A little help would be nice.”

      The staff, naturally, remained silent. Leaving it standing in the snowbank, she hauled the stranger the rest of the way uphill to the tower door. Her shoulders ached and her hands were numb under her gloves by the time she laid the young man’s body down in the hallway. She then darted outside and grabbed the staff from its position in the snow, where, oddly, not a single flake had settled on the knotted wooden surface.

      “You’re welcome,” she told it.

      The door slammed shut behind her at another gust of wind, and it took all her willpower not to sink to the floor. Instead, she dragged the stranger closer to the fire burning in the grate, glad she’d had the sense to light it earlier. After she’d discarded her own sodden cloak and boots and laid them out near the fire to dry, she contemplated the newcomer. He’d dropped his walking stick outside in the snow, but he wore a thick travelling cloak which might conceal any number of lethal weapons. He might have asked for her help, but she’d be a fool to lock herself in the tower during a storm with an armed stranger.

      Her shoulders protested as she wrestled the sodden cloak off the stranger, finding three knives in the pockets. Underneath, he wore a ragged tunic and some trousers that had clearly seen a lot of wear and were hardly suitable for the weather outside. He’d been on the road for a while, she guessed, judging by his unshaven jawline. But it was his colouring that caught her attention. Nobody in Zeuten had that deep a tan. His attire was odd too. The cloak was well-made, but his other clothes were cheap-looking and worn. Most travellers tended to have money, and there wasn’t so much as a single coin in his pockets. She rummaged around in his cloak before giving up and stealthily checking his trouser pockets too.

      I’m not stealing from him, she reasoned. Just being cautious. And nosy, perhaps.

      None of his pockets yielded anything more, though. Strange. He didn’t look like a petty thief or criminal, despite his ragged appearance, nor did he resemble the ill-prepared tourists she’d left down in the village. He’d also said he wasn’t here for the Sentinel but for a book.

      What kind of book would bring a man into the most desolate place in Zeuten? A rare one, she’d guessed, though he didn’t look anything like a fanatic collector either. Desperate was the word she’d use, given that he’d somehow climbed all the way to the tower in a storm without using any of the Sentinels’ shortcuts. A person more superstitious than she might have said he’d had the blessing of the Powers themselves, though in the stories, the Powers rarely singled someone out for benign reasons. Leaning over him, she caught sight of the glint of metal at his neckline. A closer look showed her a circular medallion around his neck. With careful fingers, she caught its string and tugged it upwards to touch the cool metal, but she sensed no living presence like she did when she touched the staff.

      A memory flickered into her mind of standing in her grandmother’s living room as a child while her family met with a group of well-dressed travellers from across the ocean. They’d paid her no attention, but she’d silently admired the silver buttons on their coats, and the sheen of the medallion around the stranger’s neck brought back that same image.

      Aestin. Powers above, he must have come from the distant continent over the sea, which made him even more desperate or foolish than she’d imagined. Aestinians hadn’t turned their backs on magic as most people in Zeuten had, but if he was an Aestinian magician, what use would he possibly have for anything the Sentinels might have to offer? Their own magic was paltry compared to their neighbours across the ocean.

      Zelle rose to her feet and walked over to where she’d left the staff beside the wall. Despite having been buried in a snowdrift, the wood remained bone-dry. “Do you think he’s the one who took Grandma?”

      I have never seen him before in my life.

      “You didn’t answer the question.” Blast the Powers, she hadn’t counted on being trapped in her old childhood haunt with a stubborn artefact and a confused stranger. Especially with the storm showing no signs of abating even as the light outside dimmed with the sinking sun. “What am I supposed to do if he means me harm?”

      You think he’ll cut your throat while he’s unconscious?

      “I took his weapons,” she murmured. “But he’s still stronger than I am.”

      You’re the one who brought him in here.

      “What else was I supposed to do, leave him to die?” Zelle shook her head. “The Sanctum’s magic protects us against anyone with ill intentions, doesn’t it?”

      I have no need of protection.

      “Of course you don’t.” She scowled at the staff. “If he’s not magical, then why would an Aestinian come here?”

