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      The smell didn’t bother her. In fact she couldn’t smell it anymore, it was only because others always mentioned it that she was still aware of it.

      It was the same with the little ones, they soon forgot the smell after days of carrying the pots. They were the ones who had to fetch the pots and carry them back here so Bragg Clothier could do his work. Lani’s job was to work the vats.

      She had been a carrier when she first came to Barnen, it was what all the lost kids did. In theory they were being cared for by Despring, the town’s Thening priest, at his temple.

      The priest pretended that they were all part of his flock and he cared for them as a parent would. Instead they were a workforce he gave out to his preferred merchants and craftsmen in the city in return for favors or coin.

      Lani had been brought here when she was three or four. She couldn’t really remember exactly when and it wasn’t like anyone kept a record of that. If Despring knew any more he kept it to himself. She had tried to ask him once or twice in the early years but earned a whack across her legs or knuckles.

      The cane he used seemed to be more for that purpose than helping him walk. Lani had noted he had no problem walking without it but often made himself out to be a little lame, particularly around the people he did business with. Little things she noticed.

      She had lived in the old stable with all the other young ones up until recently. Now that she was older the priest’s hospitality was gone. She had to earn what she got or Despring would put her out on the street, as he constantly reminded her.

      As the boys got older they were apprenticed to local craftsmen, sent to work the Lord’s lands or taken in by the guard. The girls had limited choices.

      Lani had heard that in other places many of the young lived on the streets in a harsh life made up of scrounging and thieving. People didn’t commonly steal here in Barnen. The work of the guards captain Kyro had seen to that.

      Lani had seen the results of his tough stance on criminals. Maybe other captains didn’t cut off people’s hands or ears, or hang murderers above the market gate but it was how things were done around Barnen. She had heard some say that Barnen was the safest place in the realm.

      Every year the city grew bigger, more people arriving from outside, and with them came those that thought they could outsmart Kyro. It meant the stockade regularly had someone on show, typically without a hand.

      His eyes and ears throughout the city meant word traveled fast. Many feared him, although some of his men seemed to do as they please. Some things in Barnen happened out of sight.

      Once Despring had cursed Kyro out loud for bringing her to the town, not realizing she could hear him. She tried to ask him what he meant and only wore another bruise for it.

      She had a strange mix of feelings for Kyro de Guillan. There was some form of warm memory about him that she assumed originated from him being the one that had brought her to Barnen. She had learned that much about her past but no one would tell her any more. All she knew was that she had been alone and needed saving.

      He had never spent any time with her since bringing her to Despring. She had often dreamed that if she went to him he would take her in and become her adopted father but the first time she had been caught for stealing some food he had broken that illusion.

      She was only very young and didn’t actually think he would cut off her hand but the way he had become so angry had frightened her. At times she felt she could still feel his grip on her arm even though it was more than five years later.

      The last time had been the worst. One of his guards had found her inside a building she had no place being and dragged her to his office. While she had no stolen goods on her, there was a moment when she thought whatever it was that made him not punish her was gone. He had sat staring at her, saying nothing for minutes.

      Lani had considered asking him about her history and why he had protected her from his own rules. Then he told her that he could do nothing more for her. He told her that the next time she broke any of the city’s rules she would suffer the full weight of them, no matter what it was. He said that he had tried to give her every opportunity despite what had happened but she was an adult now and he could do no more. Before she could ask what he meant he had told his guard to get her out of his sight.

      “You taking the piss, girl?” Bragg’s voice brought her back from her daydream.

      “That won’t get any funnier, old man, no matter how many times you say it.”

      “You keep dozing off on your feet and one day we’ll find you drowned in all that piss. I’ll lose the whole batch of wool then. No one will want the dead girl’s cloth.”

      “Fat chance of that, no one could fall asleep in all this.”

      Lani kept walking around in the vat; it was truly mindless but it paid her basic coin that allowed her meager survival.

      Her feet were constantly wet, her skin puckered like the dried dates that she saw sometimes in the markets. The urine seemed to stop any diseases getting into her feet but it stung like hell if she had any cuts.

      She was the only one tall enough to walk the vats apart from Bray Fuller, but his mind was going and he would be found standing still in a vat as often as not. The movement of pressing the fabric was as important as soaking, the wool needing the urine to clean out all the oils.

      As jobs went it was probably the worst one in town but she’d been left with few choices. She’d tried to get a job as a server in an inn, but that didn’t last long. A customer had grabbed a full hand of her butt and ended up with a broken nose for it. The landlord didn’t take too kindly to that and wouldn’t have a word of her explanation.

      “What do you think you’re there for, girl?” he had told her as he shoved her out the door.

      She’d been lucky the patron hadn’t come after her; she’d heard he was too drunk to remember her face, but had been some caravan guard who thankfully had left soon after.

      The other girls she’d grown up with had mostly ended up in the whorehouses while a few of the meeker ones had become servants. Despring had tried getting her a servant role but she didn’t know when to hold her tongue and didn’t care for the haughty tones of the ladies and their friends.

      She smirked as she remembered the last one who was complaining about the way she was brushing her hair. Lani had grabbed a full handful of it and ripped it out telling her she was lucky she didn’t just cut it all off.

      Despring had whipped her legs properly for that one. It didn’t matter to Lani. She wasn’t going to wipe the backsides of some proper ladies and be their slave. And she wasn’t working a whorehouse either.

      It left her standing in piss all day walking in circles wondering if this was as good as her life was going to get. The smell seemed to follow her around, others wrinkling their nose at her. Even her hair had a lingering smell.

      It didn’t really matter. She had no friends, and no boy in his right mind wanted to hang out with the girl who smelled like she’d peed her pants.

      Spring was coming which she was thankful for, it meant the river would be warm enough for her to wash properly and remove the smell for a few months.

      Her best bet was to learn off Bragg Clothier and find a way to become a Cloth Maker. She watched him every day she was here, seeing what he did, who he bought from, how the wool was prepared and treated.

      Bragg had no children; his wife was barren or so he complained. Lani had never seen her in the yards. The business was Bragg’s place alone and only traders, suppliers and the little ones came around here.

      The Clothery was on the outside edge of the city close enough to the water that it needed to wash away all the run-off and dirt. Far enough away from the better folks’ homes, that the smell of the vats and dyes didn’t affect their posh lives.

      “Enough then, girl. Let’s get this fabric over to the washers before the light of the day is all gone.”

      Lani climbed out and she and Bragg drained the excess swill from the fabric, then moved it into a basket which they dragged over to one of the ladies that would rinse the urine and other ingredients out of the fabric.

      She walked through the water trough to at least make a semblance of cleaning her legs. Weaving her way through the drying lines under the big outer roofline, she bade Bragg farewell.

      He pulled a single coin out of his tunic pocket and handed it to her.

      “Tomorrow then?”

      Bragg shook his head. “Sorry, Lani, but there’s not enough for tomorrow.”

      “I work hard, Bragg, you know it.”

      “You do good, girl, but I can’t pay you for nothing. Sorry, but you know how it is. If I have extra I’ll call for you.”

      “Okay.” Lani knew she was being ungrateful but without the money she had little to get food with. “Don’t forget me.”

      Bragg chuckled, “You know I don’t. Now on your way, I’ve got things to do.”

      Lani turned and made her way back up Wool Street.
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      The winters in the northern half of Malamig were harsh, and this year had been a tough one. While Barnen wasn’t as extreme as the very northern towns, it endured several cold months. The arrival of spring in Barnen was the time Lani enjoyed the most. The river was now ice free and it flowed stronger as the land began to thaw.

      Soon enough would be the Day of Color celebration, the official beginning of spring. The week leading up to it was always a lot of fun, although the mess from the chalk march lasted for weeks after.

      Barnen seemed to turn on a wheel from being a quiet cold city to a noisy festive place. Much like how she imagined Nedor was all the time. Not that she’d ever been there or was ever likely to go.

      Hundreds of new people arrived in town full of life, new stories and energy. The inns and boarding houses were already filling up, and outside the old walls the temporary tent parks would burst into life.

      Today the market square was alive with people and the noises of an eager audience, their attention captured by the three performers in the center of the square. With winter mostly past the troupes would start to travel, and the early ones always attracted the biggest attendance, people needing to see something fresh after being hemmed in the town for too long.

      Lani leaned casually against the edge of a post set back from the main crowd, switching her attention between the act and the stallholders. Such a diversion was perfect for her, an opportunity to acquire fresher food without the normal risk it held.

      Her life didn’t offer much in the way of excitement – standing in vats all day and helping out the little ones was the sum total of it. Despite the threat of Kyro and his punishments Lani had found the rush of stealing occasionally gave her a thrill she couldn’t resist. She was good at it and had only once been actually caught with anything in her hands.

      Lani reached into her pocket and rolled the coin she’d earned with her thumb. If she spent this on something now there’d be nothing to feed the kin. As it was the single coin wouldn’t get her much for them anyway.

      As much as she wanted to just spend it all on herself, she knew if she didn’t look out for them no one would.

      She could hear the tone of Kyro’s voice in her head when he had told her there would be no more chances. Did he really mean it?

      Several town guards loitered about the edges of the crowd to make sure the enthusiastic small mob didn’t get out of hand, but of course were as distracted as everyone else by the entertainers.

      Sunlight reflected off the edge of a sword thrust high above the crowd, accompanied by the gasps from the crowd. As it reached its peak another followed it up. The main performer of the three stood underneath both blades juggling several brightly colored balls and almost absentmindedly caught and re-threw the swords as if they were just another ball.

      The sound of a lute played by another of the group accompanied his act, the pace of the tune picking up to match the speed of the jongleur. The third of the team stood off to the side and occasionally lobbed an apple across the center of the square in time for one of the swords to slice it in half as it ascended, the two halves flying off into the crowd.

      As the pace of the tune increased, Lani slowly moved across the back of the crowd and as she passed several stalls managed to slip some pastries and fruit into her shoulder bag without anyone the wiser. She continued her walk as if seeking a better position, acquiring a small pack of sweets wrapped in cloth from another stall, then stood at the rear of the crowd trying to peer over taller shoulders.

      In feigned frustration she meandered her way away from the crowd and headed into West Road, sticking to the side under the shadows, taking a roundabout path to where she wanted to go.

      No footsteps sounded behind her and no cry of alarm, so she relaxed a little, as much as she could, feeling pretty smug about her opportune timing. If she’d known of the entertainers in advance she still couldn’t have planned it any better.

      She began to imagine the taste of the pastries. It had been a long time since she had tasted something fresh from the baker. The days of porridge and stale bread were tedious and unchanging. It was hard to suppress the small grin on her face, and she decided to slip down Mill Lane and find a spot to taste one of them.

      Crossing across the lane as she headed further towards the old mill, she was startled by a voice.

      “Where you off to then, little Lani?”

