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CHAPTER 1


 


 


 


Skylar sat in the shadowed nook of the attic window, looking out over the moonlit roofs of Tarraria. The distant ocean reflected the glow in bright patches. The city streets lay silent, undisturbed, as if time had stopped for just a moment, leaving everything in peace. Except Skylar herself.


"We should be out there," Remi said. "Not wasting our time here."


Skylar sighed and rubbed her temples. She'd said the same thing a dozen times before. Had threatened and begged the Chroniclers, but they remained as stubborn as the creatures the farmers used to pull wagons into town. She'd been 'strongly encouraged' to stay inside of the Chroniclers' compound. Even in the attic where she could see the whole city it felt like a cage. The symbol of the Chroniclers; a pen on a roll of parchment, loomed above every door, reminding her where she was.


Behind Skylar, Mag scratched away at her notepad. The sound grated on Skylar's nerves like nails on rusted iron. The woman was Skylar's own personal torturer. Not that the Chroniclers saw it that way. Mag was a Notetaker.


Skylar glanced at the woman out of the corner of her eye. She stood a few yards away, far enough away that she couldn't be accused of invading Skylar's space, but close enough that she could hear every word. She clasped a crisp notebook in one hand while she wrote with the other. The quill hung from a bracelet at her wrist, complete with a vial of ink. The Notetakers recorded everything. Every damn thing.


"It's weird having her here," Remi said, breaking in on Skylar's thoughts.


She snorted. "You're telling me. At least you don't have one following you around."


"Because they don't think I'm important enough."


"What would they know?"


Remi raised an eyebrow. "Everything, that's the point."


"They like to think they know everything." At first Skylar had been reluctant to say anything against the Chroniclers with Mag always watching and writing, but she'd soon run out of patience. Besides, the notes wouldn't be made available until Skylar died—not unless something really bad happened, in which case she had bigger problems. And Mag herself wouldn't gossip. Part of the process for becoming a Notetaker required them to give up their voice Trait. That way they couldn't spill the secrets they'd overheard.


It still made Skylar's spine crawl though, never being truly alone. Even when she slept, Mag lay on a small cot at the other side of the room. Pits, Skylar could barely go to the bathroom on her own. She'd argued with the Chroniclers at first, had demanded Mag leave her alone, that she didn't want her every move and word recorded. But the High Council Of Chroniclers refused. They said that because she'd killed The Protector, she had to be recorded. If anything they seemed annoyed that she hadn't had someone following her around since the day she was born, as if she should have known that all of the events of her life were meant to be written down.


"They're making me go to class again tomorrow," Remi said.


"It's good. You should learn to read and write."


"So I can become a Notetaker too?" He jutted his chin at Mag who didn't look up, but kept writing.


"I'd rather be learning how to read and write again than be forced to attend every one of these cursed meetings. Hundreds and hundreds of meetings where nothing is ever said or done."


"Even more reason for us to leave." Remi gave Skylar a significant look.


Skylar understood. They'd talked about it before; sneaking out of the Chroniclers' headquarters, even just for an evening of freedom. But neither of them liked to say too much in front of Mag. The woman might not be able to talk, but she'd be able to make herself understood well enough if she thought the Chroniclers' safety was at risk.


And that's what it came down to in the end; the Chroniclers couldn't bare to do anything, wouldn't dare risk the secret of their existence. Which is why they'd been around for so many centuries and yet achieved nothing.


But Skylar owed them her life.


So did Remi and Emili. If the Chroniclers hadn't given them shelter after Tomys' death, the palace guards and the City Watch would have seen them dead. Which was why Skylar hadn't acted on her impulse yet. So far, she'd kept her word and stayed inside the Chroniclers' headquarters, even though it chafed. She looked out on those moonlit roofs and longed to be leaping between them. She ached for the good days, not so long ago, when her biggest concern was solving the next case. They were simpler times.


"They say they're going to bring down the king," Skylar said.


"And how many decades have they been saying that?"


Skylar gestured over her shoulder at Mag. "I'm sure if you wanted to find out you could go through all the books."


They lapsed into silence. Usually Skylar preferred to sit in the alcove on her own; it helped her think. But both her and Remi were supposed to attend another cursed meeting in a few short hours and he had nothing better to do.


Skylar rubbed at her right arm where Tomys had cut her. Only a faint scar remained. Sometimes it hurt, or at least she imagined it did. For so long she'd thought Tomys was her closest friend. To find out that it was he who'd killed her parents, killed her friends… it still chewed at her. It made her wake up wet with sweat in the middle of the night.