      And why did he have no coin and few weapons? He must have been on the road for a while, but venturing into the mountains armed with nothing but a couple of flimsy knives was asking to meet an unpleasant end. Admittedly, no knife or bow would help against the beasts that lurked among the highest peaks, but the staff claimed he held no magical gift of his own either. He’d thought she was a witch, in fact. She’d never met an Aestinian in the flesh aside from those brief glimpses during her childhood, and Zelle wondered if their ideas of Zeutenians were as fanciful as the villagers’ tales of the people from across the sea who still lived in the magic-rich old country.

      When the staff made no response, Zelle drew in a breath. “I’m going to shut him in the guest room until he wakes up.”

      That would be the easiest way to keep him out of her sight while she attempted to wrangle answers from the staff about her grandmother’s whereabouts. While part of her wanted to search the Sanctum, leaving the stranger alone downstairs in an unlocked room didn’t strike her as a good idea.

      Whatever he was doing here, his appearance did not bode well.
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      The man’s head throbbed when he came to wakefulness, with the vague memory of being dragged across a hard wooden floor. Yet when he dove into his other memories, he found nothing but a fuzzy haze. At least he lay on a soft surface. A mattress, and not of the itchy, straw-filled variety he’d grown accustomed to in recent days. At least, he thought he had.

      He shifted, rubbing the back of his head as though it would dislodge the thoughts stuck in there. They lurked in the background, like a word on the tip of his tongue, just out of reach.

      Right. Start with the basics. How did I get here? He thought back, but the only clear image he could grasp showed him a steep path up a mountainside. A sheer drop and him hanging on in the face of grim death… and then, like a miracle, the tower appearing before him.

      That was it. Nothing more. The next logical question was where am I? He opened his eyes fully and found he was in a small bedroom with bare floorboards and no furniture save for a small wooden armoire next to the bed. A pillow cushioned his aching head, but the slightest movement reminded him of other small injuries he’d suffered during the climb up the treacherous pass. Injuries he frankly didn’t remember sustaining.

      Think. What happened before the mountain?

      As he screwed up his forehead, more images flashed before his eyes. A ship, buffeted against waves. A whirlpool like the maw of a great beast opening to swallow the world. His hands clinging desperately to the ship’s side, his hands and face numb, a horrible pain cutting through his core like something vital had been stripped away.

      The echo of the pain made him recoil, but its absence was somehow more disconcerting. As was the knowledge that he could recall neither the name of the one who’d caused him such pain… or his own name.

      Who did this to me?

      He pushed upright and heard a distinct movement on the other side of the door.

      Instinct had him on his feet in a blink, searching for his weapons. They were gone—the person who’d brought him here had removed his travelling cloak too. He’d been soaked through from his trek through the snow, true, but he couldn’t guarantee that everyone who lived in this strange place was friendly.

      He opened the armoire and found several moth-eaten outfits and little else. A carved wooden stick lay near the back, though, and he gripped it in his hand before facing the door, and whoever stood on the other side.
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      Evita Govind had never intended to be an assassin.

      Presumably, at least some of her fellow novices had made this their life’s goal, but she hadn’t spent her childhood dreaming of leaving her coastal village to join the near-mythical Changers and hunt traitors to the Crown. If such a thought had ever crossed her mind, she certainly never would have pictured sitting in a cave halfway up a mountain while the wind punctuated Mastery Amery’s speech with a melancholy howling. Hardly ideal conditions for a mountain hike, let alone a life-or-death trial, but the Changers took any kind of adverse weather conditions as a personal challenge.

      “Today,” Master Amery said, his voice echoing around the cave, “is your first test to prove you are worthy of joining the ranks of the Changers.”

      Evita’s heart skipped—with excitement, she told herself. Not nerves. Changers were fearless, and she was more than ready to prove herself as worthy amongst the most elite assassins on the continent. So she’d never actually killed anything yet—that spider she’d squashed on her first day didn’t really count. And to be truthful, the notion of killing people wasn’t an appealing one either. Not humans, anyway.