      The dread of hearing his voice made her heart start beating faster. She spun on her heel, using her right hand to block out the bright early sun rising over the market. One of Kyro’s guards, Harsop, was heading down the road towards her. He was as recognizable by his bushy mustache as his bulging belly. On his tunic was their stitched badge showing the three triangles overlapping.

      “What’s it to you?” she threw back at him.

      “If I’m not mistaken you’ve been helping yourself to things you’re not been paying for, so what’s in that bag of yours?”

      “Just…” she stammered a little, “just my stuff. I’ve not taken nothing.” Lani had been walking backwards away from him while she spoke; he was still a ways up the road, and the lane now felt confining with its close walls.

      “Just stop right there! Don’t make me chase you and we’ll see exactly what you’ve got. I do like to catch myself a thief right before festival. Nothing Kyro likes more than a fresh hand to hang above the gates to remind everyone the price of stealing here. He’ll be well pleased with me.”

      “You’ve got the wrong person, Harsop. You know I am no thief.”

      He feigned a laugh, forcing it out to mock her. “We all know your days of protection are over, don’t we, Lani.”

      Lani’s heel caught on a paver jutting up from the old lane and she stumbled backwards, ending up on her butt wedged against the lane wall and a barrel. As she climbed to her feet she scanned the lane quickly. He’d caught up to her now.

      “Look at that, I didn’t even have to break a sweat to catch you. You’re making this too bloody easy, girl. Now, I want to see what’s in your bag?” He reached out to grab the strap of her shoulder bag.

      Lani turned her shoulder away from him, keeping the bag out of his reach.

      “What do you think you’re doing, girl. I’ve caught you and you’re coming with me. So show me what’s in the bag, unless you want to pay for your crimes in another way.” His eyes ran down her body as he sneered at her. “I’ve been watching you, girl. You’re that right age now. You shouldn’t be hanging with the little kids when there’s women’s work you should be doing.”

      “I’m not one of your girls, Harsop. I’ve told you.”

      “Oh, look how sassy we are. You’re in no position to be picking and choosing, are you?” He lifted her right arm in front of her face. “Will we take this hand, you think? It looks like a good one to lop off, thief.”

      Lani tried to free her arm but his grip was too strong.

      “Stop your squirming.”

      With his right hand he reached out again, her body still turned against him so the bag was tucked behind her against the wall. He put his hand on her breast and squeezed, causing her to grimace.

      “Looks like you’re blooming nicely under here. Bit small for my liking, but girl, nonetheless.”

      Lani fought against his grip more, but he just gripped her even harder. Tears welled up in her eyes from the pain. As she tried to buck him she cracked her shin on the barrel, causing her to cry out.

      “It ain’t me that’s hurting you, girl. It’s your own fighting. Stay still and let me check you out,” he chuckled. His slid his hand down her front and grabbed between her legs. “Now see how that’s not so bad, girl. All you need do is let me take you down the back here and we can sort out this matter. No need for you to lose a hand, whatsoever.”

      “No,” she cried.

      Lani’s vision was a little blurry from not being able to breathe, but she steadied herself as best she could. She tried to look back over his shoulder, looking for someone to help her but there was no one there. He’d been a lot smarter than she gave him credit for. The market was keeping everybody occupied. She knew what he was after and she wasn’t going to let him take her down the alley.

      “You’ll do just fine. When I’m done with you, you can start earning your keep with my little crew.”

      He pulled her out from the wall and forced her to walk farther down the lane. Harsop let go of her right wrist to grab her arm from behind, just above her elbow so he could control her walk.

      “Let go of me.” It didn’t matter what she said. He just laughed mockingly back at her.

      He slowed as they approached a small cross lane, that ran parallel to West Road but down toward the river. It was unlikely anyone would be out down here, as much of this section of the town was storage or unused until harvesting started.

      As they started to cross the lane his hand relaxed as he looked in both directions to check the way was clear. Lani took the opportunity the space provided.

      “Wait,” she said, turning slightly towards him.

      “What do you want?”

      “I’m coming with you, just stop hurting my arm. I know I’ve got no choice.” She turned her eyes up to look at him, trying to put a smile on her face.

      His eyes relaxed as she said it. It was enough of an unexpected interaction that he reacted without thinking. His grip eased enough that she could turn closer to him, bringing her body in towards his.

      “Not here, girl, just a bit farther …”

      He never finished the sentence. Her knee came up fast, as she drove it into his groin with all the force she could muster.

      He let go of her and she kicked his shin as she jumped back. She saw him doubled over, his hands grabbing between his leg, catching his breath. As he lifted his head to her, she turned and ran.

      “You’ll pay for that, Lani! You can run all you want, I know where you live! You’re mine now,” he yelled behind her.

      Rounding the end of the lane, she kept running down Mill Lane towards the river, out through the gate and across the rickety foot bridge.

      She kept running, trying to not think about what had just happened but charging away from town. Just away from where he was.

      Lani’s lungs were burning from running. She finally fell to a stop, collapsing down behind a small thicket. It was enough cover to hide from a casual inspection but not enough to hide in for long. Her chest was heaving and her mouth dry. It took some time for the shaking to ease.

      The other girls had warned her about what happened once you ‘came of age’, but she’d laughed them off and avoided everyone she could. She knew her safe place was the main reason he hadn’t caught up with her before. Did he know about that now? Was that what he meant?

      The thought made her shudder; that was her only safety, the only thing that was hers. Her stomach gave way and she vomited, tears streaming down her face as she emptied what little contents she had inside.

      Her hands and body still shook but Lani stood up and hooked her little bag back over her shoulder. She wiped her face with her sleeve and looked around the thicket. There was no one following her from town. She kind of knew that Harsop wouldn’t follow her, he’d just be waiting for her back in town.

      Thunder cracked in the distance, pulling her out of her thoughts. Lani looked to the southern sky and saw storm clouds heading her way. Several large raindrops fell on her. A late afternoon storm wasn’t what she needed right now. She knew she had to go back to town or find somewhere to rest out the night.

      The thought of going back into Barnen frightened her more now than staying out here alone. She would have to get to her warren when she was calmer and check if it had been violated. The wind had whipped up now and the rain as falling heavier. The only safe way back there now would be through the drains but with storm rains about to fall she wouldn’t get back in time to use them. No, there was no way she could go back to the city tonight.

      Gathering her breath and looking out cautiously from behind the thicket, she couldn’t see anyone else. Her choices were limited now, and the closest place was the woods west which the city used for logging. She would at least stay dry there. There was the woodsmen’s cavern further north but she wasn’t sure she had enough energy to walk that far.
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      The woods only provided some shelter from the rain and Lani was getting wetter. She was tired and her body felt like it was shutting down. Finally she slumped down against a tree and let the feeling of hopelessness wash over her.

      She didn’t care how wet she got anymore. She was cold already and that wouldn’t change with more rain. Sitting there on the ground was enough. With her head buried in her knees she tried to fall asleep but it wouldn’t come.

      An image of the woodman’s cave kept appearing in her mind. The vision of a dry warmer place to spend the night was appealing, except that she would have to move. Thunder cracked almost directly overhead from her and made her jump. The surprise broke the hold her thoughts had on her and she stood, unable to shake the feeling, to head to the cave. She pushed off from the tree that had been her shelter and trudged further into the woods.

      Even with no one around she was startled every time her feet crunched through the undergrowth or a branch pulled against her arms. Her heart still pounded, her eyes naturally scanning every direction, all her senses on high alert. What light left with the cloud cover was almost gone as she broke free of the tree line into the small clearing in front of the cavern entrance.

      Cautiously she crossed the open clearing towards the cave entrance, stopping on the well-worn road that ended in front of it. It was only twenty paces across – big enough to expose her, too big to easily escape.

      Pausing to acquaint herself with her surroundings, she realized that something wasn’t right and she wasn’t alone. Even in the fading light she could tell the ground around the entrance was heavily disturbed, as if something had been dragged through it.

      Lani stepped a little closer, the dry ground near the entrance drawing her towards it. As she got closer a familiar smell stopped her in her tracks. Despite the damp earthy aromas from the storm she knew this smell far too well.

      That smell of rancid blood and dirty wounds had lived with her since she was small. When you lived on the street you often carried some type of wound that healed slowly or came across a body down some alley or lane.

      There was no noise inside that she could hear. Without taking another step she reviewed her options quickly, her heart racing again. Was someone still in there? She listened, holding her breath, trying to detect if anyone was inside the cave.

      She couldn’t detect anything over the fall of the rain and wind in the woods. Despite those sounds there was unnerving stillness surrounding the area near the cave. She had few options now. She was exposed standing out in the open, and was drained. She hadn’t eaten for two days and her mouth was dry and acidic from vomiting. Could this day get any worse?

      Lani wanted to turn and run but she felt like she was being pulled towards the cave. Not physically, but it was as if her mind was being pulled there. She was just getting wetter standing in the rain. She either had to run or confront what or whoever was inside the cavern. She clenched her fists, scrunching her eyes as she cringed in on herself.

      “Who’s in the cavern?” she blurted out brashly, trying to mask her false bravado.

      No response. More silence.

      Despite a creeping sense of dread she tried to strengthen her tone. “I said, who is in the cavern?”

      The cough sounded like an explosion out of the silence and was followed by a sickly gasp. “I can’t move,” the cracked voice gasped out of the dark cave.

      A male voice. Another wet cough. Several gasps for air.

      “I don’t have much time left,” was all he said. Nothing more.

      There was a short scratching and a glow came out of the cave. A dull blue glow, enough to see within the cave but hardly enough to be noticed anywhere else. An unnatural glow that Lani couldn’t recognize from anything she’d ever seen. What makes a glow like that? Can I see him?

      “Are you alone?” she called out as she took several cautious steps closer to the cavern.

      She could hear his wheezy half breaths, but no movement from within the cave as she waited for a reply.

      “I am,” seemed to scrape out of his throat with great effort.

      Without other plausible options Lani cautiously crept closer. The trail leading up to her left away from the cave mouth, while steep and narrow around the rocks on the cavern roof, was clear and would be her best chance to escape if things turned bad. The glow weirdly didn’t get any brighter the closer she got. It just had a hue that enabled her to see inside without giving off any bright light. She could see his body slumped against the wall barely inside the cave mouth. He wasn’t going to be attacking her anytime soon.

      Backing along the wall from the entrance, Lani got within five feet of the stranger. In front of him on the ground a small stone was giving off the blue glow. What light it projected added a ghostly hue to him, and he looked bad enough as it was.

      On his lap sat an open journal and he had a quill in his hand as if he’d been writing in the dark. He put it down and barely lifted his head to look at her. “I won’t hurt you, I can’t move.”

      “What happened to you?” Lani was both concerned for him and wary.

      “Bandits. Tried to take my satchel,” he said, gasping for more air. “I got struck as I was finishing them off. A lucky strike.”

      “Lucky for who? You look like you’re dying.”

