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      Between the world of people and the place where he and the other gods called home was what the Jesters called the Void. It wasn't a void. A void is an emptiness, an absence of anything. There was plenty in this place. The word that best described it to him was the Flux.

      He had thought about explaining that to the members of the Court, but they were comfortable with the Void. And explaining why it wasn't a void might mean giving away more than he wanted to. More than he and his siblings had chosen to give.

      While the world had been under control there seemed little point to mete out more than was needed. People weren't always reliable and with too much knowledge they could just as easily do harm as good.

      That was the paradox of the relationship between the gods and the people. They needed each other. Without people there was no way to achieve the goals that Revas had set out for them. People wanted the care and help of the gods, they wanted to know that their place in the world was favored.

      Little did they know that without their worshipers the gods could not come to the land of people and help them. The larger their following the longer the Flux allowed the gods to be on land in a physical form. The duration of their stay wasn't an exact thing. He could never predict when his time would be up, but as it approached the pull was clear.

      Without followers they couldn't do their work. Like this visit, he had to balance his time between being godly to his people and finding out what was causing the Occultation to break. If it wasn't for him and Thenis intervening to push people in the right direction, he doubted the chosen few would even understand what they did.

      Thenis was able to stay within the world of people much longer because she had become almost a default deity in Dharatan. The devotion and recognition sustained her where others struggled. Mukazi, for instance, hadn't been on the world of Scurra in such a long time, and her following was so small, almost non-existent, that she rarely left their home.

      Mukazi had allowed her influence on land to dwindle as she stayed by the shield and maintained it. Not just to protect her followers but all people. No one would ever know that or follow her because of it. And her numbers were dwindling, to the point he hadn't found anyone recently that worshipped or even named her.

      He wanted to use the Flux to travel across the land and continue his work, but he had so little power left now, he wouldn't be able to do that. Once he crossed into it, he would be drawn back to their home where he would have to wait to regain the strength he needed to exist again on the physical plane.

      Every time when it got to this point he regretted not dedicating more time to growing his own following so he could stay longer. But he became so fixated on the problem of the amulets and the hunt for them that he put it off until it was too late.

      When your time was up even the most adored, Thenis, had to return, or you weaken to the point where you could never return, and your power was completely gone. That should have happened to their sister, Yantarnaya, but for some unknown reason she was still active.

      He didn't know how or why, and for a very long time, she had been busy in Enderk. Again on this trip he had sensed her, or a very thin trace of her, but she was still alive and still had power. Soon he would need to dedicate his time to solving that riddle. How had she outlasted the time limit?

      Had he done enough this trip to keep everyone safe for a little longer? He couldn't tell, it was out of his control for now. The few levers he could pull he had pulled, and the amulet was important to whatever Yantarnaya's plans were.

      Mukazi had been right all that time ago. It had been her idea to freeze the rulers and their amulets in time, hiding them from the world, while they tried to understand what was happening. It had seemed a good plan at the time, until they had to maintain it.

      The amulets still contained power, and they had been unable to learn how to control them. All but the one from Schevenal was suspended in the vacuum, which they called the Cell, as were the ancient rulers they had been gifted to. Each of the orange gemstones still exuded a level of power. They were a threat to them all, to the Citadel Stone, and until they could find a way to destroy them, they needed to keep them away from Scurra.

      It was critical that Lani got the amulet she held to the Jesters, people they could trust to protect it and hide it from the Vrah, and anyone else that the Debrua Stone would send for it.

      He walked into the Flux. That was the other difference from what the Jesters could do. He moved into it. It was in the Flux that he could travel from one place to the other, it was here that he could seek answers and his siblings. And it was here he could…

      There it was, the draw. He couldn't stop it now it had begun. He could feel himself being pulled, like water down a drain, and he flowed towards it, towards their home.

      Immediately he felt lighter. The weight of being physical was gone. He felt whole and new. Although new was an odd way to describe it, there was nothing 'old' about him here, despite his length of existence. He just was. There was no physicalness, even though he had a form.

      When he moved it wasn't walking, nor floating. He just moved. He moved to a place, a spot and he was there. How it might appear to people he wasn't sure, and in truth he didn't care.

      As he came to the place where the dome existed he saw that Thenis wasn't here. It had been a slim hope.

      "You're back, Hembleth."

      "Yes, Mukazi. How fares the shield?"

      "It holds but the tearing continues. Little rips here and there." She used her head to nod at the others while keeping her hands on the transparent dome they stood around.

      "We repair them as quickly as we can, but it seems to take us longer to do now, and more are forming all the time. Where once we were able to stop them, now we're only just holding on. I fear we'll lose the race soon enough."

      "That would explain it."

      "Explain what?"

      "More knowledge is appearing in the land of people. You can sense it coming."

      Mukazi looked back at the dome, her eyes closed for a period.

      "There is something else."

      Hembleth waited.

      "We lost one of the amulets."

      "Lost?"

      "Several cracks happened together. We were fixing them, but it seems one of them was related to the Cell. There were not enough of us here, and by the time it was fixed we noticed that one of the men from the Cell was gone."

      "What does that mean?"

      "I’m not entirely sure."

      "This doesn’t bode well."

      "The vacuum we suspended them in protected their bodies from the passing of time. Now that he’s free it will catch up to him. He won’t survive."

      "But the amulet?"

      She shook her head. It had been so long since she had been down there, she had no sense of space or time like he did. He looked around at the others.

      "Why so few of us?"

      "Whether they know why or not, people are calling out for our help more and more. The call to go back is growing more quickly than ever. It is only me that can avoid it."

      "We should speak of that, your following is almost gone completely."

      She shrugged. "Someone must stay. We need more here, if we are to keep it intact…"

      He already knew what she was trying to say. The more people on Dharatan needed them, the less time they stayed here. Then they would be drawn back again to their home, and it would begin again. If there were fewer of them here, the sustenance of the shield diminished. What had been named the Occultation could not hold forever. At least, not as they had hoped.

      Maybe that was a good thing, Hembleth thought. All of them standing here for so long had done nothing to stop it, only delayed it. Maybe there were better things for them to be doing.

      What of the other worlds, the people that needed more from them than just a passing glance? What of places where he wasn't known as Hembleth?

      It was too much to ponder now. He placed his hands on the dome and added strength to it. What was done was done, he would help hold on to it a little longer.
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        * * *

      

      Seerbols wiped sweat from his brow with the sleeve of his tatty robe. He was well past noticing the sand mixed in with it and little scratches formed on his forehead as he did so. Living as a desert pirate wasn't a life for the soft.

      It was a way of life few chose deliberately, but once begun it was very hard to leave.

      Day on day you survived the relentless sun, spending your time looking across the sea of sand to spot traveling caravans while staying out of their sight. Raids always happened at night but positioning yourself was done during daylight.

      You needed to be close enough to launch your attack without too much effort, but not so close that a wayward noise from your team or camels would alert the guards of the caravan. And there were always guards of some sort.

      The large distances between cities meant there were never patrolling guards which meant traders had to bring their own. Being a guard wasn't much better an existence than Seerbols's, and they often had limited career choices.

      Those who had that role came in one of two types: ruthless, caused by a meanness about the injustice of their life, or lazy, because they had fallen into this work through a poor attitude and usually a reluctance to do any hard work or fighting. Seerbols always tried to avoid those who looked like the first type. He only had a three-man crew, him and his two sons. No potential reward was worth the loss of one of his boys.

      Lazy guards on less rewarding caravans were good enough for them. Their needs were simple. No need to be greedy. Seerbols had seen the bones of many who had become too ambitious and attempted to raid a caravan stocked with highly trained mercenary guards.

      He was smarter than that. Mostly. He knew he wasn't that smart or he'd never have ended up doing this, and dragging his sons into it.

      The late afternoon shimmer was at full strength, the worst time of the day. Despite the small shade cover they lay under, their bodies were hot and weary. Rationing water to survive for days on end meant that by late afternoon you began to see things which weren't there.

      Seerbols shook his head and rubbed his eyes, looking east across the rolling dunes, seeing wisps of sand flowing like silken robes in a light wind.

      "Da!"

      Seerbols turned to look at the younger of his two boys, Mopteb. "What is it?" Already he was turning to where his son pointed.

      "A twister?" he asked no one in particular.

      "Out here, Da?"

      Seerbols didn't know what to make of it. The wind wasn't that strong but it looked like the air was twisting. The air looked different, you couldn't see through it entirely but they were too far away to detect why.

      "Shall we investigate, Da?" the eldest boy asked.

      Seerbols shook his head. "Never show yourself if you have no need, you know my rules."

      They all lay still watching to see what the desert was about to do. The spot they stared at didn't come closer to them, or change at all, but it was very different to the air around it. To the left and right of it Seerbols could see sand and sky as he expected. All except this thick shimmer about the width of two men and fifty feet high.

      "What on Sahro…" his voice trailed off.

      A man stumbled from the shimmer and fell forward into the sand. He struggled to get back to his feet before turning to look back at where he had come from, backing away from it, holding an arm out as if to protect himself from it.

      He wore a long robe, and even from this distance Seerbols could tell it was of high quality. This man was a noble of some sort. A small grin formed on his dirty face. A wealthy target appearing right in front of them was a great blessing. Seth the desert god was honoring them.

      The man turned away from where he had come and took several more steps. Unaccustomed to walking on the sand he sank and fell several times. He didn't appear to see them and Seerbols waited. They had a distinct advantage.

      As if the man's appearance out of the strange shimmer wasn't enough, the three pirates’ eyes were transfixed by what happened next. At first his hair and beard were a rich black and full, but they changed quickly as if every step was like a year passing.

      Before them his beard turned grey and most of his hair fell out, his clothing became sloppy as his body lost weight and he fell more often. Rising out of the sand became almost impossible for the man.

      He called out a pained "No!" before falling for the final time.

      None of the three men watching moved at all. It was only when the shimmering air disappeared that Seerbols was game enough to rise from their blind, his curved sword held out in front of him. His sons followed even more slowly behind him.

      When they reached the man, Seerbols prodded him with his foot. "You alright?"

      The body lay inert before him.

      "Help me turn him over, boys!"

      It took little effort to do so, and they all jumped back as the pile flipped over. A skeleton lay before them, wrapped in the clothing that had walked across the sand.

      "Sweet Seth, what is this, Da?" Mopteb's voice almost squeaked.

      "Trouble, is about all I can tell you, boys. There can't be no good that this brings, for sure."

      Seerbols could feel a coolness trickle down his spine, slowly, almost painfully. In his head, he could hear his thoughts trying to tell him to turn and take the boys. To get away from here and never mention it to anyone.

      But something else made him want to know more. Something drew him to kneel down and search the man.

      "What are you doing, Da?"

      "What we always do, profit from others’ misfortunes."

      He had been right about the robe, it was a fine material, not some typical cloak worn by townsfolk. He patted for pockets but didn't feel anything through the sides and untied the clasp near the skull, letting it fall open.

      "Oh Seth indeed!" he gasped.

      "Whoah," Mopteb exclaimed as well.

      Hanging on a gold chain before them was the most beautiful amulet Seerbols had ever seen. It twinkled in the remaining sunlight, and the man sensed what he could only explain as a smile coming from it. The gem set in a dark metal seemed to be soaking up the sunlight and gleaming, as if free from a darkness.

      "What stone is that, Da?"

      Seerbols had to shake his head clear. He couldn't believe the size of it. The chain alone would give him a huge pay day, but this amulet was something else.