She should have realized.


There must have been clues. Although even after three months of going over every second of their time together, Skylar still couldn't find any. And all of it because of some plant.


Skylar steered her thoughts in another direction. If she got stuck on the plant then she'd be stewing on thoughts of revenge against the royal family for the next day and that would put her in a foul temper for the meeting.


The one good thing she had to say for the Chroniclers was their fighting division, the so-called Truth Bringers. Skylar knew how to fight, even though her formal training had been limited, but the Truth Bringers knew far more than she'd ever thought possible. As much as she hated being trapped in the Chroniclers' headquarters, the monotony was made somewhat bearable by her training sessions with the Truth Bringers.


"Did you see Emili today?" Remi said.


"At breakfast."


"Is she okay?"


"Are you kidding? She's better than any of us. She's finally allowed to do Trait transfers the way our father showed us. They even have the right plants here."


"I've heard them talking," Remi said.


"Who?"


"The High Councilors, some of the tutors."


"Saying what?"


Mag's pen scratched away at her paper, like a rat chewing on the wall.


"That she's good. Maybe even the best."


Skylar relaxed back into the alcove. "She is the best."


"When I get a Trait, I hope she does it."


Skylar grinned at him. "What, you don't want me to do it?"


Remi gestured at Skylar's face, to the puckered skin under her eye. A brief smile flashed across his face. "Thanks, but no thanks. You did a rubbish job of it last time."


"It wasn't exactly ideal circumstances. Emili gets a nice chair and specialized ink. I had to do it while trying not to get us both killed."


"Better stick to what you're good at."


Skylar forced herself to smile. "I would. But there aren't exactly many murders happening in here, are there?"



 


 


 


CHAPTER 2


 


 


 


Skylar slouched in a chair between Emili and Remi, wishing she could be anywhere else.


The upper command of The Chroniclers sat arguing across the table, as they had been for the last hour. Skylar's head pounded from the noise of their voices and the scratch scratch scratch of a half dozen Notetakers, all of them scribbling every word uttered, every movement made.


"Is it like this every time?" Remi whispered.


Skylar nodded as she massaged her head.


"I'm regretting asking to be here," Emili said. She wore gloves on both hands to hide the ink that had stained deep into her skin from the many Traits she'd been transferring. Despite being bored with the meeting, she looked better than she had in a long time. For that Skylar was grateful. She was even willing to sit through torturous meetings like this if it meant Emili could stay in a place where people respected her skills.


A thin man wearing a long purple robe smacked a wooden hammer against the table. The room fell silent. As much as Skylar disagreed with a lot of things about the Chroniclers, she couldn't fault them for their adherence to their own rules. There was order here.


Absolom cleared his throat as he laid the hammer on the table in front of him. "We've become side-tracked. This meeting is to decide our next step in regards to the royal family and the Cruorgum. Not—" The broad-shouldered man halfway down the table started to talk but Absolom cut him off. "—to discuss recent pirate activity."


"But they're interfering with shipments—"


"It is irrelevant to this organization," Absolom said. "Truth above all." The motto was written on the walls in every room of the Chroniclers' headquarters. Some of them even had it tattooed on their arms; a constant reminder of their purpose. "The Protector has been dealt with." Absolom nodded toward Skylar. "It is time that the royal family were exposed for the liars they are."


"It's like I've said all along!" A man with fiery red hair shot to his feet. Ramus made the same argument at every meeting. Skylar could have just about said it for him from memory. "The royal family must be made to pay. We go in there, and we drag them naked through the streets for public execution."


Absolom sighed and rubbed the wrinkled flesh around his eyes. "Have you suddenly come into possession of an army, Ramus?"


The red-haired man scowled. "No."


"Then how exactly do you propose to get to the king and the prince?"


"We can work out the details later. Or Pits! Let's light the palace on fire and let them burn inside like rats."


"I would have thought that you of all people would hesitate to burn all the innocent people working inside the palace," Absolom said.


A bright red blush raced over Ramus' face, blending with his orange freckles and the roots of his hair. He returned to his seat. "I'm just saying we have to make them pay for what they've done. In the north when a wolf betrays his pack, the rest of them will drag him into the woods and tear him to pieces. That's justice."


"Truth will see justice done," Absolom said. "Not burning the palace, or tearing the royal family into pieces. The only way to show the truth to the people is to take the Cruorgum plant. We can show it to the people and they will realize the lie they've been living."


