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  What Now?

  
  




Yaetherim’s wings twitched. It had been a simple question. Just two slurred words from the other fairy, who sat against a human-sized beer mug on the other side of their table. But amidst the hubbub of conversation filling Copper’s Crony inn, his voice remained silent.

“I mean,” Naeliya added, “you’ve caught the Rychillans who wounded you. Couldn’t you resume your duties as a protector?”

Yaetherim’s wings twitched. He frowned and sipped his beer. Perhaps his village council would allow him to return to duty. But he didn’t think it likely. They’d stripped him of that purpose eight months ago. When two humans had attacked him and left him for dead. He had caught his attackers a few days back, with the help of the town guard. He’d not returned home to Riala Village since.

Meeting Naeliya’s gaze, he saw only concern in her blue eyes.

“You’re expecting my village’s councillors to change their minds? It’d be easier to eat a banana with the skin on.”

Yaetherim’s fingers clenched around his glass. He had argued with them enough times to know. Each time, they’d refused to reconsider. Worried about scars on his body and soul, apparently. No help had come from them. They had even rejected his requests to follow-up the investigation into the attack on him.

They had been afraid. Concerned about antagonising the Rychillans, or owing any more favours to outsiders. Political concerns, which had stayed their hands. This had allowed Yaetherim’s attackers to remain free. To kill three others before Yaetherim had stopped them himself.

He sipped his beer. Fairies were supposed to support their village. Yet this attitude of his own alleged leaders made that difficult. He sighed.

“I’m sure I’ll figure something out. There’s always my cooking to fall back on.”

Even as the words left his lips, they sounded hollow. Aye, he was good in the kitchen. But catching his attackers, and patrolling the forest as a protector, had made a difference.

Before he could say more, Naeliya pushed herself up off the beer mug. Her right hand shot forward. She waggled a finger.

“Fall back on? Make certain it’s something you enjoy doing! Don’t just drift into-“

She stumbled. Yaetherim stepped in and caught her. They staggered. Naeliya’s spectacles tumbled onto the tabletop. Yaetherim steadied Naeliya. He flicked his hand out. From the crystal on his belt, magic skittered over his bark-brown skin. The eyeglasses rose into the air, his florakind spell lifting them by the varnished-wood frames.

Naeliya glanced down. Her cheeks blushed purple under her freckled blue skin. Yaetherim guided the glasses onto her face. Naeliya pushed a curl of her ginger hair out from beneath them.

“I don’t think you’re in a condition to drift anywhere,” Yaetherim said. He peered at her mug. Unlike his own, it was sized for a human. Enough for six fairies. Yet, like the identical one beside it, only a few drops of beer remained within. It wasn’t the first time he’d seen Naeliya drink that much.

“How are you feeling?” Yaetherim asked. Naeliya placed a hand on her stomach. The other touched the waterkind crystal clipped into her belt. She didn’t speak for a few heartbeats.

“I think I can keep going,” she slurred. “It’s, um…”

Yaetherim met her gaze.

“Are you sure? Perhaps it’d be a good idea to get you home while you’re still able to fly.”

Naeliya flung her wings out. One flopped forwards. Yaetherim stepped out of the way. Naeliya straightened it.

“Won’t make it to Lusiat Village like this. Can take a room here overnight. May as well stay and have a couple more,” she slurred. Yaetherim gestured to the front door.

“There are taxis outside.”

Naeliya stumbled forward. One arm slapped around Yaetherim’s shoulder. Her fingernails scratched his wings. He flinched.

“Sorry,” Naeliya said, beery breath following her apology. Yaetherim just shook his head.

He flexed his right wing. There it was, that gap in sensation surrounded by the tug of stitches. They circled a hole, a wound from that career-ending assault. A patch of airship skin fabric sewn over the opening had allowed him to fly again.

With that check done, Yaetherim took flight. Naeliya managed to fumble her way into the air. She bobbed an arm’s length from Yaetherim, mostly upright.

“Come on,” Yaetherim said. He extended his hand. She grabbed it. Flying carefully, he guided his drunk friend towards the door. Other fairies gave them a wide berth. They flew high above the humans milling about below. Most ignored them. A woman clad in overalls waved to get Yaetherim’s attention. She brushed a lock of dark-blue hair from her eyes.