      He closed his eyes. She could see the pain through his gritted teeth. His gaunt face was covered in grime and dried blood that he had likely wiped across his face. A straggly beard, dirty and dark, hung off him like it didn’t belong.

      “Can I help you?” It seemed pointless, Lani was no healer, but it didn’t look like he was going to make it. There was no one around to help even if there was something to be done and she wasn’t going back to the city tonight, no matter the reason.

      It seemed like an age before he answered. “Nothing can be done.”

      Comfortable now that no one else was in the cave, Lani edged her way further in. His small sword lay near his limp left arm. He wasn’t going to be using it on her anytime soon and she almost felt herself relax a little.

      “Lani it’s okay.”

      She froze dead. Her heart seemed to pause in her chest, and she couldn’t seem to breathe as she struggled to stay upright, her legs ready to collapse under her.

      “What did you call me?” How did he know her name? She had never seen him before, yet he knew her name. She had been starting to feel in control of the situation. Now she tried to gather herself together to dash out the cave entrance.

      “I know things.” It came out with a cough. Blood followed.

      She knew she needn’t be frightened of him physically, and yet she was more worried than at any time today. Her life in Barnen usually brought her few surprises, but here lay a dying man who crafted magic light and could read your mind.

      “I know your name.”

      “How? I’ve never met you.” The time it took between his replies was making everything worse, her impatience building with every pause he took.

      “It’s a bit like the blue light. I have some—” he paused “—skills. I could sense you out there in the woods.”

      Lani waited, he didn’t seem finished.

      “I helped you choose to come here.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I,” he coughed, “spoke to your mind. Easiest way to explain it. Your mind let me know your name.”

      Lani shook from the wet and cold but also from what he was saying. “That sounds like magic, magic isn’t real.”

      “It’s real, Lani. You can see the light for yourself. How else would I know your name?”

      She had no answer that would make any sense. Staring at the blue light, she realized there was something different about him.

      “This hurts too much. I need to tell you something.” He slumped in pain, windless. The wheezing for air increased, the wetness in the sound readily apparent. Every word came at a cost now.

      “The bag…” More gasping. “.. Get it.”

      Past him on the far wall out of his reach lay a well-worn brown leather satchel, its strap coiled up underneath it.

      “Who are you?” She knew he couldn’t answer easily, but it was too much to take in. Why was he here and what bandits had he come across?

      “The … bag…” was all he could muster.

      Lani cautiously stepped sideways around the bottom of his feet and across to the satchel, swooping it up with one hand, and backing back over to the wall.

      As she opened the satchel she could have sworn she felt something move inside, but all she saw was something wrapped in a cloth pouch, a parchment folded sat on top and a small coin bag.

      “In that pouch, there is an amulet, a dangerous amulet. I was taking it to a friend. They will know what to do with it. It must be delivered. Everything depends on it.” The effort was drawing his last reserves. She watched him push himself back against the wall, grimacing in pain, to sit up a little more.

      “It wasn’t bandits exactly. Someone doesn’t want that stone to make its way south. Someone knows I took it, they …” He coughed, more blood coming out of his mouth. He seemed to be gritting through some pain. “… won’t be happy about it. But…”

      His eyes closed over a little. He waited and wheezed in some more air. Some more resolve. “It must be delivered. If it doesn’t get there, no one will know what’s coming.”

      “What is coming? Who did you take it from?” Lani rolled the clothed stone in her hand. She wondered what sort of amulet was worth dying for. Something very valuable, she imagined. If it was valuable she could trade it for money, get out of Barnen for good. She slipped it out of the cloth into her hand, her eyes captivated by its golden orange color, even in this poorly lit space.

      “Oh, it’s beautiful. Who did you steal it from?”

      The silence in the cave seemed to hold for an age before he forced out a response. “It’s worthless to anyone on this side of the Stepping Isles. It is no jewel… It’s evil.”

      “Evil, you say? How can a stone be evil? I think you are lying to me to finish your deed. I think it’s my amulet now and I’ll decide what I do with it.”

      He gasped, horror written across his already deathly face. He dragged his right arm across his body and struggled with a pocket on the front of his gambeson. Without the use of his other arm he could hardly get his fingers inside. Bit by bit he reached in and pulled out something in his hand. He flicked it as far as he could toward Lani, as a small cloud of shiny dust flew in front of her, strange light bursting in tiny pixels from it and sharp crackling sounds.

      Her concentration broke in fright at the strange cloud and noises. Looking down she felt the weight of the amulet unnaturally heavy in her hand, and without thought opened the pouch to it. The pouch seemed to draw it in like invisible tentacles, grasping it and dragging it in. As soon as it was all wrapped up, her head seemed to clear and the thoughts she had had seemed to slip away. It was as if she could see everything in a different light. She looked around but nothing had changed. The cave was still the same and the glow a deep blue that only just let off enough light.

      “What did you do? What was that light? What is this amulet and pouch doing?” Lani dropped the pouch to the ground while fighting the part that had liked having it out.

      “The pouch, it stops the evil creeping out … from that stone. It will try and protect you from it but only if you let it.”

      “I forgot to warn you about the pouch before you picked up the satchel. It was already working on you… the stone when you opened the pouch. Your greed was fueled by it. Without the pouch and the knowledge, you would just leave with it, and they will find you.”

      The effort was getting too much. He desperately tried to suck in bursts of air. His eyes stayed closed. He slumped and appeared almost asleep, or worse.

      Lani moved closer, lifted a small water skin that sat beside him, and tipped some into his lips. He sucked it in as best he could.

      “Who will find me?”

      He grunted. She wasn’t sure what to do. The fear had been replaced with concern. Concern for him, concern for herself. There was nothing she could really do for him now. The cut across his gut was too deep, and the amount of blood pooled in the dirt below him was too great. A small bunch of flies were already buzzing about and crawling on him. She made sure the stone was back in the satchel and snapped it closed.

      Stepping around him, Lani gathered what he had dropped in the cave when he’d been dragging himself in. A coat, the sword and the satchel.

      He lifted his head with a start. It caught Lani by surprise and she jumped back. He wheezed harder. His voice was almost gone.

      “Let me finish my writing. Then I will tell you more.”

      Lani wrapped his coat around herself and watched him painfully writing words into the journal. She couldn’t make out the ink from where she stood, not that it would matter as she couldn’t read anyway. He struggled dipping into the small pot on the ground but eventually finished and closing the journal put his quill down.

      “Listen now. You must…  My name is Ashantha Pebruin. In this journal is all the knowledge my people will need to know—” he stalled, letting some blood run out his mouth “—about the amulet and what happened to me.”

      “What people?”

      “I come from,” he paused again, “a private group of people. They look after things without everyone knowing.”

      “What things?”

      “Lani!” he barked at her. “I don’t have long left, let me tell you.”

      She had to wait for him, the outburst causing him more pain. “Sorry.”

      “The amulet comes from Enderk. They want to do something bad with it. I made some notes.” He wiggled the closed book on his lap. “There is something wrong with that stone, it tries to control your mind and make you do things. Don’t let it out.” He stopped, his head dropping to his left.

      Lani tried more water but his mouth could hold nothing, he was slipping away. He grabbed hold of her wrist, surprising her. There was a strange strength in his grip belying the state of him. His dark brown eyes bored into hers. He said nothing to her but she felt sorry for him like she would do anything he asked, not that she could save him.

      “A long way south. Callet…Go to Callet. Take the amulet and my journal.

      “Lani. You must. Or all is lost. You must get to Bossu. He’s safe. Trust only him with this. Bossu. Safe. He’s the key. Only Bossu.” His hand fell away as the last of his strength faded away.

      “Where?”

      “Callet… He’s safe… Song…”

      “Song? Do you mean strong?”

      “Weaver… Song weaver.”

      “What was that?” Lani asked desperately, his words faint and empty as his breath died within him. “Don’t die, tell me what you mean!”

      His head dropped and his body slumped to his left onto the ground. A chill came across the cave and then passed, and a hollow whistle sound seemed to escape his mouth and blew from him out the entrance and off into the night. On his left hand a small ring went red momentarily and then returned to its silvery color.

      All Lani could think was that this was a dream, it was too surreal to be true. She stared at his dead body, squatting beside him holding the water skin, the blue light was fading fast and the darkness was claiming back the cave.

      Creeping to the back of the cave, stunned and silent she slid down the wall and sat in the farthest spot from the entrance. Her head ached. Too much had happened today. The blue light finally went out, its very existence intrinsically linked to the dead man.

      Too tired now to think or to move, Lani finally dozed off despite the dread and worry in her mind.
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      Tillandra rose from her bed, feeling older and colder this morning than she had for quite some time. What sleep she had managed had been fitful. That wasn’t unusual, sleep wasn’t something she got a lot of.

      She was receiving a feeling she couldn’t get a grasp on. Nothing she could put it down to but there was something wrong. Her senses knew it and she had lain awake much of the night trying to get a bearing on what it was.

      Remembering that today was the council meeting for the Court, she sighed a little. The meetings were an effort at the best of times, but having a tired mind before it started was not going to help her. She grabbed a woolen poncho draped across her bed end and slipped it over her head, letting it wrap her in its warmth.

      There was a knock at the door and Milfred let himself in, carrying her morning chai and some water.

      “Hello, M-m-mother. I heard you were awake and thought you might care for this in here.”

      ‘Milfred, how on earth do you do that? I’ve been up not more than a few minutes and yet you have a hot drink ready for me.”

      “S’just my way, M-m-mother. You are up early today. A busy day ahead?” He had always refused to call her Tillandra to avoid his stutter.

      “I can’t say I slept that much at all last night,” she replied. “Something seems to be on my mind, and I can’t work it out.”

      Tillandra held the warm cup between her hands and blew across the mug before sipping lightly on the tea.

      “I think I’ll take breakfast in here this morning, I’d like some time to myself to clear my head.”

      Milfred nodded and headed out in his shuffling gait, shutting the door behind him.

      I don’t know how he does it, the little imp, Tillandra thought, laughing under her breath. Most people were ‘little imps’ to her. When you were over seven foot tall, the height could be a curse and blessing wrapped in one. She sipped some more of the chai, hoping it would warm out the cold feeling she had worn all night.

      The chai was the greatest thing she had found in a very long time. It was a souvenir from Satama where she had found a unique tearoom in the back of an import/export shop. They sourced the tea from across the Western Sea. The brewers would reveal nothing more than that, and the unique combination of spice and tea was far superior to anything she could find elsewhere on Dharatan. She took another sip, letting the aromas creep up her nose and the liquid roll down her throat, warming as it went.

      Sitting in her room Tillandra tried to work out what she was feeling. That was the problem with the visions she received, they came to her like puzzles. Often they came over many days in a series of impressions or images and she had to put them together to make sense of them.