      "I've only ever seen one which was anything like it. And that was the forbidden amber."

      "Forbidden?"

      "As long as anyone's ever known, amber is a forbidden gem, not just here either, but in all the neighboring states. The crew that tried to sell some small amber ring ended up hung, somewhere on the border near Mugan, is about all I know."

      "So that's not worth anything then?"

      "Ha! Oh it's worth plenty. Just because something’s forbidden doesn't mean there aren't those who want it. They pay double or more for something forbidden. You should know that by now. And something like this, we'd not be needing to pirate another day in our lives."

      "Really?"

      "We'd live like kings for sure, mark my words."

      "Shall I wrap it up then?" Mopteb asked.

      "No!" Seerbols snapped, reaching his hands out to stop the boy. "That's my job, leave it to me."

      "What we going to do with him?"

      "I'll finish searching him then we'll cover him in sand, and get as far away from here as we can, and fast. Whatever he came out of I don't want to see again. We've just found our mother lode and I want to cash it in as soon as I can."

      By the time the three men were long gone from the location of their blind, the winds had already hidden the spot where they had left the bones. They had stripped him of his fancy clothing, boots and the other jewelry he had on him. Seerbols was concerned about the signet ring he had borne on his right hand ― the bear etched into it looked remarkably like the Skarian symbol.

      Who was the man? And what was he doing out there?

      He had no answers but he could feel a warmth coming from the amulet that hung under his tunic against his chest. He already felt like he owned it, and part of him wasn't so sure he needed to sell it. He could just sell the chain and live off that for a while.

      "Where we heading, Da? Why are you taking us south, that's not normal."

      "Why are you questioning me? Haven't I always made the decisions for us all?"

      "Ya."

      "Then enough of that attitude. Things are different now, we're going to be able to live differently. I need to find somewhere to cash in what we found, and then we'll decide what comes next after that."

      Neither of the boys said anything else, they went back to following their father through the sands.

      Where will I cash it in? Surely that signet is the answer. The most value for something like that has to be Daskare. That's where I feel drawn to go, I don't know why, but it seems to make the most sense. If that man was from there, then it's likely his things will fetch a healthy price from one of his compatriots. Or a reward, if he was important. Wasn't like we harmed him. I need to give Seth a sacrifice, to thank him for this gift. I don't want to turn his anger against us, not now, not with such a prize.

      Seerbols plodded on, his mind spinning as he tried to imagine all the ways his life was about to change.
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      Being alive had always seemed so pointless to Karpenmor. He stood on the balcony of his room, looking back towards the mountains. He felt like a mountain. Solid, but lifeless. Mountains existed, they were significant, but to what purpose?

      What was his purpose? Everything in his life seemed to be pointless. He knew that should have changed once his father had died, being heir to ruling Enderk, but it hadn't. If anything it had made it even worse. Now he was truly alone.

      The silence was almost complete, the only sounds he heard came from far across the walls, out in the city that he rarely saw. Even then they were muted, it was as if he was on a remote island, alone except for all the servants. And Uksod of course.

      Uksod was the only one he saw constantly, his surrogate father. The priest told him what to do, when to do it, and what was going on. His real father, when he was still alive, had sat on his own in the Amber Room, living in whatever world it was he had ventured to.

      He wished he could go and visit his father again. The stupidity of it was, he visited so few times when the old man was still alive but now he yearned for the chance every day.

      It occurred to him that it was whenever he was out here on the balcony, in the fresh air, he remembered his father, as if there was some significance to the place. Each morning the thought renewed itself and he intended to do it, but as the day wore on he had forgotten it.

      Why was that?

      There hadn't been much point to the visits with his father, he knew, nothing was ever said, his father never even looked at him. Another pointless exercise. He had no mother; the shell of his father had been all that was left of his parents. And so, while nothing ever came of it, he had made it matter. He went despite the feelings of futility inside.

      Karpenmor paced around the large balcony, stopping at the balustrade to watch some of the servants rushing about down in the grounds below. He couldn't remember the last time he'd been down there on his own. Probably when he was very small, he guessed. There was a time when he ran free and careless around the palace and its grounds. He could remember the feeling if not the actual memories.

      The memories he did have were of him wandering the palace. He had lived inside here his whole life, and he knew almost every nook and cranny but he rarely ventured outside. And when he did, he was always accompanied by guards, and an escort ― one of Uksod's priests, always there, always making small comments, pulling Karpenmor back into line.

      The voice startled him. "There you are, Your Highness."

      Karpenmor turned quickly, but recognizing the voice he wasn't afraid. He didn't feel much at all towards the man, except perhaps a little dread now that his peace had been disturbed. "Yes, Uksod, here I am."

      "What are you doing?"

      For as long as Karpenmor could remember Uksod had told him what to do, where to go, how to feel. Recently, though, Karpenmor had felt something stirring inside. He had begun to become annoyed by Uksod's constant questioning.

      "What does it look like I’m doing, Uksod?" He surprised even himself in speaking what he was feeling. Just being asked what he was doing by Uksod angered him. Not much, but enough that he noticed it. He felt something, and he was intrigued by it.

      "Excuse me?"

      Karpenmor felt uncomfortable now. He had spoken without thinking and now his guardian was staring at him with a touch of anger in his eyes. It wasn't often that the anger came to the surface so readily, but someone would suffer because of it. The priest would find an errant servant or one of his own to vent his frustrations on, that Karpenmor knew. It was something he couldn't stop, not yet anyway. His acceptance of what would be was already replacing that tiny sliver of rebellion.

      "I asked what you were doing, I didn't expect such rudeness." Uksod walked towards him. "Perhaps we haven't been keeping you busy enough with your preparations. That can be fixed."

      Karpenmor turned away from him back to the mountains. He knew the man would fill his days with meetings and lessons about what his role was. None of it really mattered to him; he would be ruler at some point after his birthday, and at that point he'd do what he needed to do.

      Most of the time he complied with what Uksod wanted him to do, but out here, in the mornings, it was different. There were times when he could see that soon he would be in charge, and that their relationship would be different. But then the activities of the day began and he was lost in the business of being the heir.

      Karpenmor wasn't even sure he knew what it was he thought would change, it was merely an idea that flittered on the edge of his mind, never quite within reach. In reality he had no idea what he really wanted at all. Mostly he was just going through the motions that Uksod laid out for him.

      "What is the matter?" Uksod sounded a little less officious, as though he had tried to give his voice a touch of empathy.

      "Nothing’s the matter. I'm not particularly interested today."

      That was the truth of it, he wasn't interested. He wasn't interested in much that happened around him, and yet he knew he should be. All of this was essentially his to rule. Now that his father had died, he would be High Prince. That should interest him, but he was soaked in apathy, and didn't care. He was bored.

      "This will not do. Today of all days, your lack of presence will cause us all turmoil." Uksod put his hand on his upper arm to lead him. "Can you come inside, please?"

      They went back into Karpenmor's room, Uksod closing the balcony door behind them.

      Inside Karpenmor could see his manservant Bwindy was waiting for him. Clothes were laid out across the bed, and other staff were coming through the room ready to prepare him.

      "What's this all for, Uksod?"

      Uksod sighed. "Don't you remember anything? I've told you this every day for the last two weeks. Your birthday is upon us within days and today the Imperial families are presenting their gifts."

      "Why, if it's not my birthday, are we doing this today?"

      "It's the way it's done, Karpenmor. Can we not have this discussion?" He paused before adding, "Again!"

      "I know none of them, why would they want to give me gifts? Why do I even care? I have more than I need, I don't even use everything that's already here."

      "It's what happens when you are the ruler, Lord. I've told you that."

      "It's stupid is what it is. Fawning after someone they don't even know. None of them ever cared about Father, none ever came to see him."

      "That's because they were told he was unwell."

      "He was still the High Prince." Karpenmor felt a little more alive when he spoke of his father. This time he looked at Uksod, his meaning clear.

      "Yes, he was, but in his condition the less the other families saw of him the better. What good would come of the competitive families seeing their High Prince the way he really was? There would be uproar. It was best that he was known to be aging and aloof, and that business carried on as usual.  None of that matters anymore anyway. It's on your shoulders now."

      Karpenmor felt offended by the way Uksod brushed over his father's death. It had only been a matter of weeks.

      Perhaps seeing his face change, Uksod, softened his tone. "You are to be seen, Lord. That's the very purpose of today and what will come in future weeks."

      Karpenmor shrugged. He knew it didn't matter what happened, now or today. His path here was set. He could understand now what his father might have felt, like a heavy blanket you always wore, dragging you down. It pulled at your heart and soul and left little to breathe with.

      Getting through every day felt like walking through deep mud. Just walking to another room seemed too much effort. How on Enderk would he ever be able to rule properly?

      "So, what now?"

      "Now, Lord, we get you ready to meet everyone. I've fixed you a drink which I think will help you last through the day. You need to be alive and vibrant when you receive these guests, we want them to see in you their leader."

      "You've been their leader, Uksod, not me."

      "Was, My Lord. You know this. After this birthday I will no longer be Regent." Uksod paused and swallowed. "You as the heir will become the High Prince. It is your right."

      Karpenmor shook his head. "I don't want this; I have no wish to rule this place. I don't even know anything outside of this palace."

      Uksod pulled him back to look at him, quickly looking around the room at the servants. "You must never say such things in front of others, Karpenmor. You know not what you have just done. Enough! Drink this."

      He saw Uksod nod to one of the guards standing by the doors. The man nodded, albeit only just, back in response, and looked around at each of the servants, as if noting who they were, before continuing his vigil.

      Karpenmor took the tall skinny vessel, like chiseled stone, and tipped the contents into his mouth. The sweet amber liquid slid down his throat easily. Everything around him seemed to soften, edges grew blurred. He was there, he could see normally, but then he could feel and hear something else, a voice that was coming through him but not of his making.

      "He'll be fine, Uksod. I'll be fine now. Let's get on with this."

      "Ah there we are, now we can make some progress."

      Karpenmor observed what was happening to him, the servants washing him, his hair and immature beard trimmed and tidied. He was dressed in new garments he'd never worn before. The softest silk, all white, that caressed his skin. The voice that spoke on his behalf. He was a passenger inside himself as the process continued.

      Once he was done, he stood back and looked into the mirror glass at himself, stunned by who he saw. Whatever he had drunk made him seem in command, tall and alive, regal in the fine clothes.

      Uksod came over to him. "Now there's the leader we need."

      "You know that they cannot stay after what they heard?" The voice spoke through Karpenmor.

      "I know! The Vrah will take care of it. His guards wait outside, the three of them will be removed."

      Inside, Karpenmor struggled to understand what they were talking about. A nugget of fear sat inside him. He wanted to understand it, to care about what was happening outside but everything was dulled, and he couldn't fight it.

      There there, boy. Don't bother with that. Know that when you say things, they have consequences. The voice spoke to him in his head without saying anything out loud.

      Karpenmor wasn't sure what consequences she meant, what it was he had said that had consequences. A sliver of his mind wanted to know what the voice meant, he tried to keep it alive in his mind. But his control over it slipped away and he lost sight of it.
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      A massive glass dome covered the entire grand hall of the palace, allowing sunlight to reach the furthest corners of the vast space. An orange hue filled the room as the light bounced off the myriad amber ornaments and jewels throughout the hall giving the space a feeling of warmth.

      As Karpenmor entered the room, he saw guards lining the outside of the hall, in bigger numbers than he had seen in a long time. Their black uniforms stood in contrast to the color throughout the room.