"Don't forget old Truth-sayer will need a top up soon," said the man sitting opposite Skylar, who was almost as wide as he was tall. He had a special chair that his attendants carried around for him because normal seats couldn't hold his weight. He took a sugar cube from a bulging packet near his right elbow and placed it on his tongue.


Ramus turned his fiery red head toward the fat man. "It's disrespectful to talk of the Truth-sayer that way, Clem."


The man waved thick fingers at Ramus, as if at a fly. "I meant nothing by it. Merely pointing out an important fact. How long do you think the current vitality donor will last? And after that we've only got one vial of the ink left."


Everyone at the table shared uneasy glances.  From what Skylar had been able to work out, the Chroniclers had one vial of vitality ink which would have to be used soon, pushing them further toward taking action.


"I agree with Clem that we need to find some more Cruorgum," said a tall man on Remi's other side. He wore thick plates of armor which forced him to stand rather than sit. Skylar had never seen him—Kais—without it. Him and all the martial Chroniclers wore their armor and weapons like the Notetakers wore their pens; constantly. Kais had to have Traits, probably a lot of them, but Skylar had never seen enough of his skin to be sure. She'd been hoping he'd visit Emili for a new one and Emili would be able to tell her more. It wasn't that Skylar had any reason to distrust Kais, but unlike most of the Chroniclers, he had a fighting streak, and she liked to know about the people around her. She'd taken a guess based on the way he moved that he must have at least three strength Traits and two of grace, but if he were skilled, he might be able to hide his true power.


Kais twirled his fingers. "But then again, the current High Truth-sayer has been in his chair for a long time."


A few gasps went up around the table.


Absolom's knuckles went white where they gripped his hammer. "Surely, Kais, you're not suggesting…"


"I'm not suggesting anything. I'm merely pointing out that two centuries is longer than anyone usually gets."


"The High Truth-sayer earned his place. He has been a solid leader for—"


Kais help up his hands. "Keep your robe on, Absolom. I just like to remind you all now and then that the Chroniclers would go on, even if we needed a new High Truth-sayer."


"Your words have been noted," Absolom said, his gaze flicking to the line of Notetakers, all of their pens working. Skylar got the impression that he didn't say it to assure Kais that people were paying attention to him, but rather as a warning that whatever he said was being recorded.


"So we take the Cruorgum," Ramus said. "And now is the time to do it. With the Protector dead, there's never been a better time."


"The High Truth-sayer said the king will find a new Protector," Clem said.


"But whoever it is will be untrained, new. Do you think it's better to wait until they've had time to gather Traits and train?"


"Ramus has a point," Absolom said. "The last time we made a move against the royal family, it was the Protector who destroyed us. With him gone, we might stand a chance."


"You can go in there," Clem said, waving a meaty hand which clutched another sugar cube. "But I don't imagine many will join you. We're called the Chroniclers, we Chronicle. There was nothing in the job description about risking our lives for pointless causes."


Ramus leaned across the table. "You take that back, Clem. You might be happy to sit here, getting fat on the Chroniclers' work, but you know as well as I that we were founded to overthrow the royal family."


Clem raised an eyebrow. "Best not be throwing insults, orphan. Besides, the founding happened centuries ago. I doubt old Haranga planned on it taking this long. He didn't know what we'd be up against."


"It doesn't matter! The purpose of the Chroniclers is to show the lies of the royal family and their use of Traits. Who cares if it's taken us a century to get here?"


Clem laid his hands flat on the table, rings gleaming on each of his fingers. "As I said, you can do as you like. But I won't be risking my life to steal a plant."


"You wouldn't be able to get through the palace doors anyway, you—"


Absolom struck his hammer. Ramus' mouth snapped shut but he continued to glare at Clem across the table.


"Skylar, do you have anything to add?" Absolom said. He'd aged twenty years over the course of the meeting. Although if Skylar were being honest, it felt like the meeting had dragged on that long anyway.


"This is your organization."


"You killed the Protector. You can't wash your hands of this."


"He was trying to kill me. It was self-defense. I didn't know it would lead to all this."


"Are you honestly saying you have no opinion on this?"


Skylar dropped her gaze from Absolom's watery blue eyes to stare at the table. She didn't want to see the faces of the others. They all had opinions that they'd want her to agree with. Even Emili and Remi. But what did she want? Pits, she wanted to be back at her and Emili's old house with a simple murder case. She'd never wanted to get mixed up with the royal family or a secret organization bent on overthrowing them.


But she couldn't go back. She knew that.


With great effort, she pushed her emotions aside. If this were a case, she would have looked at the options logically, with cold assessment. Facts were all that mattered.