      This feeling was different. It felt sad and frightened more than anything else. She would have to wait until she received more before she understood it, she guessed. There wasn’t anyone else in the college that had more experience with the premonitions that she could discuss hers with. And much of what she received had to be kept private. At times she wondered if she should journey to the Tellers. Could they teach her how to use her skill better?

      The meeting today would start after the middle day meal and drag on late into the evening. They were the part she liked the least about her role. Having to make the final decisions didn’t come easily to her. Most of the time she wasn’t sure she was the right person to do that. Where she could, she let the vote unfold and avoided adding her own vote as the decision was already made.

      She knew the Court was the only way they could manage what Anderwell had become. The Circuit was a thriving enterprise in its own right and there were too many parts for it to be managed by just one person. That didn’t change the feeling of dread she got before each monthly meeting.

      Once her chai and breakfast was finished she made her way to her office on the ground floor. Milfred had read her mind again and started the fire in there. Any chill the room would have had was mostly gone now.

      Her desk was covered in papers, and several open books. The books readily drew Tillandra’s attention. Research was her favourite thing. The larger of the two tomes was a book of crude maps. Map books had become a popular trend. A new group of cartographers were trying to out-chart each other. The competition didn’t always make for better quality though.

      Her experience on the Circuit told her how good the cartographer was, and this particular edition was one she liked for how close it was to her memories of the areas it covered. Reluctantly she closed it and its companion and moved them to a side table. The reports about the college, in front of her, had to be ready for the meeting, and poring over maps wouldn’t help finish them.

      A rap on her door grabbed her attention. “Come.”

      Milfred opened the door and stepped into the office. “Will you want to take lunch in here today?”

      Tillandra pondered it for a moment, looking back at her desk. “Yes I think so, Milfred. I’m not ready for the meeting yet and I might have to work through and eat as I go.”

      He nodded, “Will you need anything else until then? I would like to start preparing things for the m-m-meeting.”

      “I’ll be fine, Milfred. You have enough to do today and I won’t be moving from here.”

      He left the room without another word and quietly closed the door behind him.

      Tillandra looked back at the list of students she had been reviewing. The college still amazed her.

      Some days she couldn’t believe the world she now lived in and the good she knew they were doing. All of these students would have been lucky to survive on their own, cast out by their families or towns. Here in Anderwell they all had a place and for the special few amongst them maybe even more.

      There was little to report on about them so she moved on to the issues she was facing with the growing numbers they were now trying to teach. They might have to change how things would work moving forward and that always stirred up the meetings.
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      As Tillandra reached the bottom step she could hear raised voices coming from the entrance to the Map Room. She hurried along the corridor and as she turned the last corner could see Lionel and Beantic kneeling beside Milfred.

      “What happened?” She struggled to control the tone of her voice.

      Lionel stood up and turned to her. “He’s okay now. He had a little incident with the door.”

      “What do you mean with the door?”

      “I was finishing setting up, M-m-mother, and dropped one of the candles. As it rolled toward the door I reached out to stop it. I must have gotten too close.” Milfred pushed himself up and slowly stood.

      “You know the door is protected, Milfred.”

      “I know, M-m-mother. I didn’t try to go in, I just reached out to stop the candle.”

      Tillandra could see the concern about what had happened on his face. She put her hand on his shoulder. “Do you feel okay?”

      He nodded. “A little foolish but luckily I was just thrown backwards against the wall.”

      “Well that’s a lesson I hope you won’t need to learn again. No one without the ring can enter here. Hopefully you won’t suffer too many bruises. We can finish off here, you go and rest your body.”

      “No, m-m-my job is to guard the stairs while you meet and fetch what you need. I can do that.”

      “You sure?”

      “Yes. Please don’t worry about me.”

      Tillandra patted him gently on the back and turned to the others. “Alright, let’s get inside and set up, we have a lot to cover.”

      Lionel and Beantic gathered candles and cups from the table Milfred had set up outside the Map Room. Tillandra picked up her leather fold and grabbed one of the large water jugs. The room was dark and still. A faint glow came from the small blue lights in the center of the room.

      Lionel began placing candles into the eight recesses around the large oval wooden table. He left the room and came back in with a lit taper, and set the candles alight.

      Tillandra looked at the large table as it became visible. She always marveled at how the huge piece of wood had been placed here. It had clearly been cut from the base of a massive tree. It would have taken many people to move it and to smooth the surface.

      As she placed her papers on it she ran her finger along the outline of the map carved into it. If any of the new breed of cartographers could see this map their minds would burst. She looked at the tip of Daskare, where she sat, and her eyes wandered up to the cluster of blue lights over Anderwell.

      Not only was the map of Dharatan intricate and detailed, whatever magic directed their society showed the location of each of the ring wearers. The five of them who were based here in Anderwell were all clumped together on the map, making the light bigger and bolder.

      She looked up as Toolet came into the room. “Good afternoon, colleagues.”

      Beantic hurried over and embraced her. “Hello, Toolet, I always miss seeing you when you’re buried in your numbers.”

      “The lead up to these meetings is always a busy time, Beantic, the days just disappear.”

      “Can we finish bringing everything in while we wait for Junther?” Tillandra asked.

      “It’s all done, Mother, they can just settle in,” Lionel answered for them.

      Toolet unhooked herself from the bursting satchel over her shoulder. It took her several goes to hoist it up onto the table above her. Once she appeared satisfied it wasn’t going to fall, she climbed up into her chair and shuffled the cushions there so she could easily reach the table.

      Tillandra leaned back in her chair and let her eyes run over the line of masks on the far wall. There were lamps at either end and they cast a somber light over the exact likenesses of the members of their Court who were no longer with them.

      She settled on the face of Ninarto, her mentor. Ninarto had been such a strong leader who everyone respected. Tillandra could only wish she had half of her talent. The disease that took her from them had been cruel. Over several years her body had slowly shut down on her until she was unable to breathe. They could never find a cause, or a cure.

      I wish you were here to help me, Narty, there’s so many things I don’t understand.

      The last of the group hurried into the room, a man of some age, his long silver hair parted exactly in the middle of his head with both sides flowing down to his waist.

      “Am I the last?” he asked a little breathlessly.

      “Yes, Junther,” Lionel said.

      “Sorry for that.” Junther pushed the door closed with his only hand. While no one could physically get into the room, what was discussed was for no one else’s ears either. The solid wooden door sealed tightly into its frame, blocking any sounds from leaving.

      As Junther sat, Tillandra quickly looked about the group assembled, raised her bauble and tapped the table three times. The sound echoed around the hushed room. “Court is now in session.”

      “Hard to believe it’s been another month already,” chirped Lionel while tamping his pipe.

      “It truly is, Lionel. It does feel that time is speeding up. As soon as I feel like I’ve finished my work from the last meeting I seem to be preparing for this one.” Tillandra finished shuffling the papers in front of her.

      “Junther, did you want to run through the notes from last time before we move on to the reports?”

      He was sitting furthest away from her on her right and nodded as he lifted a sheet of paper. “There were only a couple of items that I haven’t already heard back on. The first of those was to do with the missing funds from Vidus. Any word, Toolet or Lionel?”

      “They showed up about a week after our last meeting, correct, Toolet?”

      Toolet shuffled through her notes and nodded. “Yes, that’s correct, I have them as received.”

      “What was the reason for the delay?” Tillandra queried Lionel.

      “Nothing more than the weather from what I can tell. It’s the first time that courier has been behind, so I don’t have any other concerns, but I will be monitoring them over the coming runs. They are new to this area, so hopefully it is just about adjusting to the new routes.”

      Junther looked at Tillandra. “Settled then?”

      Tillandra looked around the table. “Does everyone agree?” The others all nodded back at her.

      “The last matter related to your questions about our security here in Anderwell, Mother. You raised questions about who was overseeing the guards and their training. Toolet, do you have an update on that?”

      “I do. Did you want me to answer it now or as part of my report?”

      “If you’ve got it covered in your report we might as well leave it in there then.” Lionel put his paper down, lining up the sheets perfectly, tapping them multiple times to make sure they were all neat. He took his pipe out of his mouth and set to lighting it.

      “I’ll start like usual then.” Tillandra looked down at her top sheet. “The College. We still only have the two Prospects. There doesn’t seem to be much change there, but at the moment that shouldn’t cause us any concern.”

      “Are they ever likely to be ready?” Beantic’s head twitched as she spoke, her tic a constant whenever she spoke to others. “Are they real prospects or just the best hopes we think we have?”

      “I’m not sure what you mean?” Tillandra felt a little annoyed by the question.

      “Being the most recent person to take the Audition I feel like I have a good understanding of what it was like to be a Prospect. To me I knew I was ready. I knew I was the ONE.” The last word was shouted, not by choice, but as a part of how her mind and body dealt with her condition. “Do either of the Prospects seem so confident?”

      “Not all of them are as bold as you were, Beantic. And to be honest I don’t know the answer. I’d be more concerned if we have to run an Audition, but as we don’t, I feel like we don’t need to worry too much about them at this point.”

      “My point is that we have to give up resources to train them. If they are unlikely to ever be right perhaps we should put them out to work and use the teachers more productively?” She placed her hands firmly down on the table in front of her as she finished, her head flick making the movement even more dramatic.

      Tillandra always felt a little attacked by Beantic, but knew it was mostly because she came across as aggressive. She was working on practicing to not take it so personally and see through the manner of Beantic’s delivery to the message underneath.

      “Does anyone else feel the same way?”

      The table was silent for a moment or two. Lionel exhaled a cloud of smoke and spoke up, “I understand Beantic’s point, and to a degree share it, but for now I think we’ve other things to deal with. I don’t feel we need to decide now.”

      No one else spoke up.

      “Junther, record Beantic’s concerns and I’ll consider them prior to the next meeting.” She took a deep breath. “Our Patroned are all fulfilling their roles. We have another season before I’d be considering looking for any changes amongst them. In the Gleemen we have a full class of those who have returned from the Circuit. Nothing much to report there. They are using their season off the road to refresh their routines.”

      Tillandra took a large sip from her cup, allowing anyone time to speak up if they had questions.

      “Our Trainees are being sorted as usual, depending on what classes they show an affinity towards. I have a concern about a couple of the teachers we have. I feel like one or two of them are probably at the end of their time. I need to spend some time visiting their classes to settle on my decision. That means I will need your help, Lionel, to select their replacements from the current Circuit.”

      Lionel nodded but drew back in on his pipe and didn’t reply.

      “I am very excited about the Hospitality section. It’s going a lot better than I expected at this stage, and it is going to open a number of new possibilities for us.”

      “Better food at our meetings?” Beantic laughed as she said it.

      “Funny, Bea. The options for us to place people in kitchens, farms and the like is going to allow us much greater insight to what is happening. I am glad we did it. The numbers are small and it will decimate our numbers when we send the first batch out.”

      “There a Fool’s Cart due soon, maybe that will provide some new likely candidates.” Junther looked up from his note-taking.