      The floor was a speckled grey stone as were the pillars holding up the vast structure above. Inset into the pillars were a mass of amber gems that draped the room in color. He climbed several steps towards the large seat placed for him. On the level above and behind him sat his father's throne. As he looked at it, an emotion tried to escape whatever had hold of him, but it was quelled before he could grasp it.

      That will be your throne, once there's the official ceremony. But enough, boy, let us receive our guests.

      The procession of people coming to celebrate his birthday began. They came with gifts and words which he hardly noticed. Whoever it was controlling him did the speaking for him, acknowledging their presence.

      Karpenmor watched on like a detached observer as the guests came and went. On the floor in front of him tables became filled with gifts of many sizes, with servants quickly sliding in new tables as required. He heard mention of some gifts that could not be brought into the hall; the finest horses, and one even brought a camel, a creature he had never heard of before.

      In a way Karpenmor was glad of the fact it wasn't him that was speaking. Early on he was able to almost drift off into a dream state, but as the day wore on, he became more and more present.

      I've shown you what you need to do, now finish the work.

      The feeling behind the voice disappeared and he felt himself fully in his own body for the first time since this morning, when he had been given the drink in his room. There was a connection there, something he needed to understand better.

      A cough beside him brought his focus back to the people in the hall. He looked briefly at Uksod who was staring ahead down at the next of the guests.

      One by one they approached the bottom step, but only when Uksod had nodded to them. Karpenmor had become aware of the subtle inclination of his head each time, and realized how much the priest controlled everything around him.

      The line of people seemed endless still. Holding forth their package they would wish him a happy birthday and coming of age before turning and placing the gift on the table.

      Taking his cue from what he had seen all day, Karpenmor nodded, smiled or muttered his thanks, but in each case only a small acknowledgement. There had been some individuals that the voice and Uksod had given more attention to, the leaders of the Imperial families. So far seven of the eight had been.

      "Not long, Karpenmor." Uksod stood behind him and whispered in his ear. "We are almost there. What you can see is the last of the guests, the outer doors are now closed."

      "Thank Yantarnaya for that," he muttered back under his breath.

      The latest presenter Karpenmor paid more attention to. She was an elderly woman, which always intrigued Karpenmor the few times he saw her. Apart from his father, everyone around him was young or of the middle adult age. She was the eighth of the family heads.

      "Lady Natillian, My Lord." Uksod formally introduced her.

      "From our family to yours we wish you a long and fruitful life." She raised her eyes at this point and looked directly at him, causing him to shiver.

      "From our family estate we have brought five barrels of our finest aged wine, of which I present one carafe, for your convenience. Five of our finest mares each pregnant from our lead stallion, and…" She turned to her servant behind her. Taking a sheathed sword from him, she turned and held it in both hands. "…five swords, each hand-crafted by Dominiter, the finest smith in all of the world, one of my brothers. The most exquisite blades befitting our Lord."

      Karpenmor looked down at her, intrigued by her age and the list of gifts she had provided.

      "She wants you to take it, Lord," Uksod whispered to him.

      Karpenmor stood, which took some effort, the hours of sitting here with the amber liquid running through his veins had left his body inert. Unsteadily he stepped down to the level above her. "Lady Natillian," a small nod of his head, "this is most kind of you."

      He took the blade from her, surprised at how heavy it felt. She had lifted it as if it were nothing more than a stick. He thought he almost saw a tiny smirk at the edges of her mouth. He looked up at the remaining presenters and guards and held the sword aloft. "A most generous gift from the Lady of The Five."

      "Live long, Lord, and we hope more visibly than your father," Lady Natillian said just loud enough for only him to hear before she turned and retreated with her servants who placed the remaining swords and carafe of wine on the long table.

      Karpenmor stared after her. The voice in his head was gone, and only he had heard her comment, which bothered him. What did she know? Or was she meaning something else?

      Her family, The Five, was the most powerful of the Imperial families outside of his own, or so Uksod had educated him. He'd always been taught to be wary of The Five family.

      A cough from behind him caused him to turn and Uksod, who was standing beside his chair, beckoned him back with his eyes. Karpenmor wasn't sure what to do with the sword so carried it back to the chair.

      "Take that from our lord," Uksod directed a servant, who hurried over and waited for Karpenmor to give it to him.

      "What did she say?"

      "Something about living long and being seen more than Father."

      "Oh, did she now?" Uksod looked down the hall to where Lady Natillian was about to leave the chamber. She turned at the last, looked directly at Uksod and bowed mockingly before leaving.

      The room remained still after her departure. Karpenmor looked to the next presenter, who did not move. This time it was he who made a small cough, breaking Uksod out of whatever had trapped his attention.

      A quick nod followed, and the presenter moved forward. Karpenmor could see the embarrassment plastered over the face of the man. Having to follow the last of the Imperial family heads with his small gifts was an unenviable position to be in. Karpenmor made sure to smile a little wider and nod to the man.

      Karpenmor's clearer head couldn't stop thinking about Lady Natillian, despite the people before him. There was a challenge in her manner and words, even if it were only slight, and Uksod had been triggered by it. That Uksod wasn't necessarily as all-powerful as he'd thought was enough to interest Karpenmor.

      Now he waited to see if any other interesting guests might turn up. The later presenters were from smaller families or organizations of lesser importance. Not only was it noticeable in the value of the gifts presented but also in the appearance of the presenter.

      He was disappointed but thankful there were only a few left before the hall was empty of visitors.

      Uksod broke the silence. "I was concerned with how you might handle today but you did well, Highness."

      "That was most tedious. I still don't understand why they wish to gift so much; I mean look at it."

      Karpenmor stood and looked down at the copious items along the tables, the length of the room.

      "We will take care of it all, Highness, there's no need to worry yourself over it. Will you return to your rooms now? "

      He turned to Uksod and looked at him. Again a small resentment towards the priest simmered.

      "No, I think I want to inspect some of these things more closely, that at least will be fun."

      "Very well, when you're done the servants will clean it all up." Uksod turned and left.

      Karpenmor smiled honestly for the first time that day. It seemed childish, but not doing what Uksod told him to do had become more and more enjoyable this last year.

      There wasn't actually anything he wanted to look at, it had been purely to spite Uksod, and counter whatever it was he had suggested. He first went to look at the swords that Lady Natillian had gifted; each was much the same as the other. The wine bottle he unstoppered and smelt, and the deep red aroma wafted out, a rich fruity nose. He wasn't game to drink it; she had a look that worried him, and he'd have a servant taste it before he tried it.

      With little interest in the other items spread out before him he wandered off to his rooms, finally alone again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            CARNUS

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      His world was amongst the trees. That was the choice he had made almost six years ago, and it still felt like the right decision. The Tombs were sacred to all Ngaherians and to qualify to guard them was the reward for all his efforts.

      Carnus knew he was one of the most accomplished warriors in the guards of Manawa. He had won the annual competition to find the strongest amongst them, held in the capital Laumua. His prize was a choice between entering the Tombs or his pick of stations around Ngahere.

      As long as Carnus could remember, no one had ever chosen to not enter the Tombs, the honor of it meant much for their families. It was a conscious choice to leave behind day-to-day life amongst the people and spend the rest of your days never setting foot outside of the Tombs.

      Ngaherians didn't believe in religions like others, they were outlawed throughout the realm, but that didn't mean they didn't have beliefs. There was a spiritual connection to the trees, something tied deeply to the psyche of their race, known as the Wooden Path.

      Before he had entered the Tombs, he knew nothing of the wood people either, and it was information never to be shared with those outside.

      These woods were sacred. The bodies of all who died were brought here and hung from the treetops, forever entombed in the air. No one outside knew what happened to them once they were hung there, but the Protectors learned once they entered.

      It had taken him some time to come to terms with this, but now he accepted it. It was one of the reasons others were not allowed into the Tombs. This knowledge of the trees feeding off of the corpses was not be known elsewhere.

      The Wooden Path linked the trees and the people of Ngahere together and there could never be any corruption of that connection. Maintaining that purity of the Tombs was why the Protectors roamed the borders and removed anyone that entered them. Such bodies were never allowed to remain within.

      Only Ngaherian bodies fed the trees within the Tombs. Only Ngaherians could ever know about the Father Tree deep within the woods, and the sacred figs throughout the forest.

      Being a Protector meant giving your life to ensure the Wooden Path at the core of your people was always safe and continued on forever. Carnus was honored he could live out the rest of his life this way, and had never understood how anyone could reject it.

      Being a Protector of the Tombs and the Wooden Path was the ultimate service to Ngahere. Carnus still remembered the face of his mother when he had chosen this life. It held a tinge of sadness at losing her second child, but overwhelmingly pride that he had achieved what so few ever could. For her remaining years she would be treated like royalty amongst their people.

      It was the least he could do for her. She had brought life to him, suffered at the hands of his father, and loved his elder sister despite what she had done to them. That shame had been erased when he had become a Tomb Protector.

      That his sister had taken up a religion and tried to convert others as followers had been bad enough. To then escape from custody and leave Ngahere without facing judgment, and certain death, was worse. Honor was what held all Ngaherians together. There was no grey in rules and the price of breaking them.

      It didn't bother Carnus the way their society operated, but his sister thought very differently. Carnus's father, as cruel as he could be, took her punishment instead, to erase some of the shame to their family. At least in that way he had done good for them but the looks had never truly disappeared.

      Some things were simply harder for his mother and him, at least until he had grown into his size. Then something of an impasse had occurred. No one would deliberately take umbrage with his mother, from fear of him, but neither did they fully accept her back into the social networks.

      When he became a Protector, that all changed. His mother was now one of the honored, and all of her past forgotten. She lived in a special community built for the families of those who served the realm like he did.

      A smile crossed his face, wiping away the grimace that had been there from thinking about his sister. Knowing his mother was living out her last years so well, touched something deep inside. He was content. He had served his mother, and honored her, the way that all Ngaherians should honor their country.

      Women ruled Ngahere, and were to be honored, always. Carnus shook his head at how his father had treated his mother. Had he done enough to remove the harm done by both of them? Had his father's sacrifice been enough to cleanse their fate? He would never know.

      He walked into the gathering spot, a place central to the Tombs, near to the Father Tree. With much time on their hands, the Protectors learned how to craft exquisite objects from the sacred timbers and other things more mundane, like benches to sit on and forks to eat with.

      Everyone else was here. Each new moon they gathered once as an entire group. It was a check to ensure nothing ill had become of any of them, or the worst fate of all, that one had become a Runner. They were never allowed back to live amongst the rest of their society, and Carnus understood why: so much knowledge was bestowed on the Protectors that it couldn't be shared outside.

      That didn't mean no one ever left. In their history there had been several Runners, those who couldn't accept what they had learned and chose to abandon their post and leave the forest. There was only one place to do that, the southern border, which led to the neighboring realm, Lletem.

      Once they left, word would have to be sent back to the outpost that sat on the northeastern edge of the Tombs, and a team of warriors would be sent to hunt them down. The chase was relentless, and would not stop until they were caught, which is why they were known as Runners.

      None ever survived the hunt and the bodies were never returned to the Tombs. It was the second deadly shame after running, that they were not buried with their ancestors. Carnus shook his head. He couldn't really understand why anyone would want to leave here. He was at peace here, and there were none of the politics or petty dramas that filled city life.

      "Everyone accounted for?"

      His second in command nodded to him from his spot leaning against the trunk of a tree.

      "Does anyone have anything to discuss?"