This organization had been around since the founding of the empire. According to them, that was when the royal family—the victors in a bloody clan war—began the rumor that they were divinely chosen to lead. A bastard son of one of the losing families saw what was happening and began the Chroniclers; he wrote every thing down so that the truth wouldn't be lost. But then he and his followers were hunted so they had to go underground. And that's where they'd stayed for years beyond counting.


Skylar dragged her nail along the dark wood of the table. It wasn't right what the king was doing. People donated their lives to him because they thought he was chosen by the gods. Worse still, even if Tomys was the one who actually did it, it was the king's fault that Skylar's parents were killed. He had to face justice.


"The royal family has to be stopped," she said at last.


"I think we can all agree on that," Absolom said.


"I'll sneak into the palace. I've done it once before. I'll pretend to be a member of staff and—"


Absolom shook his head. "That's been tried many times. With people much more talented than you—no offense. You might get away with spitting in their food, but you'll never get to the Crourgum, and with their Traits, you'd never be able to kill the king or the prince."


Skylar sagged. "Then what do you suggest? It's like you said, we don't have an army to storm the castle with."


Absolom sighed. If anything he seemed disappointed. What had he expected? That Skylar would have some magic solution that no one in the Chroniclers had thought of for centuries?


"It's been a long day," Absolom said. "Perhaps we should adjourn."


"Another wasted afternoon," Clem said.


Absolom shot him a stern look. "We'll come back tomorrow. And we won't leave until we have a plan, so I would suggest you all spend the evening coming up with solutions."


Clem grumbled as his assistants helped him out of his wide chair. He then waddled from the room, followed by the rest of the Council. Absolom remained sitting at the head of the table, massaging his temples.


Remi jumped out of his chair and leaned in close to Skylar's ear. "I am not coming tomorrow. I would rather be scrubbing chamber pots."


"And me," Emili said, joining Remi.


"And me," Skylar said as she pushed herself from her chair.


"Not an option for you I'm afraid," Absolom said without looking up.


Skylar's stomach clenched. She'd assumed they were too far away and talking too quietly for the old man to hear. Perhaps he had more Traits than he let on as well.


"The High Truth-sayer wanted to see you," Absolom said. "It's an honor. I'm sure you'll treat it as such."


Skylar swallowed. "Of course."


"Good. And after you're finished with him, send in Emili."


"Me?" Emili said from the door, eyes wide.


"You've done good work here," Absolom said with the ghost of a smile. "I'm sure the Truth-sayer wants to thank you."


"I'll go now," Skylar said.


"At least straighten your shirt before you see him. You look like a dock worker," Absolom said.
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The stewards closed the doors behind Skylar with a deep and rumbling boom that echoed off the stone walls, undampened by the few paintings. At the other end of the room sat The High Truth-sayer, his face covered in Trait tattoos. Some of them were so faded that Skylar couldn't tell what they were.


He sat at a desk, surrounded by pieces of paper and books with pages so yellow they looked like they'd been burned. Just behind him, at a slightly smaller desk sat his Notetaker, a single book open in front of her, pen already scribbling. What did the woman have to write about all day? As far as Skylar had seen, the Truth-sayer didn't have many visitors.


"Skylar! Come. Sit."


Skylar found her feet doing what he'd said without her brain having any say in the matter. Speech Traits, and a lot of them. Skylar didn't try to resist. Better not to cause a fuss unless she knew there was trouble. Mag—Skylar's Notetaker—trailed behind, her own pen already scratching.


The Truth-sayer wore a long robe covered in writing so tiny that Skylar couldn't read it even when she sat in the chair on the other side of the desk.


"It's the first book," the Truth-sayer said, lifting his arm so that the robe flared, revealing more tiny characters wrapping around his sleeve. "The one that tells how the order was founded."


Skylar could only gape. How long must it have taken someone to sew each of those letters into the fabric? Let alone cover the whole thing. Years. Years of someone's life to make a robe no one would be able to get close enough to read.


"Don't judge too harshly," the Truth-sayer said, eyes sparkling. "It was a gift, not something I asked for."


Skylar blinked. She didn't have any reason to distrust the Truth-sayer, but on the other hand she didn't want to let her guard down too much. She'd learned the hard way just recently that trust was a dangerous thing.


He had deep blue eyes. Some wrinkles spread out from them, but not as many as there should have been. The faded tattoos near his temple were the color of those made a hundred years ago, and yet the man before her didn't look a day over fifty. There was something about his eyes too. They were deep, wise, older than the rest of him.