“Do you need some help?” she signed in Fairic.

“Thank-you, Tenora, but no,” Yaetherim signed back. She nodded and turned to her friends. To Yaetherim’s right, Naeliya dipped in the air.

“Hold on, we’re nearly there,” Yaetherim said. They’d almost reached the door when Yaetherim heard his name amongst the hubbub.

“Protector Yaetherim, have you got a moment?”

It had been a man speaking Rychillan. Sounded familiar, but that didn’t quite narrow it down. Yaetherim had spoken to several Rychillans recently. Naeliya giggled.

“Never expected to see him here.”

Yaetherim pulled up into a hover. A middle-aged Rychillan stood amongst the tables, looking up at them. His hands were conspicuously devoid of food or drink. Yaetherim frowned. He’d thought he was done with the College of Mages. But going by Arch-Mage Darnith Sekan’s expression, the college wasn’t done with him.

He flew lower and hovered just out of arm’s reach. Naeliya bobbed beside him.

“Is this about that door?” Yaetherim asked. Darnith shook his head.

“No, that’s already repaired. It’s about Mage Peran.”

Yaetherim’s free hand dropped to his belt. His fingers closed around his stinger, a dagger of fine design. It scraped softly as it left the sheath. Light from the overhead lanterns glinted off the crystal-edged blade. Holding it ready, Yaetherim positioned himself between Darnith and Naeliya. The arch-mage stepped back, his palms up.

“What about Mage Peran?” Yaetherim growled. A few of the diners below looked up. Yaetherim held up his right arm, giving Darnith a clear view of the three scars across it. More reminders of the wounds inflicted by Peran Oaklon. Darnith glanced around.

“I’ll have to recruit a new mage to replace him. I’d like your assistance with that,” he explained. Yaetherim tilted his head. He lowered the dagger, not yet sheathing it. This didn’t sound right. A protector’s duties were about ensuring the safety of their forest. He couldn’t see how such skills would help Darnith. Sarcasm sprinkled his next words.

“Are you worried the candidates will poach crystals from the college?”

Darnith fiddled with the orange firekind crystal on his necklace. Some Rychillans cast curious looks towards him.

“Perhaps we should discuss this somewhere more private.”

Yaetherim sheathed his dagger. He flicked his thumb over his shoulder.

“Can it wait for a bit? I need to get my friend into a taxi. You could eat here by the time I return.”

Darnith reached into his pocket. He pulled out a bundle of keys, on one of those keyring things. They jingled as he sorted through them.

“I’ve got my car outside. Where are you heading?”

“Lusiat Village,” Naeliya slurred. A soft burp punctuated her sentence.

Darnith headed for the door, but Yaetherim didn’t follow. Instead, he waved to the portly Rychillan behind the bar. Rynroth Emgar, one of the few Rychillans he fully trusted. After Rynroth returned the greeting, Yaetherim quickly moved his hands, signing two sentences.

“Arch-Mage Darnith and I are driving Naeliya home. Should return within the hour.”

Rynroth blinked. He glanced at Darnith, then at Yaetherim. The latter chuckled. It wasn’t every day that the town’s arch-mage acted as a taxi driver.

“Understood,” Rynroth signed back.

With that done, Yaetherim took Naeliya’s hand. He led her to the front door, then through the open transom window. Fresh air washed over them, free from the cigarette smoke inside. Darnith waited about half a block down. He stood beside a hard-topped car parked on the side of the cobblestone street. Steam drifted up from the funnel at its rear.

Darnith unlocked the door. Two bench seats ran across the vehicle, with cutouts at the top to accommodate fairies. Naeliya swooped towards a cutout at the front. She overshot and flopped onto the back seat. A groan escaped her. Yaetherim’s hand reached out. Despite the cushions, it had been a rough landing. Naeliya pushed herself over, sat up, and leaned backwards.

“Naeliya?”

“I’m fine. Just gonna stay here until we get home.”

The car rocked as Darnith climbed in. He glanced into the rear seat. His nose wrinkled, and a frown furrowed his brow. But he spoke as though he were discussing the weather.