      Heads shook but no one spoke. Speech wasn't required here, many of the Protectors had stopped talking years before. There was little mandatory interaction between them all.

      "I'm changing the southern patrol. Team four can take over that, and all other teams rotate your posts to the north accordingly."

      "The south? No one ever comes through there, why do we have so many men down there?" Zelf, one of the newest members, spoke shocking most of the people around the circle.

      "It's our weakest point, and the longest. No other reason is required. And I have not served there in a while, I wish to spend some time there. Is that good enough?"

      The man shrugged in response.

      "If a procession arrives, send messengers. Otherwise we meet again on the next full moon."

      He started heading south; the others would follow in good time. Zelf was right, there had been little to be worried about for the whole time Carnus had been a Protector, but still he never let his guard down. They had a job to do, and while he was their leader he would do it his way.
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      His full head of hair always made him smile. For someone of his age it was rare. Fuling finished brushing it in the mirror, and adjusted his dark blue robe. It was freshly cleaned and he loved the feel of it against his bare skin underneath.

      A knock on his door caused him to turn.

      "Come."

      His manservant half-entered the room.

      "Yes, Ventra?"

      "The King requests your presence. I was told to inform you it is most urgent."

      "Oh really? Is he having one of his turns?"

      "I am not sure, Eminence, I was simply informed."

      Fuling nodded. "Where is he?"

      "The main hall. Can I assist you in any way?"

      "No, Ventra, I believe everything is as it should be. Lead the way."

      Fuling enjoyed having people at his beck and call. It was one of the many pleasures his status and position afforded him. The only sound was the slap of his leather sandals along the dark corridors that joined the wing he resided in to the central buildings of the octagon that was the heart of the King's palace.

      A chill lingered most of the year within the dark stone, so far south on Dharatan. Even when summer brushed over the structure it barely made a difference to the inside temperature. Fires burned for all but a few months of the year, a taint of smoke lingering everywhere.

      It was why incense held such allure for him. He sprinkled it in every fire, and ensured it was burned throughout anywhere he frequented.

      One must not smell like a common blacksmith, must one?

      He could hear more noise than normal coming from the main hall, and his curiosity was piqued, as was his cautious side. It wasn't often that he was left out of King Ahn's deliberations. Maybe he'd removed the amber necklace that Fuling had given him.

      The last time he'd done that, the man had begun to alter their plans a little. It had taken all of Fuling's guile to get the King to wear it again. Things were difficult enough trying to find their goal, with little to no information. If King Ahn slipped out of the amber's influence it would make it near impossible.

      "Finally!" The King was behind his throne, pacing anxiously.

      "Your Highness, I came as soon as the message arrived. What's the problem?"

      "Problem?" He stared at Fuling blankly for just a moment before grabbing hold of his train of thought, and turning back to the room.

      Fuling put his left hand into the pocket in his robe, and slipped the ring hidden there onto his middle finger. Immediately he felt the touch of the amber, and sought out the necklace worn by the King. It had taken him a year of practice to be able to do it as easily as Uksod had told him it should be. He was able to hold a tiny connection in a corner of his mind, while he behaved like normal to others around him.

      "These three men were caught trying to get into the palace. They said they had to see me, they had a gift for me."

      "These three?" Fuling had moved alongside the throne, where Ahn now sat. The three men were filthy, their skin baked by harsh sun, and the older of the three had a cunning look to his eyes.

      "Yes."

      "What is the gift?"

      "I have not asked, yet. I waited for you, for your opinion." The man stuttered a little as he spoke.

      "I appreciate it, Your Highness." Fuling looked at the three men again, and the guards holding them. "Let him approach," he said indicating the older of the three.

      The man shook his arm after the guard let go his grasp, and took several steps forward before dropping to a knee and bowing before King Ahn.

      "Your Highness, I come only to offer you the finest of gifts."

      "What gift is this?" Fuling spoke before the King replied. "What gift could men such as you have for our King?"

      The man didn't reply quickly. He stared at Fuling, in a way the priest didn't like, and then looked to the King. He slowly went to a pouch tied to his waist and fumbled in it for something small he pulled out.

      Looking at the King and not Fuling he held it out in the palm of his hand. "Your Highness, I believe this probably belongs to you?"

      King Ahn stood, before Fuling could intercept, and moved forward. The guards in the room were all on edge now, Fuling could see many hands reach for the hilts of swords.

      When the King reached the man, he plucked what appeared to be a ring from the man's palm and stood up, holding the object close to his ailing eyes.

      "A ring! It's the royal signet, if I'm not mistaken. Here, Fuling." He turned, extending his arm to Fuling.

      Taking the ring, he inspected it and had to agree with the King. Had he lost his? As if reading his mind, the King held up his right hand, and showed his own signet to Fuling.

      "It's the same, is it not?"

      "It is, Your Highness. Though, I don't understand."

      "Where did you get this?" The King had turned back to face the man still kneeling before him.

      "The desert, Your Highness."

      "What desert?"

      "In Sahro, roughly between Watersend and Midderbuilt."

      The King shook his head. "What in Jolothos's name is a royal Skarian signet doing in Sahro? Those thieving camel-lovers!"

      Fuling didn't quite understand the significance, or why Ahn was so agitated, but he enjoyed how this would help him push Ahn to do what they'd planned for.

      "What's your name, man?" The King's voice was sharp.

      "Seerbols, Your Highness."

      "This is your gift?"

      "No, Your Highness, but I believed it of great significance. I too could not believe how such a thing would be in the desert."

      "How did you come by it?"

      "Well, that's a story all in itself."

      "Your Highness, whose ring is it?"

      King Ahn turned to face Fuling, his eyes hard and lucid. "There's only one signet missing, Fuling, that of my grandfather, King Unx. We'll discuss that later."

      He turned back to the man whose face seemed to be grinning, ever so slightly to Fuling's mind.

      "I'm not so sure you should trust this man so quickly, Highness. He strikes me as some sort of thief, or dark trader if not much else."

      The eyes of the man who'd called himself Seerbols slid sideways to look at Fuling. Any grin that he might have worn before was well hidden now.

      "I'm nothing much, Eminence, Your Highness. Me and my two boys, we are truly traders. But I'm not looking to trade nothing at all here. Nothing at all. I am a man of my word, if nothing else, and I promised you I had a gift. A gift like none I've ever seen."

      "If this gift is so precious, Seerbols, why not keep it for yourself? Why not trade it," ― Fuling sneered as he said the words ― "for your own benefit?"

      "'Tis a good question, Eminence. Truth be, when I first found it, that's what I did intend to do." He turned to look at both his boys, who were scowling at their father. "Did I not, boys?"

      Both gave small nods but said nothing.

      "But it is meant for you. That's what it tells me."

      "Tells you?" the King queried.

      "Ah, yes. I get a feeling like that. I'm not a clever man, I just know somehow it's yours, or it's for you. Here!" He reached into the pouch again and pulled out a larger piece of jewelry.

      King Ahn stepped forward again and picked the item up, turning it over as he did so. "Oh, my!"

      Fuling couldn't stop himself gasping. In King Ahn's hand was an amulet, with a large amber stone set in it. The silver work was exquisite, and what light there was in the hall seemed to focus on the stone.

      Could this be? How can this be?

      "This is most beautiful, Seerbols." King Ahn was captivated by it.

      "Like I said…"

      "Ahhhh!" The King stumbled backward, dropping into his throne, a grimace on his face. He reached out with his left hand and grasped at his right forearm. The amber stone seemed to be shining brightly, sucking in all the light it could find.

      A guard rushed forward and grabbed Seerbols. "Stop what you're doing!"

      "I'm… I'm doing nothing."

      As soon as it had begun, the stone stopped shining and the light in the room returned to normal. The King shook his head and pulled the tunic up on his right arm. "There's nothing there."

      "What was it?" Fuling asked.

      "It felt like my arm was being burned, I can't really explain it."

      "Are you alright?"

      "I'm fine, Fuling. What of these men?"

      He leaned forward and whispered to the King. "As true as he's said, these are fine gifts, but I'm a little suspicious of their motivations, and what just happened. I suggest we keep them here as guests until we can uncover a little more about what they know."

      "Yes, a good idea."

      Fuling turned back to face the men. "You have brought great treasures to share, Seerbols and sons. I'm not sure what just happened there, but I think you should remain as our guests for a few days and we'll discuss this further."

      "There's no need…" Seerbols began to argue.

      "Oh but there is." He looked at one of the guards. "Captain, find them some suitable quarters, and make sure they're protected. Very well protected, we wouldn't want any harm to come to them, now would we?"

      Fuling could see Seerbols's eyes narrow, but he didn't fight the guards as they led them away.

      "Clear the hall!" Fuling commanded to everyone else.

      "This is most interesting, Fuling."

      "Isn't it? I did tell you of the prizes waiting for us up there, did I not?"

      "You did. I must admit I was a little reluctant to be so bold, but the ring… and this…" He stopped mid–sentence, his eyes captivated by the amulet.

      "What bothered you about the ring so much?"

      "That ring, it's been lost since before I was born. My father talked of it, a lot. It pained him that they'd needed to make a new one for him. He never stopped seeking answers to what had happened."

      "And now it is returned, assuming it is not a fake."

      "No one could fake that ring, not like that. It's even inscribed on the inside, as my father told me, which was not common knowledge."

      "That's great news for your family, is it not?"

      "It is, but I want answers even more now. What with that and this jewel, I think I'm ready to move forward with our plans."

      Fuling's eyes brightened, and he tried to mask the smile forming on his face.

      "Wise timing I think, Your Highness. So we're to prepare the forces for the northern border?"

      "Yes, Fuling. I want our forces there, and whatever else is needed in place. Quickly!"

      "Of course, Your Highness."
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      Why me?

      That was the question that had bounced around in Lani's head all night. She had been able to snatch sleep in small bursts. Enough for some rest, but never enough to stop her head from thinking.

      Ever since Lani had found Ashantha dying outside Barnen, she had been in what felt like a crazy dream. And now she was in Callet, a city she previously didn't even know existed.

      Ashantha hadn't been telling her the truth and he'd used her to get the amulet to his colleagues. But that was all for nothing. She couldn't give it up even when she wanted to, nor his ring, which was still stuck on her finger.

      The one person Lani had hoped would be able to solve it all was now dead. If it hadn't been for Henri, and the sacrifice he had made for her, Lani knew it probably would have been her that was dead.

      None of it made sense. Even after her dream had encouraged her to put the mask back on, and she'd read Ashantha's journal again, she still struggled to understand it all.

      She could understand that Ashantha's last written words weren't as well thought out as they could have been. He was in a bad way when she had found him, and had died shortly after. Composing his story wouldn't have been easy.

      She stood up and paced around the room. The dark wood replica of Ash's face lay on the table and she couldn't help but see it. Lani shivered thinking about how it had peeled off of his body, and dropped beside him. It wasn't a memory she would forget easily.

      He'd warned her about the amulet affecting your mind, but he'd never mentioned it could bond to you. Maybe he didn't know. She looked at the pouch on the table which covered the amulet. Ash had said he'd worn it as a glove to hide his ring from others, but Lani wasn't sure what that meant.

      It was clearly a special cloth ― why would he need it to hide his ring? It didn't make a lot of sense to her. If the risk of exposing the amulet wasn't so high, Lani would have tried it on her own hand to see what it might do.

      What was he doing in Enderk, anyway? What she had read didn't explain it, maybe there was more to read about why he was there. He had said he had stumbled across the amulet by accident, so that wasn't the reason.