He lowered his sleeve. "I know it's taken me two months to say it, but thank you for removing the Protector."


"It was self-defense."


"Yes, so I've heard."


The Notetakers' pens scratched along with his words.


"Still, many of our order have tried to kill the Protector and failed."


"His name was Tomys, he was just a man."


The Truth-sayer grinned. "A good way of looking at the world. I keep telling the staff here that I'm just a man and if I want to have chocolate cake for dinner then I should be able to. But every day they bring me meat and vegetables. It's a crying shame."


For a moment Skylar sat unmoving, her mind catching up with what he'd said, searching for some hidden meaning. He was smiling at her. She couldn't help but grin back.


"That's more like it," he said. "I like someone who's not afraid to smile. You know, some people come in here and they're so afraid that they can barely speak, let alone hold a conversation."


"You are immortal."


"Ah." He held up his finger. "Not true. I take the lives of others. And if you listen to the council, that won't last for much longer. Not without ink."


Suspicion curled inside Skylar's stomach. Was that why he'd called her here? To convince her to steal the plant for him?


"No, no." The Truth-sayer answered her unspoken question. "Honestly, after two-hundred years I'm not afraid of dying. It might even be a nice break. Although I do worry about the fate of the Chroniclers when I'm gone."


Skylar couldn't help but like the man. She'd expected him to be aloof, rude even, like the royal family. But here he was, sitting at the same table as her and having a normal conversation.


"You've met the council."


Skylar nodded.


The Truth-sayer's mouth quirked. "Ah, I see it in your face. You haven't enjoyed their company?"


"Nothing like that!"


The Truth-sayer sat back and gestured at the empty room. "Whatever you say here won't leave this room. At least not until one of us is dead." He pointed at his Notetaker, bent over her book, then at Mag. "It helps with politics you know, to keep the books private until a person dies. Everyone has secrets after all."


Skylar cleared her throat. "The Council is fine. They just take a very long time to decide anything."


"Ah yes, that might be partly my fault. I wanted a Council that represented the whole organization, Pits, even the whole kingdom if that were possible. So I chose people with many different perspectives. Unfortunately I may have done too good a job because they can never agree on anything."


"Can't you just tell them? Instead of wasting all this time."


He shook his head. "It is not the Truth-sayer's place to make decisions, only to speak truths. I can give the Council all the information I have, but I can't tell them what to do with it."


"That's a shame."


"You think I would do a better job than them?"


"Yes." And Skylar meant it.


"Well I'm flattered. A shame then that I've wasted two hundred years in this chair."


"Why did you call me here?" Skylar appreciated the man's company, but she couldn't relax without knowing what he wanted from her.


"The easy answer to that question is that I wanted to see the woman who killed the Protector. It would be true."


"But not the whole truth."


"I'd heard you were perceptive."


"So?"


"The other easy and true answer is that I like to meet all new members of our organization, however briefly."


"Still not the whole truth."


"Ah, that brings us to the hard answer. I told you that I am not allowed to make decisions, that I rely on the Council."


"Yes."


"You've seen it for yourself. Do you think they'll do anything now that the Protector is dead?"


Skylar thought back to the meeting she'd just left. There'd been a lot of talk, and a lot of argument, but no movement toward a plan. Barely even an idea. "No. Not before…" She trailed off.


"Not before I'm dead. And by then the king will have chosen and trained a new Protector. Even though the Chroniclers are devoted to the truth, I have discovered over the last two centuries that even truth can be uncertain. My truth is different to yours. It helps to have the Notetakers, but they can't capture the full tone, or hidden signals."


"What are you saying?"


"Everyone here has their own truth, their own agenda, including the Council. And including you."


Skylar didn't argue. She'd found the same thing during her investigations. There was always a secret, a lie, behind the murders.


"But you're new," the Truth-sayer continued. "I've looked into your history. You might have flaws—who doesn't—but you're honest, and that counts for a lot."


"What are you getting at?"


"The Council needs to act. Now is the only time the royal family has been unprotected for decades."


"What am I supposed to do about it?"


The Truth-sayer looked away for a moment, shaking his head. "You're so young. If it weren't for the extra memory Traits I've been gifted, I wouldn't even remember being so young."


Skylar shifted in her chair. She didn't like the Truth-sayer's tone; regretful. That usually meant someone was going to give her bad news, or ask her to do something terrible.


"You need to make them act," he said.


Skylar restrained herself from swearing at the old man. "How am I supposed to do that? I'm no one."


"You defeated the Protector."


"I told you, that was self-defense."