      “That’s helpful. I think it is going to take some time to get the numbers to the level we need. Think about the scale if we were to just put one person in every major kitchen across Dharatan. It could take us years to get the right people.”

      No one else added a comment.

      Tillandra continued, “I am starting to think about looking at our current crop of Trainees, and seek to move some of them. We’ve been so focused on our Gleemen, we’re bursting at the seams throughout that part of the college. This brings me to the last matter, which is space. There’s no capacity for us to fit in any more trainees within the Gleemen section of the college, and in fact the college as a whole is running out of room. Any ideas about how to handle this?”

      “Do we need to keep taking on so many?” Toolet asked. “Everyone we train costs us double of someone who works around the city. We need more people working, not just at school.”

      “It makes sense to move people into Hospitality if that’s short on numbers. I second what Toolet asks. Do we need to keep adding so many new trainees? From my perspective the Circuit is full and I can’t see me fitting anyone new in for a year or more. So perhaps we need to start restricting them to only those who show some special talent?”

      “If you look around the city you can see its suffering. Sorry, Toolet, but it is. Why not put more to work there? And what of our guards, weren’t we going to bolster them?” Beantic shuffled around in her seat as she spoke.

      “Okay, hold on, that’s multiple things all at once. Can we stick to the topic?” Tillandra raised her voice a little.

      “So what are you proposing then, Mother?” Junther quietly asked.

      “That we move people out of the Trainees and into Hospitality, or if the need’s there elsewhere as well.”

      Junther stretched out his neck and back and spoke a little louder, “All in favor then?”

      Everyone at the table said, “Aye.”

      “Passed then.”

      “Good, I’ll work out specifics then with you, Toolet, about what you need and I’ll start bolstering the other group as well. I’ll defer the discussion about the guards to her as well. That’s all I’ve got for you all.” Tillandra pushed her notes away and sat back in her chair.
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      Toolet stood up in her seat, something she always did when it was her turn to speak. It was either to make herself appear bigger or simply because standing on the floor wasn’t practical around such a tall table. She cleared her throat and began.

      “As my dear friend has so simply put it, the city is starting to look worse for wear. I’ve raised the matter before and there’s not an easy solution except getting more hands to work on maintenance and cleaning. The cost of that becomes an issue as well. I’ll get into the finances shortly but from the numbers I’ve calculated I can easily add another thirty or so people to the city crews for general work. That will free up some of my craftsmen to get started on the most important construction work.”

      “As for the city guard, we have an overall problem there.”

      “Which is?” Lionel asked.

      “There’s a particular set of needs for people to be guards and we can’t grow the guards if we don’t have the right type of people. I can’t make a complete garrison with them all being less abled and we’re not attracting in any new outsiders that might help me solve it.”

      “We don’t have enough already?” Lionel spoke over the pipe still in his mouth.

      “Not for a city this size. I’m also worried that as word about the size of the city spreads we’re going to attract more of the less than ideal types. We simply don’t have a force, we have a showing.”

      “Where would we get more of the ‘right’ types from then?” Junther asked.

      “I don’t have any idea. I need help.”

      “Sounds like I need to put word out on the Circuit for likely possibilities.” Lionel put his pipe down on a plate and made a note on the top sheet of his papers.

      “So who will train these new recruits if you do find them, Toolet? Without Ashantha to teach them how to fight, won’t we just have a bunch of well-dressed outsiders?” Beantic’s voice was raised more than usual.

      “Easy, Bea. Captain Yelder is doing a fine job. He might not be as skilled as Ashantha, but then few are. And besides we can’t sit on our hands while we wait for his return.”

      At the mention of their colleague’s name Tillandra casually lifted her gaze up the table to the northern realms and towards The Stepping Isles leading to Enderk. As she did a gasp burst out of her mouth in surprise.

      Everyone looked around at her.

      “What is it, Tillandra?” Lionel asked.

      She raised her hand and pointed to the table, “He must be back!”

      They all looked to the end of the table near Beantic.

      “It’s been so long I didn’t even pay attention to the lights. My goodness. And you haven’t heard from him?” Beantic asked, looking back at Tillandra.

      She shook her head. “Not a word. I wonder how long that’s been there?”

      The group rarely had reason to check on the locations of their small group, and the Court meetings were monthly.

      “It’s very strange he hasn’t tried to contact me. I wonder what that means?”

      The room sat silent for a few minutes while everyone considered the meaning of Ashantha’s return.

      “One can only hope this is good news. Having a light missing from the tables been quite disconcerting.” Junther was always the most serious of them and Tillandra could see the concern on his face.

      “It appears that’s the same spot as when it was last visible on the map. Do you agree?” Beantic was staring at the light near her.

      They all nodded in unison.

      “Can you remind me why it was that the light disappeared, Tillandra?” she asked.

      “He had a glove that blocked it. There was no way that he could wear the ring publicly in Enderk. His goal was to be captured as a slave and go unnoticed, apart from his obvious foreignness. If he was wearing such a ring he would have stood out. Not only that, if someone tried to remove it there would have been problems.”

      “Then we will have to wait until he sends word or contacts you, Mother?” Junther absentmindedly flicked his same ring with the thumb on his right hand.

      “Yes, Junther.” Tillandra stared along the large oval table to where Ashantha’s light shone. Was she mistaken or did it look very weak? She shook her head. “Sorry, Toolet, why don’t you continue, there’s nothing we can do about Ash at this time.”

      “Thanks, Mother, and also you, Lionel. Before I go into the finances does anyone have anything they want to raise about the city?”

      Tillandra leaned forward. “I am becoming worried about how much accommodation we have. When I am out, I get a sense that we’re almost at capacity. Is that true?”

      “It has been raised by our City Mayor. She’s been concerned for a while now and wants an answer about when she can get more building underway in the western quadrant.”

      “What’s the reasons against it?” Tillandra asked.

      “Same as always. Money.”

      “Maybe you should go on to the finances then.”

      “Alright. As always the books of account are in my office if anyone wants to dig into the detail. I’m confident they are accurate according to the information I have received. The area that always worries me a little is the Safe Houses. I get reports about how much they hold, but no one ever audits them, so there’s that possibility that they are incorrect.”

      “You think someone might be skimming them?” Lionel jumped in.

      “I have no reason to believe that or the opposite. I’m just saying, again, that I don’t actually know. At some point I think we need to audit them.”

      The room was silent while they considered it, before Tillandra spoke up. “Junther, please add a note that we need to consider auditing the Safes, and everyone give it consideration for the next meeting. Toolet, can you put forward the pros and cons of options on how and who might do that?”

      “Yes, Mother. Overall we’ve grown our holdings which is unique in that it has happened over the winter in the north. Partly it’s because Nedor has removed restrictions on traveling troupes, no thanks to Goran, and that has helped the flow of the Circuit to the north.”

      “But aren’t they locked down up there through winter?” Lionel coughed slightly as he exhaled.

      “These figures reflect what was taken prior to the slowing down. There’s always a month or two delay in the numbers coming through, for obvious reasons.”

      “So how does that affect the city and our needs here?” he asked.

      “You all know I prefer a conservative approach to our funds, particularly with the city growing but we’re holding more than I think we need for the foreseeable future. I think it’s time to release funds to start more construction here. Any objections?”

      “How much construction?” Lionel seemed to be leading the questions about the matter.

      “I think at least half of the remaining space we have there.”

      “That much?” asked Junther.

      “Yes. We need to be catering for next year, not just now. I’ve looked at the calculations and because the north is about to open up I think we’ll not touch our long term reserves at all. We can fund this from recent receipts and what I expect to come in.”

      No one else spoke up.

      “We also need to take a good look at the guards’ accommodation, I’m not sure we can grow them much further without more living quarters. I’ll budget for that for our next meeting.”

      “Shall we take a vote then? All in favor of Toolet’s request to commence construction?”

      Everyone spoke their agreement and waited until Junther had finished writing it down.

      “Anything else?”

      “Not now, I need help from Lionel about finding possible recruits before I propose anything.” Toolet sat down and appeared to relax a little.

      “Lionel?” Tillandra turned to him.

      “I think mine might be the quickest of all of you today. As Toolet just mentioned, the northern realms are heading into spring which means the Circuit will open up fully. There’s a flurry of activity up that way but nothing out of the ordinary. The troupes and travelers all know their routes, and are well practiced at it.”

      He paused and took several sips from his cup. “I’ve placed several apprentices into some of the older troupes, all as helpers, but also I want to mix things up next year. We’ve had the same groups together for many years now, and I think it’s a mistake. They can become comfortable with each other and they become too repetitive for the villages they visit.”

      “How did that go down?” Beantic asked.

      “A few grumbles, but only because they have to look after someone new. I haven’t made it public what my intention is for next year, so I’d appreciate it if that doesn’t leave the room.”

      All the heads around the table nodded at his request.

      “I haven’t solved the problem of getting people based in Morska through the winter. We are allowed to travel through, but Kamasa is particularly difficult to get anywhere near. Things will slow down now through Kysten, Daskare and Vodotok due to autumn beginning down this way.”

      “What of the traveling fair idea in northern Kysten?” Tillandra asked.

      “It wasn’t ready for this year, Mother. There’s a few things I still want to resolve about that, and I think I’ll need to be there for the first time. It will be a certainty for next year.”

      “Anyone obvious you think might be the right candidates for teaching?” she asked again.

      “There’s a few that are getting long in the tooth. Several suffered longer winter illnesses this year by all accounts, so I’ll draw up a short list. I think there’s a couple of others that need to come in but who probably aren’t suitable for teaching.”

      Tillandra moved forward in her chair and turned side on to the table, as she tried to stretch out her back and shoulders. It hit her like a blasting wind. What she knew as The Whistle came at her across the table, knocking her from her chair and onto the floor. She felt her head crack on the floor and just as the blackness fell over her she heard the name that always came with the whistle. Ashantha.
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      “Mother, can you hear me? Mother?”

      Tillandra cautiously opened her eyes, and could see Beantric standing with Milfred beside her bed.

      “Good, you’re back with us. Dear Thenis, you gave us such a scare when you collapsed.”

      “I think I banged my head,” she whispered, reaching up to the sore spot behind her right ear.

      “When you fell off the chair you cracked your head heavily on the floor.”

      “Where are the others?”

      “We suspended the meeting, we’ll finish it off later. They’re all downstairs waiting for you to wake up.”

      “How did I get…?”

      “Lionel, Milfred and I carried you here. You’ve been out for quite some time. We were all becoming concerned.”

      “Can I get you a drink, M-mother?” Milfred asked.

      She gently shook her head sideways. As she remembered hearing the name passing down the whistle, tears formed in her eyes and ran down her cheek.

      “What is it, Tillandra?”

      Closing her eyes, she gasped for breath, feeling the wrench of her heart, and dropped her head into her hands.

      “Are you okay?” Beantric sounded concerned.

      It took her a minute to compose herself enough to talk. “We lost Ashantha! He’s gone.”