“Watch you don’t fall. I’ll drive carefully.”

Yaetherim settled into the cutout Naeliya had missed and fastened the strap across his lap. Darnith’s hands moved over the dashboard. Soft clanks came from behind it. Steam hissed from the engine at the rear. The car bumped slightly on the cobblestones as it drove off. Yaetherim glanced at the doors.

“I take it this is private enough?”

“Yes, and I’d appreciate your discretion. You see, ‘twas I who hired Mage Peran about five years ago.”

Yaetherim nodded. He recalled his first meeting with Darnith while investigating Peran’s crimes.

“That explains a bit. You were rather firm. Found it difficult to believe one of your mages could be involved.”

Yaetherim’s cheeks flushed. That had been just before he’d had the wrong mage arrested. But they had released him as soon as they’d realised the mistake.

Darnith hadn’t noticed Yaetherim’s reaction. Instead, he kept his gaze fixed on the road ahead. Yaetherim raised an eyebrow.

“Or could you not believe one of them was involved?”

Darnith’s reply came as a whisper. Yaetherim barely heard it. But at least he spoke in Fairic this time.

“I’ve been wondering about that since Peran and his merchant accomplice were convicted. Maybe I missed something. Perhaps I didn’t want to see. And now, I must pick an apprentice to take Peran’s place as mage.”

A smirk slid across Yaetherim’s lips.

“So you’ve come to me?”

Outside, the road came to a junction. A lorry approached from the right. Darnith braked and tapped his fingers against the steering wheel.

“Your testimony at the trial impressed me. I thought you could sprinkle a pinch of distrust on the proceedings, so to speak.”

Yaetherim chuckled. He hadn’t expected his own words to come back to him.

“You’re asking me to check if any of these apprentices are killers?”

“Just if any are of disreputable character.”

The lorry passed, steam belching from its funnel. Darnith moved off. A low growl came from behind. It didn’t sound mechanical. Yaetherim looked over. Naeliya lay slumped on the seat, eyes closed and mouth open. Another snore escaped her.

Yaetherim turned back to Darnith. His gaze fell upon the symbols tattooed along the Arch-Mage’s left arm. Terax marks, all Rychillans had them. Like most, Darnith’s showed he was a rynil. One who could be considered sincere in word and deed. But the same had been true of those who’d given Yaetherim his scars.

“Did you have a particular form of assessment in mind?”

“I must admit not, as far as what we’re asking of you.”

Yaetherim stared out the window while the brick buildings of Alkentoft slid past. He couldn’t deny it was an intriguing proposal. But he wasn’t even a Rychillan. One of their own kind would better understand what to look for. That’s if this was the only reason behind Darnith’s request. Yaetherim could already think of another.

“A pinch of distrust and a dash of reassurance for the fairies who patrol the forest around your college.”

“That had occurred to me,” Darnith replied. “I must admit, we do want to maintain a good relationship with the protectors of the North Alken Stewardship.”

Yaetherim pursed his lips. Now that made more sense. Darnith hadn’t just come to him because of his deeds, but what he was. Darnith could simply state that a fairy, a former protector, had vouched for this new mage. The arch-mage seemed sincere. Yet doubt sprouted within Yaetherim. For all he knew, his concerns would be discarded like orange peel.

“I’m sure you do,” Yaetherim replied. Darnith adjusted a lever on the dashboard. The beat of the engine slowed.

“You’ll be paid for it, of course,” he said. “In kerlum or favours owing. Your choice.”

Yaetherim nodded. He tapped his fingers on his knee. Silence fell. Despite his reservations, he couldn’t help but consider the idea. The college of mages sat in North Alken Forest, in a clearing beside a stream. Unlike others, this rainforest had lost its fairies some time ago. So one of his friends had set up the North Alken Stewardship. Volunteers from neighbouring forests, who looked after North Alken Forest as its own inhabitants had once done. News about the murderous mage wouldn’t have helped their morale.

“How long will this process take?”

“I’ve already put the word out. Newspaper advertisements, letters to other colleges, and so on. We’ll allow the usual three weeks for the apprentices to arrive. Once we start, it’ll be just a few days.”

Yaetherim cracked his knuckles.