"The reason is meaningless, all that matters is that you did it. That's more progress than our organization has made in centuries. That gives you power."


Skylar snorted.


"Oh, the Council won't let you see it. Probably don't want you to know. But it's there. Do you think we give everyone their own Notetaker?" He nodded to the woman standing a few paces behind Skylar. "If you demanded that the council do something, they'd do it, within reason."


"Do you think storming the palace is 'within reason'?"


"Is that something you're likely to demand?"


"No. It would be like sending a bunch of… librarians… to war."


"Exactly. So whatever reasonable thing you do suggest will be listened to." The Truth-sayer folded his hands on the desk.


"How am I supposed to know what to do? I didn't even know about any of this until a few weeks ago."


"You don't have to come up with the ideas, I'm sure the Council have had plenty. You just have to pick one and make sure they act on it."


"You're asking a lot."


"I wouldn't ask if I didn't think you could handle it."


"We've only just met."


The Truth-sayer shook his head. "You've only just met me. But I assure you, I know almost all there is to know about you. If anyone can finally lead the Chroniclers to the ultimate truth, it's you."


"No pressure."


He chuckled. "No pressure. But I think you'll find it's easier than you imagine. Now, you'd best get going. I'm sure the Council is already in a panic over what we might be discussing."


Skylar stood.


"Send your sister in."


Skylar paused. "Are you going to ask her to change the world too?"


The Truth-sayer smiled up at her. "I think she already is, in her own way. But no, for her, the easy answer applies; I meet all our new members."


"She's not…" Skylar fought to think of the right words. It wasn't that Emili was weak, far from it. But she didn't… "She's not like me."


The Truth-sayer's face turned serious. "I know."



 


 


 


CHAPTER 4


 


 


 


Azizi took another tentative bite of the roasted meat that had been laid before him. It was nothing compared to the fresh fish and crabs that he was used to. It tasted… earthy. The drink he'd been given was strange too. Not like the mulled coconut juice they served on First Island. This drink was bitter and made Azizi's eyes water.


"So you're really from all the way across the ocean?" Gerald said.


In the few hours that Azizi had been in the village, he had learned that Gerald was treated as the village leader, but really that was only because he ran the inn and so controlled the flow of the bitter drink. "Yes. It is kind of you to give me food and drink."


The inn was nice enough; set far enough back from the ocean that it was unlikely to flood, but close enough that Azizi could see the waves sparkling in the distance. The clang of pots and pans sounded from the kitchen and a pile of fresh logs lay by the fireplace, no doubt ready for when night came, although Azizi would have preferred it lit now—even in the middle of the day, Big Land was too cold.


"Only because I wouldn't have been able to live with the guilt if you'd gone and died. You look like you've had a hard time."


Azizi nodded, trying not to think of Virgo and the others. They'd been good men, but all sailors knew the risks of the sea. At least this time it hadn't been Azizi's fault.


Gerald took a long drink from his own flagon. How he drank the stuff without wincing, Azizi had no idea. "Your markings are interesting," Gerald said, gesturing to Azizi's face.


Azizi brushed his fingers along his cheek. "They tell the story of my tribe."


"Oh, I thought they might be Trait tattoos."


"Some," Azizi said. He couldn't be certain how the people of Big Land would react to Trait tattoos, so he didn't want to reveal too much.


"I've got one myself," Gerald said, tapping the inked figure at his temple.


Azizi paused, a chunk of white vegetable—Gerald called them 'potato'—halfway to his mouth. Surely he had misunderstood. The tattoo was so small and unremarkable. It said nothing about Gerald or the person who had given him the Trait, or even what the Trait was. "You have a tattoo," Azizi said.


Gerald returned his frown. "A Trait, not just a tattoo."


Azizi shoved the potato into his mouth to give himself time to think. Wic was the tribal expert when it came to Trait transfer, but he'd spent enough time listening to her to pick up a few things. For a Trait to transfer properly, the markings had to incorporate everyone involved, not to mention the Trait itself. Something like that figure would give terrible efficiency. Probably not even half—the rest wasted. If someone on First Island had done that transfer, they would have been Shunned and sent away.


"Yep, got me a little extra charisma. Helps with running things, you know?"


Azizi could only nod.


"So if you don't mind me saying, where are you going from here? I can't be giving out free meals every day or I'd go broke."


"I must get to Tarraria." Azizi had locked the name of Big Land's capital—and the location of the king—in his memory.


Gerald gave a low whistle. "That's a long way from here. Ollie's great grandfather traveled to the capital once—or so he claimed. But I don't know anyone else who traveled so far."