      She was here to learn how to kill a god.

      Master Amery cast his gaze amid the novices, his silvery cloak catching the light streaming through the cave opening. “It is time for you to witness marvels that most of you will only know about through legend and tall tales. There is magic in these mountains which stems from a time before humans walked among these rocks, and this same magic will answer our call.”

      Magic. Finally. The wind howled again, whistling throughout the cave, unless it was some beast the Master had brought here with the intention of letting it feed on any unlucky recruits who failed the day’s trial. Given the hints he’d dropped so far, it wouldn’t surprise her. She’d barely survived the two weeks of preliminary training, and more than half the other recruits had crawled home after the first week, nursing broken bones and bruised egos. The twenty or so who remained wanted this as badly as she did.

      “If you are chosen to be worthy,” said Master Amery, “you will be renowned by the powerful and feared by the weak. You will be able to move like shadows and sneak up on your enemies before you take their lives. We are Changers, and it is our duty to serve the Crown.”

      I’m not sure about the duty part, but the rest, I can do. Every time she began to have second thoughts about pledging herself in service to the Crown, she reminded herself that she had no other life to go back to. The last traces of her village would be nothing but ashes by now, and her throat tightened at the memory of her childhood home silhouetted in orange light as she’d fled for the road north. The others might have come here for a shot at glory or the honour of serving the Crown of Zeuten, but for Evita, this was her only option left.

      Master Amery’s cold stare passed over his audience and lingered on Evita, who looked stonily back. He was the first obstacle between her and her goals, and she’d inadvertently crossed him on her very first day here, when she’d asked if it was true that he’d once been a merchant in Saudenne prior to joining the Changers. Inane questions, it seemed, were not tolerated, but she’d had trouble picturing the Master in anything other than the silvery cloak he wore. He might be as short and as rangy as the pet eagle he kept in his office, but his serious face gave the appearance of being hewn from rock, and he was rumoured to have been at the top of his own novice class many years ago.

      “Can anyone name the Power whose magic is rumoured to dwell in these mountains?” he asked.

      Silence answered. Evita fidgeted in the uncomfortable chill; her plain black cloak was made of a thin material which did little to keep the cold out. It wasn’t until she attained a senior rank that she’d obtain a silvery cloak like Master Amery’s—said to be woven from the magic of one of the Powers themselves—but that Power wasn’t the one the Master had asked her to name. When nobody else spoke up, Evita said, “No, because the Shaper doesn’t have a name.”

      “You might as well tell me that the rain is wet.”

      Laughter rippled through the other recruits, while Evita suppressed the urge to return the Master’s biting comment with one of her own. She hadn’t come all this way to get herself kicked out of the trials at the last moment or to find out the hard way if the rumour that he was inclined to throw recruits off the mountainside if they annoyed him turned out to be true. Vekka shot a smirk in her direction from among the assembled novices as if to goad her into speaking, so Evita bit her tongue and prayed to whatever deity might be listening that their first test would not involve teamwork.

      “We live in the shadow of the Range, believed to be the last creation of the nameless Shaper,” Master Amery continued. “And we wield the strength of Gaiva Herself. It is She who will answer to our call.”

      She’d bloody well better answer to me, considering I’ve come all this way. Gaiva, mother of all the Powers, would be more than a match for the beast who’d burned her village, surely.

      Master Amery snapped his fingers and vanished into thin air, silvery cloak and all. In his place stood a thick-furred snow leopard. Evita’s mouth fell open, and she quickly closed it in case he mistook her shock for fear. Several gasps suggested most of the other recruits had never seen anything like his transformation before. No surprise there, because the Changers prided themselves on keeping their ways a secret, and none of the novices would reach that level of training for several years, assuming they lived that long.

      You wouldn’t call this superstitious nonsense if you saw it, Mother, she thought as the mottled snow leopard paced in front of them. Like many Zeutenians who lived on the coasts, Evita’s parents hadn’t put much stock in the tales that drifted over from the few merchants or travellers who ventured near the Range, but a part of Evita had always been certain that every tall tale held a sliver of truth.
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