      The connection Mother Folly had with Ashantha was strong, after a lifetime working together. The magical connection she had to her Jesters was like an ethereal cord that snapped back at her when it was broken. It had only happened once before in her role leading their society, but each time it had hit her hard.

      “But Ash, he wasn’t sick? I thought he was gone away?” Milfred appeared perplexed by the news.

      “We only just found him, Mother, I think you’re confused.” Beantic looked at her as if Tillandra was suffering from her head knock.

      “The whistle, Bea, that’s how I know. You heard it?”

      “Yes.”

      “That happens when one of us passes and I hear their name on it. It is the most horrible way to find out.”

      “I will tell the others. They will want to know what happened.”

      “I don’t know what happened. I’d say this is what’s been behind my odd mood the last few days. He must have been very unwell, and I was feeling his life slipping away. If only I’d known.”

      She gazed across the room and out at the darkness of the early evening, her head still rattled by the effects of the connection breaking and banging it on the ground.

      Tillandra nodded. “I must find out what happened. I need to follow his trail.”

      “Is that such a good idea after your head knock?” Beantic asked. “It’s draining enough at the best of times.”

      “I need to do this, Bea. I will be fine.”

      Tillandra would need to compose herself to reach back out to his Majimag, the last trace of his spirit, and she needed to do it soon. There was always a trace that hung about for a brief period after a death. If she did it straight away she could connect to that and didn’t need to use another life force. There were many things she could learn by touching his trace. She started to calm her breathing, and bring her mind fully back into the room, focusing on her present space.

      Milfred trimmed the candles so that there was only a small amount of light in the room.

      “I’ll wait outside in case you need m-me.” He and Beantic left the room.

      Tillandra made herself comfortable and drew her focus to the center of her forehead. Within a minute she found herself in what they called the Void. She brought Ashantha’s face to mind and began to seek out the trail.

      The signal was weak and she was glad she hadn’t left it any longer, as it would soon expire. He must have been very weak when he passed, she thought. It was very dark in the space where she found his body. It was barely visible to the naked eye but his form left other traces that Tillandra could see.

      Her face tightened as she observed what she could. As her view improved she could see what looked to be a cave of some sort. Ashantha appeared to have taken several sword blows to his middle, and had died bleeding out. He was very thin, a shell of his former self. The toll of the mission had obviously been hard on him. Tillandra felt anguish from seeing how he had died and at losing such a good friend, coupled with guilt at having sent him to that fate.

      The telltale lines were showing around his face. When one of their kind died the mask that they took on during the Audition peeled off and retained the look of its wearer. No one else knew of this, and even the students were not privy to the knowledge that they stored the old masks in the map room.

      Her pain at seeing Ashantha’s dead body had distracted her from her task. She scanned his surroundings looking for any other clues as to where he was. Lying beside him on the ground was what looked like his journal. A quill lay beside it, which she hoped meant he had been writing down what had happened to him in Enderk.

      She became cautious when she sensed another person in the cave. She wasn’t sure if others could sense her when she did this, nor what it might mean if they did. She drew in a few breaths and scanned the rest of the cave looking for the other presence.

      At the back of the cavern she saw another body, slumped against the wall. There was little Tillandra could see of the person. They were huddled in on themselves as if sleeping. Carefully pulling back to not alert whoever was there, Tillandra retreated from the cave and brought her mind back to the void, and then into her room.

      As she closed the connection she realized she had been holding her breath at the end, unsure of who the other person in the cave was.

      The only other time she had done this before had been emotional but uneventful. She had observed a body and could confirm the passing, but this was different. Now she had more questions than answers.

      She was most concerned about why he had not contacted her since his arrival back on Dharatan. That was most unlike him. What had happened on his mission over the water? His journal would be the only way they could find out now. Whoever the stranger was, they could not be left with his things. Those items needed to be retrieved and maybe whoever it was could provide important information about what had happened. Tillandra would like to speak to them very much!

      “Oh, poor dear Ashantha!” she whimpered.

      After a couple more breaths she rose, cautiously walked over and opened the door.

      “Milfred, are the others still here?”

      “Yes, M-mother.”

      “Help me downstairs please, we’ll need to get back to the map room, there’s much to discuss.”

      “Is that such a good idea? You look weary.”

      “I’m fine. It needs to happen, there’s nothing that can be done about it. This changes everything. We’ll need firewood for the map room as well, I think it’s going to be a long night.”

      “I’ll arrange it, M-mother.”

      He held her arm as they made their way down the stairs to the main room below, then he grabbed his coat as he swung the wooden door open and stepped out into the dark cool evening.
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      The room seemed darker despite the added firelight. Tillandra felt a chill that was deeper than the coolness of the room, and she knew it was the loss of Ashantha that lay deep in her heart.

      Everyone was waiting on her. They had all expressed their concern about continuing so soon after what had happened, though she assured them she was fine. They still had much of their other business to cover but the death of one of their own raised new tasks that had to be handled quickly.

      “So you are all aware that Ashantha has passed.” Each of them nodded somberly. “There appear to be some unusual circumstances involved,” she added.

      Lionel looked about the table as he lit and puffed his pipe, “What do you know?” He directed the question to her.

      “It happened while we were meeting, as you are aware. What you didn’t know was that I had been sensing something out of sorts for the last few days, but had no inkling of what it was. I put it down to some type of mood. It caught me by surprise when the whistle arrived.”

      Tillandra felt giddy again; she braced her left arm on the table and breathed in and out a few times until it passed. No one at the table commented although she could see concern on several of their faces.

      “We have the light to indicate roughly where he was. It seems he was in the middle of Malamig. He was in a cave, but I can only assume he had not been on the mainland long, as I’ve had no messages or word from him at all. That is what bothers me the most.”

      “Yes, yes,” Beantic murmured back at her. “He was always one to talk a lot if he could. How odd.” She was the youngest of the current court, her ascension into the Court having been only four years before.

      “Was he ill?” Lionel queried, sitting back in his chair.

      “I believe not. I was able to sense that he had been killed by the blade of a sword. There were several cuts to his midriff that looked fatal, and he appeared to have bled out in the cave where I located him.”

      The others all gasped out loud. It was the same thing that had shocked Tillandra, that one of their own had been violently killed. They were used to the occasional passing from within their family but normally it was age or illness, not violence.

      “I can’t be sure of the true cause, but it worries me, given his mission. There is more, though, and I am unsure what it means,” Tillandra continued.

      “There was another body in the cave where I found his trail. It appeared to be alive, but I couldn’t latch on to it without giving myself away. From what I could tell, they may have been asleep or injured. There was an unusual presence surrounding this person, but I couldn’t determine what it was. I know not whether they were the killer or whether they were a companion. I can’t imagine he had that much that anyone would want to take from him. He looked very bedraggled.”

      The five members of the Court sat in silence. Tillandra rubbed at her temple, knowing it had been she who had sent him on his mission and in all probability brought about his death. The image of him lying gaunt and bedraggled in a remote cave, dying without reason or result, sat heavily on her heart.

      Beantic broke the silence “Murdered? This is quite odd, especially for one as talented as Ash. There must be more to it. It seems so unlikely for him to be bested by just one individual.”

      “I know, I know, Beantic. That’s my immediate thought as well. And the other body was not big. Scrying like this only shows a small part of what happened. I can only tell you what I could sense or see there. He is gone, though. There was no mistaking that.”

      Lionel inhaled deeply and coughed several times. “I am sorry as any for the loss of one of us, Mother. There is, however, the matter of his mission that lies unanswered now. I assume we all believe he made it to Enderk. With him passing without reporting in, it leaves us without any of the information we sought when you decided to send him there.”

      “WE, Lionel. It was all of us that decided,” Mother replied forcefully.

      “The council voted, Lionel, you’re being petty if you blame it all on Mother,” Junther crossly added.

      “Perhaps, but you know I was not for it. Perhaps Toolet and I were correct after all.” Lionel’s eyes narrowed as he looked down his pipe.

      Tillandra could feel anger welling up in her but she knew that was much because she partly agreed with him. “What point is there in us voting if we can’t live by the decision? It was a majority decision. I do not feel good about what has happened, but perhaps, Lionel, you should consider the other side.”

      “Which is?”

      “That what we sent him there to uncover was more valid than ever. If he was killed so soon after returning then it’s highly possible that what he uncovered in Enderk was worth killing over. Have you considered that? And if that was the case, then his trip was even more important and timely than we’d considered when we sent him!”

      The room had gone very quiet, Tillandra looked around at everyone; they seemed a little unsettled by her tone. It was rare she ever raised her voice to her colleagues. She was definitely feeling sensitive to what had just happened.

      Lionel coughed again, his tone much gentler, “I had not considered that point of view.”

      “Can we look forward and not backwards? How do we find out what actually happened?” added Beantic, who had been quiet while they crossed words.

      “There was one thing I saw that might offer us hope. He had his journal with him and it looked as though he may have been writing in it. A quill lay beside it.”

      “What of this other person? Were they a Derk?”

      “That I couldn’t tell, Toolet, sorry. I’d suggest they weren’t, but I only got a fleeting look at them.”

      “That means we have an even bigger problem, Tillandra,” Toolet continued.

      “Such as?” Tillandra asked.

      “Well, this person may well have knowledge that we need. Also they are about to learn what happens when one of us dies. The shedding of the mask.”

      Tillandra sat back in her chair; she hadn’t realized how hunched over on the table she had become. She tilted her head to the left to stretch her neck before straightening it. “The worst part of it is that if they put on the mask it will wipe any knowledge they have that Ashantha might have shared.”

      “What do you mean?” Beantic asked.

      “That’s the curse of the mask, Bea. While you know what happens during the Audition, and the risk anyone takes when taking that test, where a trainee loses their mind if the Audition fails, a normal person untrained for such a test has their mind blanked if they happen to put on a mask.”

      “Oh my Thenis!” she exclaimed.

      “Sorry, I forget there are some things you may still have not learned yet.”

      “We need to collect these things quickly then.” Lionel sounded equally concerned. He turned to look at the part of the table map showing Malamig. “Who is that around Nedor?”

      “That can only be Goran,” Junther grumbled.

      “Your favourite person,” Lionel chuckled. “What is he doing near there? Surely Nordahl still has a bounty on his head?”

      “That will last for as long as Nordahl lives. Goran’s always been a risk taker, and if he’s back in Nedor then he’s playing with fire. Maybe he has a death wish.”

      “We all know your views on Goran, Junther. There’s Clannack in Ngahere, but the likelihood he could leave for an extended period is low. It would mean him giving up the position. We know how long it took to have someone in Vika’s entourage. I’d not give that up easily.”

      “Hallendell?” Lionel asked.

      “Last I checked she was on the road or in Kamasa. We would have a lot of difficulty getting her out. And it’s a long distance north from there,” Beantic answered.

      “We have few realistic options. Even then it would take Goran the best part of a week or more to get there,” Tillandra replied.