“Hope you don’t mind if I have a day or two to decide,” he said. Darnith nodded.

“Of course not.”

After a few more turns, an area of forest came into view. Bordered by streets on all four sides, a stone-and-wood fence separated it from the pavement. Darnith brought the car to a smooth stop. Yaetherim jumped down onto the rear seat and woke Naeliya. Both fairies flew out. Naeliya thanked Darnith. They landed on a brick post.

A palm tree stood just inside the wooden slats. Beyond that lay a thicket of trees and vines. Further back, fairy huts clung to trunks and nestled in branches. Linked by rope-and-board walkways, they formed Lusiat Village. Yaetherim turned to Naeliya, the usual question on his lips.

“Will you be okay from here?”

Naeliya waved towards the enclave of forest.

“Aye, not the first time I’ve flown this path.”

She stepped forward, closing the gap between them. Her right hand ran up Yaetherim’s left arm, stopping below his elbow. He didn’t flinch. ’Twas pleasant and warm in the cool evening air. Naeliya rocked up on her toes. Her lips pressed against his cheek. Just a light touch, for a fraction of a heartbeat. Yet Yaetherim’s wings twitched. Warmth rushed into his cheeks, and he hoped Darnith hadn’t noticed.

Naeliya stepped back. She let go of Yaetherim’s arm.

“Thank you, Therry,” she whispered. With that, Naeliya took off. She wove through the trees. Although her flight was unsteady, she didn’t hit anything. Once she reached the village, Yaetherim turned around. Darnith leaned against the front of his car, watching. No judgement or censure showed on the Arch-Mage’s face. Instead, a soft smile curved the human’s lips.

Yaetherim rubbed his cheek where Naeliya had kissed him. He shouldn’t read anything into it. She’d been drunk and grateful. ’Twas all. With that in mind, he turned to Darnith.

“Thank-you for the ride,” Yaetherim said. Darnith gestured towards Cropper’s Crony.

“Would you like a lift back?”

“Nay, but thanks. A flight will do me good. I’ve got a bit to think about.”

Darnith nodded.

“Very well. Please inform me of your decision.”

“Don’t worry, I know where to find you,” Yaetherim joked. He’d hoped to lighten the Arch-Mage’s mood. But Darnith just climbed into his car and left. Yaetherim took off. He headed through the streets of Alkentoft. The beat of another steam engine approached from behind him. Too deep in tone to be an automobile. A lorry approached down the street. Nay, a bus, with one of those passenger compartments at the rear. Yaetherim swerved to the side. Soon the vehicle reached him. He matched its speed and swooped down. His hands closed around the cool metal of the two grab irons on the cab roof. The driver wouldn’t mind. That’s why the Rychillans put handles on their vehicles.

Yaetherim watched the streets ahead, but his thoughts ran elsewhere. Despite his earlier words, he would ask his village council about returning to service as a protector. His attackers had been caught. He was free from the fear that had weighed upon him. But that had been only one concern the councillors had expressed, while depriving him of duty. No doubt they would find another reason to object. But he couldn’t return to what he had been doing for the past few months.

His brother Naeviol, the village apothecary, had invited Yaetherim to help him gather ingredients amongst the trees and vines. Gently at first, then he had insisted. It had helped, in hindsight. Yaetherim had been afraid to leave his hut following his attack. Those foraging trips had rebuilt his confidence. But now, days of drudgery stretched before him. Repetitive routine. Going into the forest, collecting plants and herbs, and then returning to brew them. Aye, it would support his community. But that work merely occupied the hands, not the mind. He’d drifted into it, just as Naeliya had drifted into her career. Perhaps this job from Darnith was a chance to change that. At the very least, it would give him time to figure something out.

The bus steered left. Yaetherim pushed himself off the roof, to the right. Two more blocks in that direction would bring him back to Cropper’s Crony. He pursed his lips. The council probably wouldn’t approve of him taking Darnith’s job, either. But if they refused to reinstate him, it was the only acceptable option. Another chance to make a difference, even if it was just a small one.