      And the Vrah, the men in black who had been hunting it since she had first met him, weren't after her really either. They just wanted the amulet. Ashantha wrote that they could track it if it was out of the pouch. Lani had a sense that was true, but now she knew. Taking it out meant bringing them to her.

      She had seen the colored tendrils snaking away from it when she had exposed it. Now she knew what they were doing. Ash had said it called to you, tempting you. Lani had felt that as well.

      That feeling had become much more prevalent since the amulet stung her forearm and linked to her.

      Or maybe it was the longer she had been around it? Either way it was as if there was a tiny connection deep in the back of her head to it, that had slowly begun speaking to her. Not that there were actually words but still it seemed to be calling to her. That's the only way she could explain it.

      Part of her wanted to reject everything that Ashantha had told her, both back in the cave near Barnen, and what she could now read in his book. He had lied to her back then, he'd told her she'd get her answers in Callet and she just needed to hand his things over.

      But now she knew that wasn't true at all, and because Henri couldn't handle the amulet, and it seemed no one else could either, she was still at Ash's mercy. Even dead, he was manipulating her to do his work for her. He had lied, everyone had lied.

      She'd been nearly killed multiple times, held captive and even had to kill someone herself. None of this was what she had wanted, all she wanted was a future that didn't involve hiding from guards and scraping enough food together.

      Not this. Not these lies, and stories of magic and evil. Now she was expected to believe what was written down, to do more to help him and his people.

      What for? And what did he mean about her mother, that she had given something up for me? That makes no sense.

      The words, 'Even in her last moments she protected you,' made no sense to Lani. When she tried to focus on the words she could feel pressure in her head, as if one of her headaches was forming.

      That's all I need.

      Without thinking she reached for the small brooch that she always wore pinned in the inside pocket of her tunic. She ran her fingers over it, a comforting habit she'd had as far back as she could remember, except for the time it had been taken from her. And then Kyro had returned it to her and told her to always keep it hidden and safe.

      Even Kyro had lied to me. What else did he know that he never told me?

      Lani unpinned the brooch and pulled it out. That last memory, about always keeping it hidden and safe, she'd not recalled in a very long time. She didn't understand it at all. What did the brooch matter? He'd made it seem like it was the only thing of value she had, but there was clearly more to it than that.

      The blue stone had always seemed beautiful to Lani, even as it had changed over the years. She was sure it had been a deep dark blue when she was small, whereas now it was much lighter. Maybe her memory wasn't true. She stared at it as she had many times before.

      Why do you matter? What is the link between you and my past?

      Her head ached again, as she peered at the stone in the brooch. She closed her eyes and gently shook her head, wishing the pain away.

      It's gone!

      The connection in her mind to the amulet wasn't there. She walked back over to the table and stared at the pouch, reaching out to feel it. The amulet was still in there, she could feel it with her hand, but she couldn't feel it in her head.

      How odd.

      She walked away and put the brooch on the bed, and then moved back part way across the room and waited. Sure enough the weird spot in the back of her mind was there again, as if the amulet was connected to her.

      Stepping back closer to the bed she tried to see if it felt any different, but nothing changed. Not until she picked up the brooch, then the connection was gone.

      Lani kept the brooch in her hand and walked back over to the amulet, and picked up the pouch. Still it was as if the brooch blocked it. She put the brooch on the table, and waited. Sure enough the sensation in her mind slowly returned.

      She dropped the amulet quickly back on the table and picked up the brooch.

      It's shielding me from the amulet. All this magic I don't understand, why is it all happening to me?

      Whatever protection the brooch gave her was small, and localized. Lani would need to make sure that she kept the brooch close to her. It helped while the amulet was inside the pouch, but she couldn't risk testing it with the orange stone out.

      If the Vrah really could track the amulet, it had to stay hidden. She wasn't sure how injured the man she had called Goatee was, and if he had more men close by, but she knew he wasn't going to give up. They had killed Ashantha for it, and tracked her all the way here. Lani doubted they were done chasing her, and she wasn't going to help them out.

      What do I do now?

      The answers were most likely in the journal, and she had only read the back of it. Lani knew she needed to spend more time reading it. That in itself almost lifted her mood, the fact she had been able to read. When she allowed the mask to attach to her face it gave her Ash's ability to read, something she couldn't do on her own.

      The thought of putting the mask on again creeped her out, but she knew there was no other way. She picked it up, his face in her palm, and took a deep breath before bringing it up to her face. The now familiar clicking sound as it joined with her face was followed by the coolness that spread across her head.

      Lani knew that if she looked in a mirror, she'd see his face and not hers, and everything about that caused her body to want it off. She took a minute to breathe and settle into the strange feelings it gave her, before getting back to her task.

      She opened the journal and began to flick through parts of it. It told much of Ashantha's life story, where he had been and what he thought. Lani became lost in the world of his notes, flicking through pages trying to find something that related to her.

      The college in Anderwell interested her. He had been trained there, and lived there for a long time, before heading back out across Dharatan.

      He had met Mother Folly at a traveling circus and asked how he could become an entertainer. He didn't know why but he had been drawn to the circus, and to the tall woman as if it was his destiny. At least that's what his journal said.

      She read of many of the people he was around, including the man Goran. The way Ashantha had written about him in the past, Lani found it hard to believe that he would not trust him, but she had re-read the last pages several times and it was clear what his instructions were.

      "Trust no one but Henri and Mother."

      Lani kept hunting for more about her own mother, but despite the journal looking small there were more than thirty years of notes contained in its few pages. However, the magic worked, concealing the book’s contents and size perfectly. No one would suspect it was any more than just a simple journal.

      Trying to isolate information in it was difficult. She was reading them as him, and yet she wasn't. It was hard to focus on any one thing. She would read from different sections of the book and be pulled into different times and places, reliving them in her mind as if she had been there.

      Rainbow showed up several times in the passages she read. Ashantha had noted how odd each occurrence was. The old man was up to something, Ash had known that, and that he was a very different character. In the last meeting Rainbow had implored Ash to undertake something.

      Ashantha had been quite suspicious but the story he kept telling him had never changed. Lani knew it was about her, and the mention of her in an abstract way was hard to read.

      The girl must be kept safe, there is knowledge she doesn't have right now, but you must guard her from those that seek to harm her. She needs to be reconnected with knowledge of her family and who she is.

      Ashantha kept trying to get more from him, but his answers were always cryptic and unclear apart from the single line she had just read, that froze her:

      Your mother will know the story of her mother. It must be told.

      Lani couldn't breathe. She re-read the sentence multiple times to see if anything else came out of it or the surrounding notes, but there was nothing else.

      She felt for the ridge of the mask on her forehead and unclipped it, the unmistakeable click allowing her to relax a little. She left the mask and book on the table and slumped down on the bed, rubbing at the brooch.

      It's all connected, somehow. This brooch, Rainbow, Ash, my mother. But how?

      There was so much she needed to know, including why the strange man, Rainbow, had not told her any of this when they had met. What was he up to? Was there any way to find him?
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      Who was Rainbow? He was mentioned in those last words of Ashantha’s. If he wasn't one of Ash's colleagues, then who was he? He knew things, but he'd chosen not to share them with Lani.

      Why was he even around her? He'd shown up twice since this all began. In Barnen, then in Little Big Rock. Now as she recalled meeting him at the markets in Little Big Rock there had been something that had unnerved her.

      He'd seemed to know who she was and what she was doing. That had unsettled her and Lani had slipped away from him in the end.

      Of course he did. He knew exactly who I was. Why hadn't he helped me more, he could have protected me?

      She would have to ask him the next time she came across him. Would he even tell her now? He'd not told her back then. What had he said to her…?

      “Trust yourself and you'll be safe.” Something like that.

      Safe, she'd not felt safe at all, not then and definitely not now. Maybe all Rainbow was, was more like the seer she'd met in Nkuku. The boy with no eyes, that they had called The Eyes. Such a cruel joke.

      What was his name? Cideep, that's it.

      He told her she couldn't leave the amulet, and had proven that to Watcher and her. But he had been confused by the lock on her mind. That's what he had called it: a lock. It had stopped Cideep from probing her mind, which she was happy about.

      Cideep had linked her to the Jesters. Told her that she was linked to their ring, and the amulet. But he couldn't see any more. He'd said he would have to speak to his mistress to understand more. Maybe Watcher would have held her prisoner until he came back, but that all changed when the Vrah attacked where they were holding her.

      Lani couldn't go all the way back to find Cideep, that was way too far to go, and she'd as likely run into more Vrah than not. Despite feeling manipulated, right now she didn't seem to have many choices. She would either have to always be running and hiding from those who sought the amulet, or she needed to head to Anderwell and see if this mother could help remove it. And tell her more about her past.

      Unless… unless another seer can help?

      It was a new option she hadn't considered before. What if another seer could do better than Cideep? Maybe he was too young and she just needed to find someone more experienced. She felt more hopeful already. At least she might learn something else, not just what she'd been fed by Ashantha.

      Lani laughed. Not that long ago she had been frightened out of her wits at the threat from the Barnen guards, that a seer was coming to town to find her. Now she was thinking of seeking one out.

      She knew she would have to be extremely cautious. The man she'd called Goatee was still alive as best she knew. Yes, he was injured but he would have others to help him, that she didn't doubt. And Henri's colleagues, they would be looking for whoever killed him.

      It wasn't safe in Callet but before she left, she needed at least another option to consider. The amulet had to stay in the pouch, and she had to think like a thief. Stay out of sight and keep her wits about her. She rubbed her thumb over the brooch as she thought about everything. The comfort from it helped her relax slightly.

      Where to find a seer?

      The keeper was her best bet, but she wasn't game to ask directly. Her next best option then was a priest.

      "You leaving?" the keeper asked as she walked down to the front desk.

      "Yes. Where would I find a church of Thenis in Callet?"

      The keeper looked at her a little strangely. "That's an odd request in this city.”

      Lani felt a little silly, her face heated up as she blushed.

      "Most people come here to be ungodly." He laughed. "On the east wall, there's a few churches, huddled together. I think you'll find one there."

      "Thanks."

      Lani also got directions to the best place to get a ride out of town before leaving. Taking a longer route, she weaved along narrow, mostly empty lanes, avoiding the busy roads, until she found the right section of the city.

      Huddled was the correct way of describing how the churches looked. All in one small section of the city, they seemed to be dwarfed by what was around them. None of them was a large, proud building to attract visitors. Here in Callet, they couldn't compete with the types of attraction this city held.

      The Church of Thenis wasn't any more inspiring than the others, but she saw an elderly man wiping grime off its front doors. He wore the traditional grey robe that even Despring wore back in Barnen.

      He turned around as she made her way up the path to the doors.

      "Hello there." His wrinkled face shone with a warm smile, setting Lani more at ease.

      "Hi."

      "With that red skin of yours and the dark hair, I'd guess you're a Mal?"

      "I am."

      "You're a long way from home. What brings you to the church?"

      Lani was hesitant, it was a strange request. "I have something to ask."

      "Come in then, this cleaning has made me thirsty and I'll see if I can help."

      The church was quite small on the inside, seemingly smaller than the one in Barnen. There were only a handful of pews. The only window was high at the back of the hall, all of the light came from lanterns along the walls and the bank of candles beside the pulpit.

      She followed the priest into a side room. He beckoned her to sit at the table, while he gathered two goblets and headed towards a small fire in the side wall. A pot hung off to the side, away from the flame, and he ladled wine from it into the goblets.