      “I find it so frustrating that we can communicate between each other but have no way to easily communicate to the rest of our network. Surely we have a trustworthy Keeper up that way we could send out?”

      “Yes, Toolet, I know. I’ve been trying to find ways to use the tokens but for now only those wearing a masks can speak to each other. Unfortunately as it’s a mask we’re wanting collected I’d be very reluctant to put anyone else at risk.”

      “This could get messy fast, Mother. If there’s a mask out in the open and his journal, there’s a lot of knowledge we don’t want others to discover. We must act with haste!” Toolet’s tone expressed her concern.

      “Is Goran not a risk as well?” Junther spoke up again. “The reason he’s acting as a Courier is because of the mess he made with Nordahl in Nedor. He set back our plans years, and I don’t believe he has shown any remorse for it. Seeing him back near Nedor reinforces he’s dangerous to us. How on earth did we ever let him sit the Audition?”

      “Junther, he’s one of us whether you like it or not. The mask accepted him and that can’t be undone. You know that as well as I do.” Tillandra’s voice was again raised.

      “You’ve always had a soft spot for him, Mother. It doesn’t mean I have to agree. In my mind he should be back here where we can watch over him.”

      “Then what, Junther? We’d have one less of us on the Circuit. Or are you offering to take up a spot again to keep balance in our numbers?” Lionel stared across the table at his friend. “We all can’t be based here in Anderwell, you know that as well as any of us.”

      Junther grunted back at him but said nothing else.

      “Everyone, this isn’t helping us. Can we debate Goran’s future another time? Do you agree that he’s probably our only choice at this time?” Tillandra asked.

      Everyone nodded. Junther and Toolet a little reluctantly, Tillandra noticed, but at least they all agreed.

      “Decided. I am unsure how he’s going to locate her, I’ll need to see what I can discover first. There might be a way I can help, but I will need to think on it. I will let him know what’s at stake for him as well as all of us. Perhaps that might get him focused on what his role is. Much as my head hurts from all this arguing, and the bang to it, we need to press on with the rest of our business. Where did we get to before the whistle arrived?”
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      “I believe it’s my turn to report,” Beantic said as she stood. Her tick was active and she stood behind her chair grasping the back as if to hold it in.

      “Are you alright?” Lionel asked.

      “It’s the stress that’s activating it. I’ll be fine.”

      “So, Bea, it seems there’s about to be a lot of activity in your area. What else do you have to report on in the northern realms?” Tillandra asked.

      “I’ve been trying to keep you up to date on the wheat shortage in the north. I received a worrying missive at the end of last week.”

      “What was that?”

      “Mother, as I’ve reported before, the shortage came from ruined stores. This new report suggests that the stores were deliberately ruined.”

      Tillandra’s eyebrows raised sharply. “How so?”

      “It’s widespread in almost every store in Malamig between RaMar and as far south as the northern outskirts of Nedor. It spans all the way to the Sisi Mountains and everywhere in between. While a weak crop could explain it, it is far too comprehensive in its extent for it to be just a bad season.”

      “How can your source be so sure?”

      “They’ve been to over eighty percent of the store houses and looked at what happened. In every case, not just some, but every case, the attendants found dead rats that were unusual.”

      “Unusual?” Junther had stopped writing and was looking intently at her.

      “Yes, they’d never seen this type of rat before. They were an unusual dark brown with a white tail, and they were all dead in the same buildings as where the wheat was stored.”

      “I’ve never heard of such a creature before.” Junther started writing hurriedly on his papers.

      “That’s not the worst of it. It seems the seed crops were also affected. I have to say it is my conclusion that this was sabotage.”

      “Sabotage? That’s a strong claim, Beantic,” Lionel said.

      “Yes, Lionel, it is. I have no other answer. Coupled with the reports of the Derks that have been spotted across the north, it has me deeply troubled.”

      No one spoke for a few minutes.

      Tillandra broke the silence. “This is very serious. The reason we sent poor Ash away was mostly due to the increased presence of Derks spotted on Dharatan. Their numbers have increased in recent years as we all know but if they are behind this then it is a different matter altogether.”

      “Are we sure it’s them? That seems like we’re making connections without any proof.” Junther raised his voice.

      “Who else could it be, Junther?”

      “Have we considered who profits from Malamig losing all its wheat?”

      “That’s a good question.” Tillandra slowly looked around the table. “Bea, what about the other realms?”

      “I’ve already been trying to work out if that’s a likely scenario. Ngahere is set to profit initially from this and Nordahl has started purchasing from Vika. They don’t have enough stored to truly profit from it though, so I don’t see how they’re likely to have set out to harm them this much.”

      “Morska already buys in more than it grows, Lletem is a delicate balance year on year, which leaves Thabeng or the southern realms. What of Daskare, Junther?”

      “I’ve been trying to think through that while you were talking. My question was as much to me as anyone else. I can’t see it, in truth. There’s so much distance between them, wheat is the least likely trading commodity to ship so far from there. They’d lose a portion just in the travel and the amount needed would be too great.”

      “Has there been word of anyone opening up new farming zones, Bea?” Tillandra asked.

      “Nothing in my reports for the last year that would suggest that. While we don’t cover the whole countryside, I’d doubt someone could keep that amount of farming hidden for long.”

      Tillandra gently rubbed at the bruise on her head. “It was a worthy question, Junther, but I still feel that Enderk is involved in this. The question then would be why? Any thoughts?”

      “It’s the most important of all the food supplies. I could imagine it sowing unrest amongst the communities. Malamig doesn’t trade wheat but they will have to buy it in, which will cost them, but I’d have to say the unrest is the only reason I can think of.” Lionel was the quickest to respond.

      “It would have had to have been a cleverly coordinated plan to get the infected animals over from Enderk and then transport them to the stores across Malamig. How did we miss something like this?” Tillandra looked at Beantic.

      Beantic’s head twitched repetitively, her mouth twisting a little each time it did. “Whether it was them or someone else, our network failed to notice whoever was at it. It would appear that we’re only looking for information about what we know, in the safety of the cities and major towns.”

      “I agree, Bea, I’m not looking for anything from my zones that isn’t part of the normal. Let’s meet up later and work out what we need to get Lionel to spread for us.”

      “Thanks, Junther; if there are those at work around Dharatan with this level of sophistication, then I would suggest there’s other things we’re missing as well. I think the times are changing and we might not be adapting quickly enough.”

      “Anything else, Bea?” Tillandra asked.

      “Nothing. I’m awaiting more information about the reported murders of the caravan, once again in Malamig. Until I have enough to inform you with, I don’t want to jump to conclusions. I'm more worried about getting our hands on Ash’s things than even the wheat.”

      “I’ll worry about that, let’s focus on improving what the Circuit is doing. My concerns haven’t gone away over the last few years. There’s something out there that’s focused on our world, and we need to become more vigilant than ever. We should escalate the level of vigilance, Lionel. We’ve been at the basic level but that needs to change, you should send out the signal for a yellow alert.”

      “Noted, Mother.”

      “Junther, how about you?”

      Junther put his quill down, and moved the papers with his hand before looking up. “Summer down south has been productive from an earnings perspective. Leolatod seems to be settling into his rule fairly nicely. Sadly that means he’s cleaned house a fair bit, and change can be a little disruptive. I’ve had a snippet of a rumor they are constructing larger ships in Unkendt.”

      “For any purpose?”

      “None that I know of. It seems to be experimental, I would imagine to be able to push further east and avoid the sea blockades along the coasts. It seems to be early stage at this point. There seems to have been some diplomatic arguments with King Anh. Daskare has been trying to get more gold, but Leolatod has upped the price to them. There was also a report of the Kysten border being fortified with more soldiers.”

      “That’s not helpful,” Tillandra replied.

      “It’s happened before as a way of sending a message. This time there appears to be an equally stern response from Anh. He has knights patrolling the border and everyone traveling across is stopped and interrogated, even simple traders. There’s definitely no love lost there.”

      “Who do we have to give us more timely information?”

      “The Keepers are our best eyes at the moment. I was going to petition that we consider getting Goran down there until today's news.”

      “Really?” Lionel sounded surprised.

      “I don’t like his methods, Lionel, but I am acutely aware of our lack of consistent information coming out of Daskare.”

      “So we need to consider moving someone then?”

      Tillandra looked at Lionel and then to Junther. “I’m not sure we have anyone we can afford to move?”

      “What about Gimbden?” Lionel asked.

      Tillandra took a big drink from her cup, placing it down when she finished. “He’s the most likely. It would make sense as we haven’t been getting much of value out of Watersend. I have to make my annual trip to Midderbuilt soon, perhaps I need to move the timing of that forward?”

      “Is it that time already Mother?”

      “It is, Toolet. I have to swap out the Mother Stone, it’s almost time. I would rather do it earlier than leave it late.” Tillandra thought about the stones in the tower above them. Eleven perfectly carved clear stones circled around the larger Mother Stone. They were from the Citadel Stone that lived within Mount Qum. Each year the leader of their Court had to make the pilgrimage back to Midderbuilt to recharge the Mother Stone.

      While it was gone the power of the stones in Anderwell was weakened, and Tillandra always felt the pressure of time when she made the trip.

      “I have always worried about you making that trip alone, Mother.” Junther’s face was creased with concern.

      “Are you suggesting I cannot take care of myself?” Tillandra raised her eyebrows at him.

      Junther chuckled. “Of course not. Just that it’s such an important item for us all, should anything happen to it…” He didn’t need to finish the sentence.

      “I would suggest that if we sent a whole party every year, it would attract a lot more attention. Besides the rule is only the mother can carry the Mother Stone, and must make the pilgrimage alone.”

      The table fell silent again.

      “Well then, I should discuss this with Gimbden on my way there. He has been asking for a different placement, for some time now. Where would we place him? Kysten or Daskare?”

      “I believe that Daskare would be the better place. I get a sense we’re missing something down there,” Junther answered.

      “Bundok it is then,” Tillandra stated. “Anything else?”

      “Can we focus on expanding our reach down there overall, Lionel?” Junther queried.

      Lionel nodded.

      “And, Mother, perhaps the first of the Hospitality students to go out could go south as well?”

      “Agreed.” The room fell quiet again while Tillandra made a note on the page in front of her. “Oh, of course.”

      “What, Mother?” Lionel asked.

      “With Ashantha passing I will have to go to Midderbuilt anyway. There will be a new ring.”

      “Where’s the light?” Beantic asked.

      Tillandra looked up from her paper. “What do you mean, Bea?”

      Beantic pointed towards the location on the map where Midderbuilt was located. “There’s no purple light!”

      Tillandra nodded her head. “You’re right.” Concern crept across her face as she thought about it.

      Lionel spoke up. “Maybe it takes time, Tillandra. We’ve never been in here when someone has passed before.”

      “True enough. Well, I will still need to collect a new ring from Tingfurlew.”