He soon reached the inn. Once again, the hubbub of conversation filled the air. A gentle clinking drifted over from the billiard tables. An odour of cigarette smoke assaulted his nose. He scanned the crowd, but couldn’t find Tenora. Instead, he flew over to Rynroth, still behind the bar. Rynroth’s familiar grin greeted him as he approached. The portly Rychillan grabbed a fairy-sized glass.

“Your usual, Yaetherim?”

“Nay, just a nistyr juice, please.”

By the time Yaetherim landed, a measure of flame-orange nectar sat in a glass. Rynroth added water and stirred. The drink lightened and thinned out. Yaetherim took an appreciative sip. He smiled.

“Perfectly mixed, as always. Is Arch-Mechanic Tenora still around?”

“She settled her tab and left just after you and Naeliya.”

Yaetherim tapped his fingers against his leg. Tenora had learned magic under Darnith as part of her schooling. He’d hoped to ask her about the Arch-Mage. He met Rynroth’s gaze. Like Tenora, this was one of the few Rychillans he completely trusted.

“If you don’t mind my asking, how well do you know Arch-Mage Darnith?”

Rynroth tilted his head.

“Only anecdotes from my servers and customers. He rarely comes in here.”

“So, what have you picked up?”

“I get the impression he’s strict to those who deserve it. Heard a few mentions of him raising his voice in the classroom.”

Yaetherim frowned. That matched what he’d seen of Darnith. But temper wasn’t an indicator of trustworthiness.

“Is he a man of his word?”

Rynroth glanced at his terax marks, then at Yaetherim. His grin shrank, and he shrugged his shoulders.

“I haven’t heard of him breaking it,” Rynroth said. “I’m sorry, but that’s all I know.”

Yaetherim nodded and sipped his juice. The familiar taste, between that of an apricot and an orange, washed over his tongue.

“Thank you. That helps,” Yaetherim replied.

“Glad to hear it.”

With that, Yaetherim bade the Rychillan goodnight. He headed for his room upstairs, carrying the glass so as not to spill it. No point in rushing his decision. He had at least a couple of weeks to consider Darnith’s offer.

* * *

The next morning found Yaetherim riding atop a farm lorry. It was heading southwest towards the Druhlash Mountains. But Yaetherim wasn’t going that far. Soon, the truck reached a familiar section of forest. Yaetherim let go of the handle and rolled off the cab roof. His satchel bounced against his hip. Spreading his wings, he veered into the rainforest.

Trees flashed by. Turns came instinctively. He’d flown this path countless times. Other fairies waved as they passed. He responded in kind. ‘Twas the polite thing to do. Before long, a familiar arrangement of huts and buildings came into view. Only a dozen or so figures moved along the rope-and-board walkways. No surprise there. Most of his fellow villagers would be out, tending to their duties.

Two fairies stood on the nearest landing platform. Each wore an armband marking them as forest protectors. One stepped forward, her hand on her stinger. Recognition sprouted. Yaetherim couldn’t quite remember her name. He had only seen her in passing when he’d been on duty. Tae-something, a firekind. Her ember-red eyes and lizard-like wings made that clear enough.

“Yaetherim?” she asked. He nodded.

“Paetolel wants to see you.”

Yaetherim pursed his lips. So, the village council now wanted to speak to him. That was a change. Perhaps they thought he wouldn’t have much more to say. But Paetolel had been more willing to listen than the other councillors.

“I’m sure he does. Don’t suppose my brother’s here?”

“Naeviol’s out gathering ingredients.”

The two protectors exchanged a look. The firekind leaned forward.

“Captain Charlys is in.”

She had spoken as though confiding something. Yaetherim blinked. His wings twitched.

“She is?”

“Aye, she’s changed to the afternoon shift.”

Yaetherim frowned. He’d known Charlys since they’d been younglings. She’d always risen with the light of dawn. Preferred an early start and finish. Yet this change sounded like her own choice.

“Thank-you. Paetolel will find me in the kitchen come lunchtime. If he can’t wait.”

Both protectors shot him a look of reproach. Yaetherim almost shrugged. It wasn’t that disrespectful, nor too long. The sun already sat high in the sky.

“I’ll let him know.”