      "Here try this, it's got a unique mix of spices I learned from some traveling Dotokians many years ago." He sat and raised his goblet towards her. "In Thenis's name bless this wine, and let me be of service."

      Lani wasn't sure what to do but raised hers along with him.

      "Do you get many people in here?"

      He chuckled. "No, dear, not really. A posting here is only for the eternally hopeful. Those that come are usually in so much trouble a priest is the last thing they really need."

      "So, why…"

      "I was told to serve here."

      "By whom?"

      "Thenis of course. She spoke to me and told me this was where I needed to be."

      "She?"

      "Yes." He chuckled again. "Another that thinks all the gods are men, I see."

      "I… I just never even thought about it. The few priests I've seen are men, so I…" Lani shrugged.

      "It's okay, you're not the first, nor will you be the last. It's one of her many quirks."

      "What is?"

      "That she doesn't show her face often to her people. Maybe because she works so much in the background, she doesn't want to. To be honest, I don't think too much on it, I just serve."

      "Did she tell you why you had to be here?"

      "Oh no, dear, That's not how it works. I got the message, I arrived here, just in time it seemed. The priest before me had passed on the day before I arrived. It seemed pretty obvious that's why I was here, but I haven't asked."

      "Would she answer if you did?"

      "You're very inquisitive for someone I suspect doesn't spend a lot of time following her way."

      Lani felt awkward. She wasn't sure why she'd asked so many questions, he seemed to be so easy to talk to they almost fell out of her mouth. "Sorry."

      "Don't be. Now, I don't think you were here to ask me about Thenis, were you? So what is it that you wanted to ask me?"

      It took Lani a minute to compose her question. In the end it came out the simplest way she could put it.

      "Do you know about the Eyes?"

      "The Eyes?"

      "Yes, they are seers or something."

      "Or something, indeed. Yes, I know of them. Why would you be wanting to know about such people?"

      "I need to find one."

      "What in Thenis's name for?"

      "I'd rather not say."

      He looked at her for a while, sipped his wine and seemed to be evaluating her. "It's an odd request that's for sure. My colleagues would like try to save your soul, but here… you can do much worse things than seek a seer."

      "You don't approve?"

      "I'm not so sure I trust them, lass. But don't let an old man's biases worry you. You won't find one around Callet."

      "Oh."

      "Not much here for their type. Few that come to Callet seek knowledge other than how to win at the next card game, or other forms of luck." He shook his head disapprovingly. "Your best bet is Union."

      "What?"

      "There's one of them in Union. At least there was when I last passed through there."

      "When was that?"

      "Five years at least. They don't change location much. Unless his time has come, he'll still be there."

      "Where's Union?"

      The priest lightened up a bit and chuckled again. "East mostly, south somewhat, but mostly east. If you follow the border with Ngahere, which you can't miss, it's all forest, you end up in Union."

      "Is it near Diwedd?"

      "You can go to Diwedd via Union, but Diwedd's much further south. There's a quicker way to get there than through Union."

      "Thank you, I'll think about whether it's worth the journey."

      "Be careful, that's all I can advise."

      Lani nodded and walked back out the way she had come. The priest watched her from the doorway of his room, but didn't follow her. As she approached the outer doors she looked up at the statue perched on a wooden stand in the back left corner of the hallway, and stopped in her tracks.

      "What is it, lass?"

      Lani stared at the statue of a woman, sure she knew the face. "The statue, who is that?"

      "That's my mistress, lass. Thenis. Rare as she is to have her face shown, it's what makes this church so special."

      "Why’s that?"

      "Only a few actually see what she looks like, here's the only church I know. Strange, considering how popular she is. Why did you stop?"

      "She looks just like someone I knew."

      "Then you've been blessed, lass. She's looking over you if you think you've seen her before."

      Lani shivered as he spoke, and took one last look up at the statue.

      I must be imagining it. My memory must be playing tricks but she looks a dead ringer for that grocer lady, what on Dharatan was her name?

      She hadn't exactly gotten the answers she sought, but at least she had an option. She could head to Union anyway, and still head south if she got no joy there. That was good enough for her. She let the door bang behind her as she left the church.
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      The afternoon sun was shining directly into Lani's eyes as she stepped out onto the street, causing her to blink. Bringing her arm up as a shield she looked up the street, thinking about what to do next.

      As brief as her meeting with the priest had been, it had confirmed that she should be leaving Callet. Union was as good a place as any to head to, and was on the way south. With a little luck she might glean something else from the journal while on the road.

      There was enough light in the day left for her to seek out an agent and hopefully a ride for tomorrow. Then she could find a room, and pass the time. The money she'd taken from the Safe House would see her through for the time being.

      I should have asked that priest for better directions.

      Out on the main road, Lani looked left and right to determine the best direction to find the area for all the shipping out of the city. The keeper had mentioned something about a clock tower and that being where she should turn.

      Off to her right she could see what looked like one, poking above several buildings. There were plenty of people moving down the road, including horses and the odd carriage. Lani merged with the flow of people, still very cautious but trying to use the bodies to stay hidden.

      Two blocks from the clock tower she stepped off the road and into a lane dark with shadows. With plenty of time to get to an inn, she decided she needed to be as cautious as possible. After a short wait she walked back out and merged with more people heading along.

      Everyone was hustling along, focused only on their business. The buildings were all mainly storage warehouses or similar. There were few shops open and the overall appearance was grimy and tired.

      As the road curved to the west Lani switched sides of the road so she was in the shade. She saw what looked like an inn up ahead, across the road, that looked large enough to have rooms for rent.

      She needed to walk past it to reach the corner with the clock tower on it, but decided she'd come back to secure a room once she'd found out about rides. Lani doubted there'd be anything going this late in the day but she wasn't going to waste her money needlessly.

      As she got closer to the inn a tall man walked out of the entrance who made her stop in her tracks.

      Lani shook her head to shake the recognition free, as another carriage whizzed by. As it passed a gap opened in the crowded road, which she could easily cross through, but the man had turned and was looking down the road following the carriage with his eyes.

      It can't be.

      Unless her eyes deceived her it was Captain Kyro. She stopped dead in her tracks.

      What on Dharatan is he doing here? Why?

      "Watch out!" a voice behind her called out as they clipped her from behind.

      The man stumbled out from the covered roof into the road, turned and cursed at her before moving on. Kyro had turned to see what the issue was and looked straight at her. He seemed to struggle to recognize her, or it was disbelief.

      Only briefly though, before he started walking her way, raising his hand.

      Lani didn't know what to do. She didn't want to be caught by him, but she also wanted to know how and why he was here. Why did he care that much about Harsop's death to follow her all the way here?

      Not now!

      Lani turned and ran, she needed to get away from him. She took a turn into an alley on her right and sprinted down it.

      She pushed the bag around onto her back to stop it slapping on her hip and reached another intersection. She turned and looked back down the way she'd run to see Kyro turn into it.

      "Lani," he shouted.

      She didn't wait to hear any more but took a left and raced toward the main street. She crossed several smaller lanes and could see the road she'd walked up this morning in the distance. Hoping she could merge into the crowd down there and escape Kyro was the best she could hope for now. She knew she was fast enough to outrun someone his age.

      Up ahead a figure walked across the exit of the alley. He turned as he heard her running and Lani slid to a stop. His familiar beard and black clothing stood out despite the light being behind him. Goatee now blocked her escape.

      Her feet slid to a stop. While she'd been concerned about being caught by Kyro, she was totally scared of this man. She'd seen what they had done.

      Lani turned and ran back the way she'd come. Ahead, Kyro reached the original intersection that had brought her into this road. He stopped and she could see the confusion on his face. Then he looked past her and his hand went to his sword.

      She turned into an alley on her left and stopped dead.

      Fussleguts.

      The end was blocked by the back of a building two stories high. She spotted a door and ran to it, hoping it would be open. Her heart sank as soon as she twisted the handle, it was barred from inside.

      Turning around, Lani could see Goatee had reached the laneway first. He was now coming toward her, his face cold and focused.

      "Do not make this more difficult than it needs to be." He spoke evenly, despite having chased her.

      Behind him another man in black reached the intersection, a sword out in front of him. Then the sudden sound of blades clashing caused Goatee to turn. Lani could see what looked like Kyro fighting the man in black.

      A noise came from behind her, and she turned to see the door in the building swinging open. She immediately rushed to it and yanked it wide. A woman came flying out, her hand still on the door, and Lani skipped around her into the back of the building.

      Inside the wide warehouse were racks of goods in parallel lines, some rows of barrels and stacks of what looked like hay. Lani didn't wait but sprinted through toward the part of the building with the most light. She could hear footsteps behind her and pushed across the main floor toward the open double doors.

      A big wagon was being backed through the doors and she almost collided with it as she approached. She turned to look for other options just as a hand grabbed the back of her tunic and shoved her into the wall, her forehead banging hard against the wood.

      "Ahhhhh!"

      "I warned you to not make it harder, girl."

      What felt like a foot kicked the back of her leg causing her knee to buckle, and she slid down the wall falling, hard onto her knees. Tears welled in her eyes. Her forehead was stinging, and her knees now burned as well.

      "Get your hands off her, vermin!"

      Lani could make out the sound of Kyro's voice, one she'd know anywhere.

      "Be smart, stranger, and leave with your life while you have a chance."

      "I've already put your mate to the sword, and you'll be next."

      Lani had twisted around on the ground and could see Kyro through the legs of Goatee. With no warning Goatee moved sideways as fast as she'd ever seen a man move. A curved blade slid out of the sheath on his back as he moved, and was in front of him as he came around on Kyro.

      Kyro was no fool and backed off, lifting his own sword, his eyes locked on Goatee. They parried and feinted, the clash of blades ringing around the warehouse. Others had come into the space now. There was shouting at the fight, but no one was game to approach them.

      Goatee feinted in and backed off which drew a lunge from Kyro. It missed as Goatee spun completely around on his heel and swiped his curved blade across Kyro's chest, slicing through his coat and tunic, drawing blood. Kyro's training came to the fore. As he flinched, he pulled back the butt of his sword and then flicked the blade around, catching Goatee high on the man's shoulder.

      The thinner material opened easily and even though it was a light contact the sharp sword cut through the skin, opening a wide wound.

      Goatee didn't react to the cut at all. He backed off, turned around and before Kyro was fully set to face him ran straight at him. In a seamless move, he lowered his body and slid across the dirt on one side, sliding under the sword swing. As he passed under Kyro's guard, he leaped upward, his sword plunging into Kyro's midriff.

      Lani shrieked as she saw the pain and surprise on Kyro's face. Goatee pushed Kyro off the blade, and he toppled over backward, his sword flying free as his elbow hit the ground. Blood gurgled in his mouth and dribbled down his cheek. He turned to look at Lani, horror written across his face.

      The crowd was making a lot of noise now, Goatee turned on them and waved his sword at them, challenging anyone to come forward. The men backed away. He didn't wait for them to change their minds and ran to Lani. She tried to stand up, but he swung in his sword toward her and she stared in fright. Before it made contact, he turned his hand, and the butt of the handle cracked the side of her head with all the force he had.

      Everything went black and as she slid down, all she could see in her mind was Kyro's face at the end.
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      Goran's chest was gripped with anxiety. The worry he felt was threatening to take him over completely. Watching Henri was the main cause of it. He'd sat beside the injured man for hours, unable to leave his bedside. He felt hopeless, unable to do a thing for his colleague, waiting for Brando to return with Zeresse.