      “It seems you will need to decide on who will take the Audition as well.”

      Tillandra shook her head. “You’re right. That adds all sorts of complications now, including heading south to the Carver. I will need to go to Midderbuilt soon if we’re going to have an Audition in time.”

      Suddenly she could feel pressure building on all sides. Ashantha’s loss was bad enough but now the need to replace him within two full moons added increased urgency. She had been sure that sending Ash was the correct thing to do, but now it felt like things were unravelling. Had she made a bad decision? Had she misread the vision she had?

      Lionel’s cough broke her out of her thoughts.

      “If I am to get it all done in time I must leave within days. I will return here with the stone before I head south to the Carver. Junther, can you send a messenger there advising them of my plans?”

      He nodded in confirmation to her. Tillandra picked up her bauble. “If there’s nothing else?” She waited but no one else had anything to say, then she tapped the head of the bauble on the table three times. “Meeting closed. We’ve a lot to do, people, I think we may have to meet again before the next full session. Let me know if anything urgent comes up.”

      The room came alive with everyone getting to their feet. The door was opened and they carried their candles and drinks out to the table. Tillandra hurried off along the hall and told Milfred he was right to clean up as she got to the top of the stairs. Her heart was still heavy with the loss of Ashantha and she wanted some privacy to grieve.
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      Lani awoke, confused. A strange noise brought her back to consciousness. She couldn’t see anything directly threatening and the realization of where she was quickly dawned on her. She wasn’t sure if she was more surprised by the setting or the fact she’d slept until morning.

      Sunlight was beaming into the cave entrance and she could see much more than last night. Her recollection of events came back to her clearly. She scanned the cave seeking out the source of the noise. There was only the dead man’s body and no one else. He was exactly where he had been last night. The memory of him passing returned, and the whole encounter. She knew there was nothing she could have done to save him, but she felt bad nonetheless.

      The rest of yesterday's memories returned as well, including the whole reason she had ended up out here. Harsop. Lani wrapped her arms around her legs again. Sleep hadn’t taken away any of her concerns. While she felt refreshed a heavy sense of dread hung over her. She wasn’t going to succumb to the black mood, not now. Sliding her back up the wall, she saw the satchel and picked it up as well.

      Slinging the satchel over her shoulder, Lani squeezed it to check it still held the amulet. That was about as close as she wanted to come to the amulet after what had happened last night. She could still recall how it had taken hold of her thoughts, how she’d felt different but without any control over it. That was up until the man had thrown the shiny stuff at her. Well, she didn’t need to look at it again, a lovely looking jewel like that would fetch her a good swag of money. Then it could take hold of someone else’s thoughts for all she cared.

      Calming herself, she knew that she couldn’t stay here. The last thing she needed was to be caught beside a dead body with a bag full of things that didn’t belong to her.

      The people of Barnen and the guards would be bad enough but whoever the amulet belonged to worried her even more. The man had said they’d come for him because of it, then they killed him. Would they want to harm her as well? She didn’t want to find out, not that she had any idea who ‘they’ were. She almost wanted to crawl up in a ball at the back of the cave and pretend none of this happened. Like her existence wasn’t hard enough now that she had multiple people to worry about.

      The noise was back, it came from the body. There were flies buzzing about the open wounds accompanied by several rats starting to poke at the body. She walked toward the body kicking dirt at them, and the rats scurried back under the wood stacks while the flies scattered up into the air.

      While Lani hadn’t seen many dead bodies, they weren't something that made her squeamish. She just accepted them for what they were, a body, and stepped over to it to see what else of value he might have. Something wasn’t quite right about him, or his body, and it took her a moment to figure out what it was. His face was gone. She gagged a little bit and jumped back, turning away.

      She took several breaths while looking out the cave entrance before turning back to him again. As horrific as it was, there was something about it which made her look nonetheless. She couldn’t help herself. All that remained of his face was pink and fresh skin as if it was all new, but there was no blood. It was as if he’d shed his face like a snake does its skin. Lani stepped back from him, trying to work out how that had happened. She’d heard nothing while she slept and it wasn’t as if an animal had attacked him.

      The corpse didn’t concern her but the sight of his missing face made her shiver. It was not normal, and she couldn’t look as she tried to figure out what had happened. She caught sight of a dark object beside his head on the ground.

      Stepping over his feet and around to where it lay, Lani picked it up. It felt like hard wood, smooth and polished like the fancy furniture some of the rich lords and ladies had. It was hollowed out and she turned it over, nearly dropping it when she saw what it was. The man’s face stared back at her… or a replica of his face. The likeness was almost perfect except it was a healthier looking version of him, not the sick dying one she had seen last night. It was the most lifelike mask she had ever seen. The thought of wearing it caused her skin to crawl.

      The wood-like material was almost weightless and was very shiny. It wasn’t like any other type of wood she’d seen before.

      Worse was the fact that it seemed to have fallen off his face. That made no sense to Lani; how did someone’s face fall off? She recalled the strange blue light and the shiny flakes he had used last night, as well as the amulet. It was all some sort of magic.

      She decided to keep the mask, it too probably had a value, and she stuffed it into the satchel before kneeling down to see what else he might have on him. Rifling through his pockets she found nothing at all except in the pocket where he’d dug out the sparkles. She managed to pull out a small drawstring pouch that appeared to be almost empty. When she poked her finger in, it came out with shiny pieces of sparkly metal that stuck to her finger despite her trying to fling it away. She wiped it on the wall and some of it came off but she quickly gave up worrying about it and put the pouch into the satchel as well.

      The satchel had enough space in it so she grabbed his journal and put it in there as well. With a great effort she was able to twist the silver ring off his left hand; the surface of it had a pressed image of face on it, the same image that had glowed as he passed away last night. The ring felt strangely warm to her hands, which Lani knew was odd. The dead man was cold as the morning air. She rolled the ring around in her hand and it stayed warm. She looked at the image pressed on the surface, a hat with two points on it, above half of a face mask.

      The mask on it struck Lani as significant, given what she’d just discovered. Without a stone in it the ring probably had little value. It was just a silver ring and the face on it was a little creepy too. She decided to try it on despite it being too big for her small fingers.

      It slid easily onto her finger, much too big, then it shrank without warning. Lani pulled at it, but the ring was now nicely molded to the size of her finger and wouldn’t budge. She stepped back and shook her hand frantically, but the ring wouldn’t move. She tried twisting it and pulling but it refused to budge. It took her a while to calm herself back down and she stopped worrying about a ring on her hand and gave the body one last check.

      The last thing she took from his body was a small knife tucked into his boot. Not that it had helped him, she thought. She tucked it into her boot anyway and made her way to the cave opening. Lani paused by the cave entrance listening to see if anyone else was out there, but all she could hear were some birds and a light wind licking its way through the woods around the cave.

      The clearing was empty, as was the road that disappeared out through the cleared trees back toward Barnen. The path on her right that led up over the cave and the Fenda road was heavily disturbed. That had to be the way he’d gotten to the cave, she thought. As she thought about how much effort that would have taken, she remembered his name; Ashantha.

      Much as she wanted to be safely away from the cave she also wanted to know more about what had happened. He had said he killed the others, which meant there were likely bodies. More bodies meant more loot. Maybe they had more of the amulets, she thought. It didn’t matter that part of her was warning her to just get away and hide. She knew she had to go and look now.

      Cautiously she crept up the path, stooped over trying to keep herself low. The path ran along the top edge of the cave, rocks on the lower side and the edge of the trees to her left. It was wide enough for a person to walk or even to lead a horse down, although quite steep. As it reached the top, she paused and stepped into the trees rather than continuing on the open path towards the roadway.

      She stood still looking west along the Fenda road. Roads through these woods had been cleared a fair way to each side to help keep travelers safe. Off to the side of the road a short distance to the west, two clutches of birds were feasting. Lani knew that would be the bodies Ashantha had talked of, and she slowly move through the tree line towards the birds.

      Aware she was now exposed to anyone coming along the road, she hurried herself. As she neared the bodies, she bent and picked up some stones. Hurling several of them at the gathering did little to interrupt the birds from what they were pecking at. She grabbed some slightly larger stones, and this time they connected with one of the vultures.

      The bird screeched at her and launched into the air, the other birds following suit. She walked closer, shouting at them to help keep them away, when she noticed a sword on the ground. Lani picked it up, waving it in front of her helping to clear them all away. The unhappy birds had flown to the nearest trees and were seemingly fighting amongst themselves. They’d be back soon enough, she knew, this was too good a feast for them to leave for long.

      Lani counted a total of seven bodies, strewn over a small distance, which the birds had begun on. Three of them looked noticeably different to the others. All three were dressed in the same dark black clothing – close fitting silky tunics and tights, a black belt at their waists, and hoods that extended from their tunics. There was something odd about the clothing. When she looked directly at it, the light seemed to react in a way that made the clothing seem almost fuzzy. It hurt her eyes to stare directly at it.

      They all looked fit and like they knew how to fight. She knew that if Ashantha had been alone it would have been unlikely he would have survived as long as he had. Shaking herself to get moving, she inspected the bodies. She tried to ignore the skin where the birds had been pecking and the missing eye on one of them. The tunics held double fold pockets in the lower back that took some handling to get into. Each man had a small coin pouch but nothing else. She took them all.

      As she gathered the pouch from the third man, Lani saw a ring on his right hand – an orange stone set in a muted silver. The ring was difficult to look at, her mind repelled by it. Dislike it or not, she knew it was worth something so she cut off some of the black tunic and used it to remove the ring from his hand. As she turned his arm and pulled it off, she saw a strange tattooed mark on the underside of his wrist. She held it in front of her for a moment. It was as if she should recognize it but couldn’t think where from. Checking the other two she found they also had the same ring and the same tattoo.

      The rings would all be sellable somewhere and she wasn’t leaving behind anything she could make some coin from, no matter how horrible they made her feel.

      When she checked the other four bodies she saw familiar faces from the city. Only one of them did she know much about, but they were all from Barnen. Lani looked at the man she had only known as Mister Rellings and felt sad, although she didn’t know why. He had never done anything for her.

      It felt different to go through these men’s belongings but she did it nonetheless. They had nothing of value on them. If Lani had to guess they were most likely out hunting when they came across the men in black. Things hadn’t worked out well for any of them. A distant neigh caught her attention and she looked up with a start, expecting to see someone riding towards her. Further along the road several horses were eating at the grass up near the tree line. They would look after themselves, she knew, either making their way back to town or someone would come across them.

      Thankful that no one had shown up while she looted these bodies, Lani dropped the sword and headed to the tree line to the south. As she slipped further into the woods she allowed herself a small smile. If nothing else she had found herself a healthy small collection of coins and some jewels she could sell. As bad as yesterday had been there was a silver lining to it after all.

      All she’d have to figure out now was how to handle Harsop and where she could offload these things without anyone pointing the finger at her.
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