Yaetherim nodded thanks and departed. His feet slapped against the wooden boards. He passed his own hut, tucked in the junction of two branches of an ironwood tree. Other fairies walked by, their wings folded back. But he barely noticed them. He soon reached another group of huts built round the trunk of an acacia. A balcony circled them, connecting to a couple of other walkways. He approached Charlys’ hut, second from the left. Unlike the others, its door was closed, and the blinds drawn. Below the windows, the louvres sat ajar. Yaetherim turned around. Charlys obviously needed the rest. They could talk later.

A board creaked beneath Yaetherim’s feet. He sneaked away, trying to avoid more noise.

A brief walk brought him back to his hut. His satchel preceded him through the door. It flopped onto the bed, creasing a neatly made sheet. Yaetherim stopped halfway across the room. His stomach twinged. Not illness, just instinct. Something had changed. But everything was as he had left it. Cupboards and drawers were all closed. A set of panpipes lay on the wood table below the window. Nothing on the backless couch except a single cushion. No notes or letters waiting for him.

He shook his head. The room hadn’t changed. Last time he had been here, he had been scared. Since then, those who’d attacked him had been arrested. Stripped of their status and the law’s protection, they were no longer a threat. Furthermore, they were both Rychillans. Much too large to enter a village like this. He took a deep breath and let it out. Perhaps he’d forgotten how being safe felt. Aye, that was it.

With a quick motion, he unbuckled and flipped open his satchel. He unpacked the clothes within. Next out of the satchel came a spent waterkind crystal. The size of Yaetherim’s palm, it had been cut to fit Rychillan jewellery. Three small marks showed where it had been clasped. It had helped lead him and Veritor Karis to Mage Peran.

Two footsteps sounded behind him, the sandals slapping on wood.

“Therry?”

Yaetherim grinned and turned.

“Hello, Sunbird. I-“

He broke off. Bags sat beneath Charlys’ speckled hazel eyes. She stood slumped, and her blue wings drooped. He had never seen her so exhausted. No, he had, once. In the days after he’d been attacked in Oato clearing.

Below her shirt, she wore a skirt. Both garments were woven from leaves, as usual. Not an outfit to wear on duty. She blinked and stared at the crystal in Yaetherim’s hand. Her eyes flicked down to the scratches marring it.

“I thought Veritor Karis kept that as evidence?”

“She’s got the others.”

Yaetherim laid the crystal next to the panpipes. He stepped over to Charlys and took her hands in his.

“Was it that creaking board? I only popped by to check you were okay. Didn’t mean to wake you.”

Charlys smiled. It did not reach her eyes.

“Wasn’t sleeping. Just grappling with worries.”

“About the North Alken Stewardship?”

Charlys blinked. Her wings twitched.

“How did you…?”

“The College of Mages is in the middle of North Alken Forest. News that one of them murdered a fairy isn’t exactly reassuring.”

Charlys pinched the bridge of her nose. A sigh escaped her.

“Aye, it’s…”

Yaetherim nodded towards the couch.

“Do you want to talk about it?”

“Aye. Nay. I don’t know,” she replied slowly. They sat on the couch. Yaetherim didn’t speak. A pinch of distrust and a dash of reassurance. That’s how he’d put it earlier. He had underestimated how bad it was. No wonder Charlys was stressed. He reached out and gently rested his palm on her arm. She met his gaze. He gave a small nod.

Her left wing draped over his shoulder. Despite this, ‘twas as though a tree branch leaned against him. Yaetherim moved his right hand up and brushed it against Charlys’ wings, where they joined. She let out a soft, slow sigh. Her body sagged against his.

“Again, please,” she murmured. Yaetherim obliged. For several dozen heartbeats, they just rested, Yaetherim stroking Charlys’ wings. He knew she found it relaxing. Most fairies did. Soon, she stirred. She sat up and turned. This time, her smile reached her eyes.

“Thank-you, Therry. That helped. For now.”

She’d almost whispered that last sentence.

“I know how much work you put into the stewardship, Sunbird. It is a noble idea.”

His words had been sprinkled with pride. Charlys blushed, her cheeks turning mauve.

“It’s, I do think it’s the purpose for which Galarus created me. Founding it, I mean. But since Peran Oaklon’s trial, people have stopped volunteering.”

She sighed again.