Azizi pushed away his empty plate. The vegetables had been good, but he'd only finished the meat out of courtesy. It tasted and felt far too much like flesh for him to enjoy. How he missed the baked longfish of First Island.


"Are you a trader then?" Gerald said.


Azizi considered lying to the man; a trader would have good reason for traveling great distances. But Gerald seemed a good man, despite being a barbarian. "I am on a pilgrimage." That was true enough.


Gerald's eyebrows rose. "That's a fancy thing."


Azizi fiddled with his glass. He needed more information about the Seal, about what was happening, but what could this innkeeper know? "Have you noticed anything… strange… lately?"


Gerald snorted. "You mean aside from you washing up on our beach?"


"Yes. Anything; has the moon looked red?"


Gerald frowned. "Is this related to your pilgrimage?"


"In a way."


"Well I won't pry into another man's business, but no, the moon is the same color it's always been."


"Anything else then?"


Gerald took a long drink from his mug. "The weevils have been especially bad this year. Reckon it might be a new type."


Azizi hid his frustration. It wasn't Gerald's fault that the people of Big Land hadn't been taught to read the signs.


"Doesn't matter how many times we kill them all and clear the fields, they come right back the next day," Gerald was saying. "Never seen an infestation like it."


Azizi paused, eyes snapping from his glass to Gerald's face. "Do they look different?"


Gerald nodded. "Got these blue veins running over them. Bigger than our usual ones too. They destroyed Old Bansen's field in a single night."


Crops being destroyed by plagues of new insects was mentioned in the histories. It wasn't something that the Islanders paid much attention to because they didn't keep fields of crops, but here on Big Land it would be noticed. The Seal was still breaking then. For a few brief moments Azizi had allowed himself to hope that because the moon had returned to its usual color, that the Seal had been fixed. But no, perhaps she only glowed red for the Islanders, a special warning made just for them.


Just then, the front door of the inn swung open and four men swaggered inside. They carried the smell of sweat and hard work. Dirt caked the undersides of their callused hands. They paused in the doorway when they saw Azizi. The one at the back lost his light expression, his face becoming stormy.


"Ah, afternoon lads," Gerald said. "How was the pickings today?" He stood and bustled to the bar, filling glass mugs before the men could reply.


Three of them sauntered to the bar and sat, but the last, the one with the angry expression stayed rooted by the door, glaring at Azizi.


"You right there, Fin?" Gerald said.


"Who is that foreigner?" Fin said.


"Poor man got shipwrecked, just giving him a warm meal and a cold drink."


"So you give strangers a free meal while the rest of us have to work our knuckles to the bone. It's wrong. These foreigners come—"


"Fin!" Gerald said in a sharp voice. It was the first time Azizi had noticed him using his Trait. It gave his voice some extra weight, but not nearly as much as it would have if the transfer had been done properly.


Fin blinked.


"He's a welcome guest in my inn and if you want to drink here, you'll be civil."


"Gerald, you know what them foreigners did to my Pa."


"Those foreigners were from Rion, not fifty miles away. He's from across the ocean and got nothing to do with it."


"But you can't trust them. Who knows what Pits-forsaken things they do."


Azizi spread his hands. "I want no trouble. I am just passing through."


Fin's eyes narrowed. "Listen to him talk. Sounds like a child."


"And how many languages can you speak, Fin?" Gerald said.


Fin scowled. "That's not the point."


"Last chance, sit and drink in peace, or get out."


Fin cast one last glance at Azizi before stalking to the bar and sitting with his back to him.


Gerald plonked a tall glass in front of Fin. "Any trouble, and I'll be charging you double for that."


"No trouble," Fin mumbled.


"Good! Let me know when you want a refill." Gerald bustled back to Azizi's table.


"Thank you," Azizi said.


"Don't mind them," Gerald said in a low voice as he sat down. "Fin's dad was killed a while back by some foreign bandits. He doesn't trust anyone from outside of the village now."


Azizi nodded, but didn't fully relax. If trouble did happen, he had his staff within easy reach. He was no fool; Fin might be the worst in Arcet, and Gerald had a hold on the situation, but no doubt Azizi would face far worse on his journey to Tarraria. He might not have been beyond the islands before, but he knew people. Even his own people didn't look kindly on the strangers from Big Land that came to trade. He might be able to blend in by changing his clothes, but his skin and his tribal tattoos would set him apart no matter what.


And people didn't like different.