      The bandages wrapped tightly around Henri weren't able to completely stop the bleeding. It still leaked out and the bedding was covered in blood. Even with the hunch in his back, the older man usually was so tall and robust-looking. Goran couldn't believe how frail he seemed now.

      He lay unmoving on the bed, air wheezing in through his nose, his face colorless.

      Goran wasn't the praying type, but even he found himself uttering words in his head, pleading with Thenis, Hembleth, even Seth for anything to help save their friend.

      Praying now, fool? No god will save him now, he's another of your failures.

      That was all he needed, Zoran showing up inside his head. Go away!

      Or what? You'll kill me too? You can only kill by your mistakes, you’re not able to harm me.

      The laughter bounced around in his head as it faded into the background.

      Maybe Zeresse can help me get rid of him as well?

      Goran hoped Brando would return with Zeresse soon. While any healer would be better than none, their strange friend was his best hope.

      Was she a friend? Goran didn't really know, Zeresse didn't fit into any box. She wasn't a direct part of the Circuit or Court. Brando and Goran had met her many years before and helped her get out of some trouble. Since that time, they'd all called on her when they needed her help and likewise, she'd asked for favors again when she needed them.

      A practical relationship is the best way Goran could describe it. His mind wandered to the college. He tried to imagine how much Zeresse could teach the students there. Perhaps they should be training more healers and not just the Entertainers?

      The door opened, startling him from his daydreaming.

      "There you are."

      "Brando, you frightened the soul out of me."

      "Like you have one." Brando winked as he said it.

      Goran could see he looked tired. "No luck?"

      "Yes and no. I found someone to get her a message, but how long that will take I can't tell you. How is he?"

      "I don't like his chances, especially if she doesn't get here soon."

      Brando raised his hands and shrugged. "I've done what I can for now. Here, you can't achieve anything staring at him, let's get ourselves something to eat. You're going to need it, somehow I think we're in for a few challenges."

      Goran followed him out into the main room. They left the door to Henri's room open, in case he made any sound, although that seemed a fanciful idea. Brando sat across from him and had one of his staff bring them food and drink.

      "You look how I feel, Brando."

      "Yeah, well the thought of losing Henri is sitting poorly on me, Goran."

      "He's not gone yet."

      Neither of them spoke. The whole inn had a heavy air about it. There was no making light of the situation, everyone there knew Henri. The food that was brought out got little attention. Goran picked at it, but his thoughts lay elsewhere.

      The young woman Lani had brought this on Henri, whether she knew it or not. The men in black had come with her to Callet. He knew that meant he was as much to blame as her. If he'd captured her in Nedor or Nkuku, then none of this would have happened. Goran squeezed his eyes closed, letting the pain of his failure grip him. Once again, he'd let their side down.

      Told you! Zoran wasn't going away completely.

      What was worse was, Goran knew it was true. He'd let harm come to their family, by not capturing her earlier. Or wiping her mind. That was originally part of the plan. She couldn't know what she knew about them and continue.

      They weren't allowed to kill others, unless in self-defense. They all knew the story of one of their earlier colleagues, who hadn't stuck to the rules. The consequence had left her without any memory of her life before, and she'd been banished from their family forever.

      That's what he'd been told to do to this girl, use the mask so she would have no memory. The difference was that it would leave her mindless, unable to think correctly. But then Beantic had changed that and told him to make sure he got her safely back to Anderwell.

      Except he no longer wanted to go along with that instruction. He wanted Lani to pay for what had happened to Henri. He could feel his blood heating up.

      Or am I just feeling guilty for letting it happen?

      Leave her to me, I'll take care of it and solve everyone's problems.

      SHUT UP!

      Chasing this young woman was tiring on him. No one had explained why she was such a threat, apart from her having Ash's things. That wasn't good, Goran knew that, but there was something else they weren't telling him. He could feel it.

      Equally concerning were the Derks following her. It wasn't just Henri they'd hurt; they were leaving a trail of bodies throughout Dharatan. How was he going to best them if it came down to it?. While he could hold his own in a sword fight, he never chose one if he could avoid it. But how to stop them without killing them?

      Even Brando was concerned about them. He'd set up guards on the inn, both outside and inside. Neither of them thought they were after Henri, or would come hunting for him, but it was best to take no chances.

      Goran realized he'd finished the food in front of him without even noticing. His mind was all over the place right now. The sound of feet running down the street brought him and Brando to their feet. One of the guards called out a warning to whoever it was. Together they hurried to the foyer of the inn.

      "What do you want, boy?" he could hear one of the guards calling out.

      "I need Master Goran." The boy was still gasping for breath, his voice weak.

      Goran stepped out the door to where the youngster was being blocked by the two large guardsmen.

      "It's okay, I know him. Come here."

      One of the guards took a step to his left leaving just enough space for the boy to wearily walk through.

      "I forget your name, lad. What is it?"

      "Minto, Master Goran. Leola, she tell me you need to come, come now. There's a man hurt in Furton's warehouse and your girl she was there. Foreign men sliced him up and took her."

      Goran turned and looked at Brando. "We'd best go, he might know something!"

      "Let me arm up first," Brando replied and headed back inside.

      "You can go, lad," Goran said, handing him a small coin. "Tell Leola my thanks."

      He watched the boy turn and run off as he waited for Brando to come back.

      "Let's go," he said as the keeper hurried out the front door of Follies, a sword and belt in his hand.

      Brando moved quickly despite his size, and Goran with his gimp leg struggled to keep up. The keeper told him that Furton was one of the larger merchant companies that handled wholesale supplies.

      When they arrived, there was a large crowd milling around the street and building. Several of the city guard were there already and were trying to keep everyone out. The pair waited until they were distracted then slipped inside.

      A smaller gathering stood around a man who had been propped up against a rack. A trail of blood led back to where he'd been injured. His own sword lay beside him, and his eyes were closed. It was hard to tell if he was still breathing.

      A woman with a shawl wrapped about her head and neck walked toward Goran. He recognized Leola by her arm first and her face second. She leaned in close to him, speaking quietly.

      "From what I have gathered your girl was in this fight. She was taken by one of the men in black."

      "One?"

      "There's another one dead out the back in the alley, probably from this one." She hooked her thumb at Kyro lying on the floor.

      "Where did they go?"

      "I've got people looking but few want to speak about what they know, whoever he was he frightened everyone. They say this one was a good swordsman but the man in black made it look easy."

      "Understood. Let me know what you find out." Goran looked back at the man on the ground. "Is he still alive?"

      "For now, but that's a nasty wound. I'd not count on him lasting long unless you can get him cared for."

      "Do you know the lead guardsmen here?"

      Leola nodded and winked.

      "Tell him we will look after this injured one and they can come find him at Follies. They don't need more bodies and they aren't going to save him at the gaol."

      "He might not like that," Leola responded.

      Goran handed her several gold coins. "Convince him!"

      Leola left his side and moved around to the front doors. She waited for the right opportunity and stepped forward, getting the attention of one of the guardsmen. The discussion that followed went as expected, with some resistance before she appeared to put something in his hand.

      She turned to Goran and nodded.

      "We'll take him with us, Brando. He's involved somehow or other and anything we can find out might help me."

      "Like a bloody hospital we'll be. Come on then."

      Brando suddenly started talking out loud as if he knew the man. "Cousin Frilden, what has happened to you, oh poor cousin."

      Together they grabbed the limp man, lifting him up onto his feet. Brando kept up some nonsensical banter while they inspected the man's wounds.

      Taking off his own cloak, Goran wrapped it tightly around the man's stomach, hoping to stop some of the blood.

      Brando squatted down a little and put his right arm under the legs of the man and picked him up like he was just a child. With both arms out in front of himself he carried the man in a cradle style. Still muttering nonsense about Frilden he walked out the back way to avoid the crowd.

      Goran grabbed what he thought must have been the man's sword and hat and hurried out after him. Out the back of the building Goran could see the other body lying in the alley. He stopped to look over it.

      "You go on, Brando. I'll catch up or see you at Follies."

      "Make sure you keep that sword handy then, I'm not sure I like the sound of this lot."

      "Don't worry about me. Get him back to the inn and see what we can do about keeping him alive. If he was fighting to save her, he's either just an unlucky Samaritan, or he knows something. More to the point, unless my eyes deceive me, he's also a Mal. Which could well mean he's following our girl."

      Brando nodded before turning and walking away.

      There was little to find on the dead Derk. He wore black clothing, of some ultra-thin fabric. The man's sword lay on the ground, and Goran looked at the unique curved blade attached to a black pommel with an amber stone set in it. He ran his hands over the rest of the man's clothing and found an empty pocket.

      On one of the man's arms, he found the tattoo which he'd been warned about. At least now he knew what it looked like. He could see it was also etched into the blade. The only other item of note was the ring on the man's left hand. The black band had an amber stone set in it, much like the amber on the sword. He tried to remember the information about the amulet; it too was amber, he was sure they'd told him. Was that significant? He didn't know, but he knew any information could be useful to them.

      He pulled the ring off the man's finger. Already his skin was going cold, making Goran's skin creep. He pocketed it and picked up the sword, wrapping it in his coat before heading off after Brando.

      This was more bad news for them, not just this man being hurt but Lani having been captured. She had Ashantha's things, and that was bad enough, but they were now in the possession of these Derks.

      You're screwed, Goran. You'll never catch her now.

      Goran banged the bottoms of his palms against the side of his head, trying to shut Zoran up, as he took off after Brando.
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      Stepping into the dark map room was a relief to Tillandra's eyes. She had been on the road enduring the desert sun for weeks now and tiredness, as well as the constant glare, always took a toll on her.

      A coolness welcomed her in the underground room, as did peace and quiet. She knew that wouldn't last, particularly once she told her colleagues all her news, but for these few moments she soaked it up.

      As she always did, she looked up at Ninarto's mask and felt the longing for her mentor and friend.

      I wish you were here now Narty, I'm not sure how I can manage all of this.

      The sparkling lights hovering over the table in the center of the room drew her attention and she checked all their locations. The density around Callet answered her question about where Lani and Goran were. She wondered if he had finally caught up to her and that part of the mission was resolved. Beantic would be able to answer that, soon enough.

      What she wouldn't be able to answer was what the relationship between Lani and Ashantha was. Tillandra's hope that Tingfurlew would have been able to solve the question of how Lani could wear one of their rings, hadn't borne fruit. Instead he'd answered with an option that she thought was nonsensical.

      She knew Ashantha, they had been close all these past years. If he had a child, she would have known. Tillandra was sure of it. If she was wrong then what else didn't she know?

      Shaking her head, she focused back on the other thought she'd had in her office. If Lani could wear the ring, then did she had to have a mask on? That's what they understood, but when she'd viewed through Ashantha's mask it was not on her.

      Unless she wore a mask of her own, or the rules of the Audition weren't as complete as they were taught. But Tingfurlew had confirmed that the ring was connected to the mask. It made no sense, no sense at all.

      Her doubts about her ability to lead crept back in. Tillandra wasn't going to be able to provide her colleagues with answers. Her whole journey had been a fool's errand. She'd wasted time seeking one answer, but ended up with more questions than when she had set out.

      Tillandra suddenly felt faint, her head swimming and her eyes losing focus. She gripped onto the edge of the table steadying herself, breathing as deeply as she could. The room seemed to go completely dark and then an image of a shelf of books filled her eyes. The room seemed familiar. She could see a hand reaching forward to grab a book ― it was her hand.