“Not just out of fear. Some feel that aiding in Peran’s arrest was going too far. That it was a Rychillan matter.”

Yaetherim scoffed.

“Well, it was only stopping someone who’d attacked multiple protectors. ‘Tis not as though they should protect themselves,” he snarked. Any of them could have been Peran’s next victim. Charlys sighed.

“At least Naeviol’s still helping out.”

Yaetherim nodded. No surprise there. His brother had a strong sense of duty.

“I’m even considering returning Taesonith to full service,” Charlys added. “Our quartermasters won’t like that.”

Yaetherim’s wings twitched. He peered at Charlys. Protector Taesonith had divided her loyalties. She’d taken bribes from one of the other mages to carry secret messages for him. Yaetherim had uncovered their little arrangement.

“What’s the quartermaster got to do with her?”

“She’s on storehouse duty in Taselo Village. Doing quite a good job of it, too.”

Where they could keep an eye on her, at the Stewardship’s headquarters. Made sense. Charlys sighed and met Yaetherim’s gaze. Tears welled up in her eyes.

“North Alken Forest may once again become devoid of fairies to care for it,” she said, her voice shaking. “Forests need to be looked after.”

Yaetherim’s earlier words came back to him. A dash of reassurance was the ingredient Charlys needed. She could point out that he’d vouched for this new mage. Despite his concerns about Darnith, this would benefit his fellow villagers. It would comfort Charlys, too. He hated seeing her like this.

“Would it help if a protector assessed Mage Peran’s replacement? Or an ex-protector?”

“Aye, could do. But nobody wants to patrol near the College of Mages, let alone visit it. Then there’s-“

She broke off. Her eyes widened.

“Wait, an ex-protector? You mean you?”

“Aye. Must admit it’s Arch-Mage Darnith’s idea. Approached me last night, when I was helping Naeliya home from Cropper’s Crony. Gave us a lift,” Yaetherim said. He recounted his conversation with the arch-mage.

By the time he’d finished, Charlys was stroking her chin. She stared past Yaetherim, not looking at anything in particular. Yaetherim knew better than to interrupt when she was lost in thought. After a dozen heartbeats or so, she nodded.

“Sounds like he’s taking this seriously. Are you going to take the job?”

“Depends. Do you think it could help?”

Charlys grinned, showing that gap between her top front teeth. In that heartbeat, Yaetherim’s decision was made.

“It would, aye. But I’d need to spread the word.”

“Then I’ll do it,” Yaetherim replied. Charlys’ grin broadened. He stood and offered his hand. Charlys took it, and he helped her to her feet.

“I’ve still got to speak to Paetolel,” Yaetherim said. He grabbed his satchel. Only two items remained inside.

“Aye. Can you let me know when that’s done?”

Yaetherim nodded. From the satchel, he pulled a sheet of paper. Unfolding it revealed a few paragraphs of elegant Fairic writing. All out of date, conveying news no longer needed. He went to crumple it. This note had served its purpose. But something stopped him. Charlys shot him an inquiring look.

“Veritor Karis left me this during the investigation. She’d popped out to interview some other witnesses. It’s a brief update on her progress.”

He glanced down at the letter. Karis had taken the time to write it. She could’ve just left him waiting, with no news at all. He folded the paper.

“You’re keeping it?”

“As a reminder, aye.”

He looked down. Anger and frustration flooded back. All those harsh sentences he’d spat at Veritor Jastro and Veritor Karis. They had come through in the end. Even if it had taken a while.

“Rychillans aren’t as unreliable as I thought.”

Charlys nodded.

“That’s a, ah-“

Her words gave way to a yawn. Yaetherim smiled. Just a slight curve of his lips.

“I hope you can rest better, Sunbird.”

“Thanks.”

With that, she left. Yaetherim finished unpacking a few dozen heartbeats later, then strode out of the hut. Making his decision had been one thing. Getting it past the village council would be another. At least Paetolel was reasonable. If Yaetherim could get him onside, then it would be a question of doing the job itself.
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Yaetherim sniffed the air as he strode towards the village kitchen. Corn, eggs, nistyr root, tomatoes and four different varieties of beans were stewing. Various herbs, too.