 


 


 


CHAPTER 5


 


 


 


Sweat poured down Skylar's face, dripping into her eyes and making it hard to see. The cloth wrapped around her sword's hilt had become soaked hours ago, spraying drips across the sand every time she flexed her grip. She scurried back as Ramus swung his double-headed ax at her neck. Skylar's heart thrummed as the ax passed close enough to lift strands of hair from her face. The clay lumped over the edges might stop it from cutting her head clean off, but with the force of Ramus' muscles, it would probably still break her spine.


She darted beneath Ramus' beefy arms, meaning to tap the point of her sword against his chest and end the match, but he was too fast. In the space of a second he went from swinging the ax wide over her head, to bringing the handle down hard on her exposed shoulder blade.


The force of the blow knocked the air out of Skylar's lungs. She lost her footing, falling flat on the sand with a huff of air. She stayed down.


"You're getting better."


Skylar tilted her head to look at Ramus. His red hair gleamed in the sun as he leaned on the head of his ax, the handle buried a few inches into the sand. She scowled. It didn't feel like she was getting better. Every day she trained with one of the Chroniclers, and every day she ended up face-flat on the training ground sand. "If I had my knife—"


"You'd have skewered one of my eyes from a dozen paces, I know. But you can't always rely on throwing your knife. You won't always have the space or the element of surprise."


Skylar's scowl deepened. "I know. That's why I keep spending hours letting you punch the Pits out of me."


Ramus reached out a thick hand. "Come on."


Skylar let him help her up because she still couldn't breathe properly. "You could have broken my back."


"Complete control," Ramus said, caressing the ax. "In my homeland we run with the wolf packs. It teaches a fine balance between strength and precision. The wolves are quick to punish."


"You were trained by wolves?"


Ramus grinned. "In a manner of speaking. My people and the wolves have lived side-by-side for generations. We have an understanding. Part of every young warrior's training is to watch the wolves, to live like them. We catch our own food and eat it raw, we look over the younger wolves, and we survive the cold."


Skylar massaged her shoulders, every part of her aching. She'd thought the meeting of the High Council had been painful, but training sessions with Ramus hurt in a far more tangible way. "That sounds exhausting."


Ramus' eyes glazed over. "It was the best month of my life. Those wolves live like we can only imagine, with clear lines. All of them live for the pack or they are thrown out. They're dead now. Killed with the rest of my people."


"I'm sorry," Skylar said, because what else was there to say?


Ramus used the bottom of his shirt to wipe sweat off his face, hiding his misted eyes at the same time. "What did the Truth-sayer want?"


Skylar shrugged. "He said he meets all new-comers."


"True. But I thought he might want something special from you."


Skylar snorted and gestured to the trampled sand. "Clearly, there is nothing special about me."


"Where did you train?"


"Nowhere. Tomys showed me a few things." Skylar blanched. She'd already said his name before her memory caught up. Tomys. The man who murdered her parents and her friends. The traitor.


Ramus raised an eyebrow. "As impressive as being trained by the Protector is, I assume these weren't intense training sessions."


"Well… no." Skylar had appreciated knowing how to fight, but usually the only time she needed it was when a suspect got violent, or the occasional bar brawl. She'd asked Tomys to teach her enough to stay alive in her line of work, but beyond that hadn't much cared for learning sword fighting. Better to solve problems with her mind.


Ramus chuckled. "And how young were you when you started learning?"


"I don't know. It was about six years ago." Not too long after her parents were killed. As well as her job, she'd figured that if she could at least hold a sword, then she might be able to kill whoever had hurt her family. The irony that the person who taught her was the same one she'd ended up using the skills against wasn't lost on her.


"Six years! I have been training to fight since I was just a small pup, barely able to walk. My parents saw how big I was and figured I could make good money in the fighting rings. I got trained by some of the best in the city. And yet…" Ramus lifted his ax in one hand as if it weighed no more than a dinner knife. "You can almost hold your own. That is special."


"It's just luck." Skylar didn't like the attention. No matter how many times she got knocked to the sand, Chroniclers showed up to watch her training sessions. Some of them even had Notetakers who scribbled every detail of her defeats. Why? What were they hoping to see? How many times did she have to tell them that her killing Tomys had been luck. Nothing to do with skill.


Ramus and Skylar ambled across the training ground, toward the changing rooms.


"You agree with me, don't you?" Ramus said, face suddenly serious.


"About what?" Skylar said, buying herself precious seconds. Of course she knew what he was talking about. But how in the Pits was she supposed to answer? The Truth-sayer wanted her to make a miracle happen. But how could she? She didn't even know these people.

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
VIOIENCE