      She recognized the room, it was the one in which she had found the book she kept hidden in her study. The shelf was in the library in Okeans. The image seemed frozen, as if something was stuck. Her hand was trying to grab it but the book wouldn't move. She was engrossed in the vision now, trying to pull at the book.

      The book slowly slid back into the shelf, no matter how hard she pulled against it. Her brow was sweating with effort, she wanted that book. She had to have that book, it was needed, she needed to learn its secrets. She was certain of it.

      Around her hand a crimson light began to shine, as if her hand was alight. Tillandra couldn't help but stare at it, her attention captured. Slowly it began to dissipate, slipping back from her hand and wrapping around several books. It took Tillandra a moment to grasp what was happening.

      Three books were covered in a transparent reddish light, the one she still held was in the middle. She began to look at the other books, the titles fading from her view. The vision began to recede, becoming a bubble of an image before fading out.

      Tillandra toppled forward and banged her elbow on the table.

      "Mother!" Lionel shouted as he rushed into the room. "What's wrong?"

      Her sight clearing, Tillandra was able to right herself and take in where she was. She held up her hand to him as he rushed to her.

      "It's alright, Lionel. It was just a vision that hit me. They don't normally come to me like that."

      "Perhaps you should have rested before you called this meeting?"

      She looked at him, feeling the weariness of her journey back from Watersend.

      "I'll be fine. This is important."

      I just wasn't expecting it. Now I think I know what's been behind my inkling to head back to Okeans. There's more books.

      Toolet and Junther arrived shortly after, the last to arrive was Beantic. As soon as she walked into the room, Junther closed the door and barred it.

      Even in the dim light, Tillandra could see Beantic looked ragged and worn out.

      "Are you all right, Bea?"

      The woman nodded. "I've just come from speaking with Goran, I'm exhausted is all."

      "I'm sorry."

      "It's okay, Mother. This is important. You don't look so bright yourself."

      "She just had one of her visions, standing upright. I think she's overdone it, and needs some rest." Lionel's voice was firm.

      "I'll be fine. Let's just get on with it." Tillandra went to her seat and filled her cup, sipping the wine as she settled herself.

      "What was in it?" Toolet asked.

      "Let's get to everything else. I think it relates to what we need to talk about, I just need to digest it first."

      Everyone sat waiting for her, staying unusually quiet.

      "Maybe Beantic can tell us what Goran had to share, while I gather my thoughts?"

      "Sure. As you can see by the lights, the girl, Lani is in Callet. So is he."

      "He's caught her?" Junther seemed surprised.

      Beantic shook her head. "No. She's very elusive, but there's more. Henri was hurt badly trying to defend her."

      A collective, "What?" sounded around the room.

      "I was equally upset when he told me. The details are a little sketchy, but this girl was with Henri, and he fought to protect her. That's what it seems."

      "Why in Seth's name?" Junther's voice was higher than usual.

      "He was able to mutter several things to Goran before he passed out."

      "What?"

      "They were attacked by Derks, it seems. Henri fought to save her but suffered for it. Goran believes she got away."

      "Why do they want her, does he know?"

      "Henri told him that they wanted an amulet she had. That's all he told him."

      "An amulet?" Tillandra cut in.

      "Yes, Mother. That's what Goran says."

      "What does that mean, Tillandra?" Junther asked.

      "A lot, I'd say. It's far too coincidental that everything I've been learning was to do with amber amulets, and here's some Derks hunting an amulet."

      "You'll need to slow down, I'm confused."

      "Of course, I haven't told you what I learned. Let's finish what Beantic is telling us first. How bad is Henri?"

      "Bad!" Beantic was quick to reply. "There's more. Another man was hurt by these Derks."

      "Does Goran know who he is?"

      She shook her head. "No, but he said he's a Mal, quite definitely, and appeared to be a soldier. It was a separate event to Henri's. Whether he was trying to help Lani or capture her, Goran doesn't know."

      "So the Derks got her?"

      "It appears so, Mother." Bea's twitch had worsened, her head flicking.

      "Anything else?"

      "Only that he got to inspect a body of one of these Derks. He was very concerned. They wear a tattoo on their wrist, dress in a strange black cloth, and carry little else. He described them as assassins."

      Tillandra shook her head. "None of this is good news. It gives us a little more information than what we had before, but there are still too many pieces missing."

      "Perhaps you'd best fill us in on what you did learn now, Mother?" Lionel sounded impatient.

      "Things didn't exactly go to plan. The mother stone is recharged and back in the tower, but there is no new ring. It seems this Lani is somehow interfering with how that process works."

      "That's concerning. Why did he think that was?"

      "He couldn't really say, but the only thing that resonated to him was that she was somehow related to Ashantha."

      "Related? In what way?" Toolet's eyes bore into Tillandra.

      "The only clue he had was something from his past, about 'the line of one,' but he had little insight more than that. He was grasping even to the point of suggesting she might be Ashantha's daughter."

      Wine burst from Lionel's mouth. "He said what?" He wiped up his mess with his sleeve, muttering, "Sorry."

      "What did he mean about 'the line of one?'" Junther asked.

      "It's to do with the rules he makes the rings by. It's one of the conditions."

      Tillandra summarized what he had told her of her past.

      "And you believe him?" Toolet asked.

      "Why would I not? Yes, I believe him, as fanciful as it sounds. And what I'd already started to uncover about what is called the Occultation…"

      Junther cut in. "This is the part to do with blocking the past, correct?"

      "Yes. I was told to ask him about it, and he told me what he could."

      "Who told you?"

      Tillandra wasn't sure how much she was meant to share. She hesitated.

      "You seem to be holding back on us, Mother. I thought we were equals?" Lionel grumbled from across the table.

      "I didn't know enough to tell, Lionel. The book has been so difficult to read, and I wasn't sure what it all meant."

      "Book?"

      "I thought I had mentioned it." Her head was aching from trying to hold it all together as well as think through what the vision was about.

      "I found a book in Okeans that I've had in my study. I've been trying to unravel what it says. It was written from about the same time as what Ting told me."

      "So you have been hiding stuff from us?"

      "Not deliberately, Lionel. I was researching. Surely you don't share everything you read with us?"

      He raised his hands up in submission. "You're right, sorry. It's just…"

      "I know. I know. Let me tell you and we'll debate what we need to after."

      She explained her vision with the lady in the Citadel Stone and the instruction to ask Tingfurlew about the Occultation. They listened intently as she retold what he had explained to her about the Great Fair, and the battle that followed.

      "That's where things are crossing over."

      "What things?" Beantic's voice sounded a little recovered.

      "The Occultation was related to seven amulets given by the High Prince of Enderk to the rulers at the time. That's when all the trouble started, and what the veil seems to be about. The amulets were mentioned in the book as well. Now we find that Lani has an amulet, which some Derk assassins are chasing her for, and killing people over. That's no coincidence."

      "Why has this all been hidden from us? From everyone?"

      "Only the gods would know that, Beantic." Tillandra's mouth was dry from all the talking. She stopped and took another drink.

      "Let's back up. If Lani has an amulet, then it's most likely she got it, or took it from Ash. Does anyone else agree?"

      "Maybe, Junther. Maybe he brought it back from Enderk, or maybe he found her with it. That's no clearer from what I've learned, but the amulet is important."

      "And now the Derks have her, and it."

      "So it seems." Tillandra's anxiety had grown the more they talked this through. She'd hoped they'd ease her concerns but it wasn't helping.

      "Goran has to stop them. It's as simple as that." Lionel's voice was very firm.
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      The knock on the map room door surprised them all. Very few people even knew the room existed below the college.

      "Milfred?" Beantic asked.

      "Let me check." Junther stood and walked over to the door.

      He unbarred the door and opened it cautiously. "It is, I'll find out what's the matter."

      Junther went out through the door, closing it behind him.

      "That's most unusual."

      "It is, Bea, and bodes poorly I'd suggest." Tillandra was worried about why Milfred would be interrupting their meeting.

      Junther barred the door again when he stepped back in.

      "Well?" Lionel queried.

      "He brought this." He held a message tube in his hand. "He said the courier was most insistent it be delivered quickly."

      "Best you read it then, Junther," Tillandra said.

      Moving toward the light near his seat he pulled out the cork stopper and tapped the scroll out into his hand. He read it over quickly before sitting down and looking at Mother.

      "It's from Temger, in Bundok."

      "Remind me who that is?" she asked him.

      "She's newish, in Daskare. She's been working as a booking agent for entertainers. We don't have anyone in Ahn's court, but we've been placing others to at least have eyes on things going on down there."

      "Ah. And?"

      "I'll summarize. Large numbers of knights were gathering outside Bundok. They've generated quite a stir in how many have amassed, but then they've headed north, toward the Sahro border."

      "That doesn't sound good," Toolet exclaimed.

      "Any reasons as to why?" Tillandra asked.

      "She's clear in here to say she's only heard gossip, nothing absolute from a credible source. What she heard was they're coming for Watersend."

      "What on Dharatan?" Now Toolet was agitated, standing up in her chair, rocking from foot to foot.

      "So it's escalated then." Tillandra's voice was much calmer than her colleagues'.

      "What's escalated, Mother?"

      "The other part of what happened while I was away."

      Tillandra explained what had happened on her trip to Midderbuilt ― the knights on the outbound leg, the envoy in Watersend, and the other knights she'd avoided at Midderbuilt.

      "I essentially expelled the envoy when I returned to Watersend. Which might have triggered this, although it seems an overreaction."

      "Sounds like you had little choice. What of Pravat?"

      "He seems to be as involved with it as well, though how much he knew is hard to tell. The envoy was feeding his depravities with young girls he'd brought from Daskare. Gimbden was at his wits' end trying to control him. Pravat did appear to be encouraging the idea of the road from Daskare, and it being manned by their knights."

      "What was he thinking?" Lionel's tone hadn't improved.

      "I'm not sure he's thinking of anything. He seemed in the envoy's power but I couldn't tell how. He seemed quite different to what I remember of him."

      "So he's got to go?"

      Tillandra nodded. "I thought so when I left, but now even more so. He seemed troublesome to leave there but I think it's more than that."

      "What does King Ahn think he's doing?"

      "That's an excellent question, Junther. I wish we had someone in his court, because this isn't good. There's been no conflict between nations since the Occultation began, that's been one of our primary functions. For them to be targeting us is even more concerning."

      "If that's breaking like you said, then perhaps the old issues are coming back with it?" Lionel added.

      "That makes a lot of sense, Lionel," Junther replied. "The question is then what to do about it?"

      "We don't have much choice. We need to make sure we have enough forces nearby to quash any ideas they have. I'd already advised Pravat to set up a border camp so we had troops in their way. I wasn't expecting it to be this much of a threat though, we will need to increase the size of our force on the border." Tillandra's face wore a deep frown.

      "Fighting, from us?" Beantic seemed to shiver as she said it.

      "Unless you've a better idea, Bea?"

      "Should someone go see him, at least?"

      "I'm a bit worried about that. I was thinking I could do that when I went to the Carver, but the open hostility his knights showed to me here in Sahro concerns me. I think they'd have no qualms about taking a prisoner in their own lands."

      "They wouldn't!" Toolet's high-pitched tone made them all turn to look at her.

      "I think they would, Toolet."

      "But another realm's ruler?"

      "They only know the council rules here, Toolet. And I don't think they feel particularly threatened by us, otherwise they'd not be doing what they are." Tillandra shook her head as she replied.
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