Yaetherim knocked and leaned in. Three fairies toiled at the bench running along the rear wall. None looked around.

“We’re not serving yet,” said the nearest.

“Thought you’d be here, Taethiel. Could smell the oregano a dozen paces away,” Yaetherim replied. That got the fairy’s attention. He glanced back, charcoal-black hair swishing over his shoulders. He grinned.

“It’s in the bean casserole. Hello Yaetherim.”

Yaetherim smiled.

“Mind if I join in?”

Taethiel pointed to a section of the counter with a spoon.

“Of course.”

A hopeful smile crossed his lips.

“We, uh, have the ingredients for those cacao biscuits of yours.”

“Any yellowberries?”

“Not at the moment.”

Yaetherim stepped up to the bench. He’d need something sweet to balance the cacao’s bitterness. A quick rummage through the pantry produced a few blueberries, a day or two old. They’d do. After gathering the remaining items, Yaetherim set to work. Chopping, measuring, pouring. With all this activity, his worries and stress melted away.

Before long, he had a ball of dark brown dough in front of him. After rolling it flat, he sliced it and slid it into the oven. Now for the topping. After setting a pot of water to boil, he chopped the berries. Several dozen heartbeats later, he almost had enough to feed the village. He reached for a blueberry, then stopped as another fairy walked in. To the left, Taethiel paused and stood straighter.

“Don’t tell me it’s time to serve up already,” Yaetherim said. Only a couple of voices drifted in from the square outside.

“It isn’t,” replied the newcomer. “But you mentioned you’d be here.”

Now Yaetherim glanced up. A familiar, wrinkled face looked out from beneath off-white hair. Yaetherim met Paetolel’s gaze.

“Captain Charlys made a full report to the council. We’re glad you found closure on Verbore Island.”

Yaetherim smirked.

“That is one way of looking at it. That visit led to finding my attackers. But I doubt that’s what you and the rest of the village council had in mind.”

With a flick of his fingers and a spell, Yaetherim summoned a blueberry to him. He sliced rapidly, his knife tapping the wooden chopping board. Paetolel stepped closer.

“But all the same, we are relieved that is the case.”

“I’m sure you were,” Yaetherim replied. It was one less thing for them to worry about. They had demurred, delayed and dismissed his requests to bring official pressure on the town guards. Same reply each time. The constables, captains and veritors knew their profession and shouldn’t be rushed. But eight months of inaction wasn’t what Yaetherim would call rushing. Of course, there was another reason behind the council’s reluctance. They owed several favours, having spent frivolously. Yet when one of their own needed it, they were suddenly concerned about cost. This had let Mage Peran and his accomplice kill a fairy and two Rychillans before they were caught. Murders that could have been prevented. Yaetherim’s knife moved quicker, slamming the board harder with each cut. With wings twitching, he took a breath to calm himself.

“Gets you out of spending another favour, doesn’t it? Only cost three lives. Quite a deal,” he added, his words dripping with sarcasm.

“Protector Paetobim, Mechanic Jotol, Arch-Mechanic Warrett,” Paetolel replied. Yaetherim’s knife slipped. A slice of a berry sailed off the chopping board. It splattered on the floor. Yaetherim stared at Paetolel, his cooking forgotten. Those were the victims, in order of death.

“As I said, Captain Charlys told us what happened,” Paetolel added. Yaetherim finished slicing and dumped the blueberry into a bowl. He summoned another and set to work. His gaze met Paetolel’s.

“So you councillors are able to listen, then,” he snarked. When it suited them, of course. Paetolel sighed.

“I see where your thoughts lie, Yaetherim. But hindsight is always the clearest. Magic can only manipulate the elements, not events that have happened. We should look to the future.”

Paetolel had a point. However, experience could be educational. In fact, fairies formally indulged in it. On the anniversary of their birth, they’d meditate. Think back over their past actions and learn from them. Yet the council seemed unwilling to do that now.

“So let’s discuss it. Are you lot still worried about that patch on my wing?”

“Aye, there is-”

“No precedent. It could fail mid-flight. I have no feeling where the fabric is. It chafes. Gets stained sometimes. Looks odd,” Yaetherim snarked. “Have I missed any?”
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