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The second Fairbright daughter stood alone at the end of the dock. Milara recognized her, blond hair piled into a knot near the base of her neck, slender curves draped in cloth that was too fine for her recent circumstances, and a defiant set to her chin and shoulders that looked like she'd only just begun to practice it. 

The waiting boat had unloaded its goods. There'd be a long night of partying for the sailors in South Port before the vessel was in any mood to be off again. Still, Ami Fairbright stood like one of the pier uprights, stolid and determined not to budge. 

It would be a simple thing to be done with her.

Milara wore far plainer garments, heavy pants and a coarse tunic that might have belonged to any of the dock workers. They were loose, hiding the shape of her body, and her boots were at least a size too large. Only her long black braid gave away her sex, but the sharp, uninviting look in her eyes kept the sailors at bay and the dock workers looking pointedly elsewhere as they passed. 

The Fairbright girl gazed out to sea, and Milara slid from her seat on a shipping crate and stalked closer. She moved without placing her weight too heavily in any one spot and thrust one hand inside her trouser pocket, summoning power with a flicker of her fingers, bright sparks better manifested where they wouldn't be seen. 

Silence. She wove a bubble about her, a thin shimmer akin to the magical pockets, and one that would hide not only herself but whoever she managed to encapsulate inside with her. She had business with the Fairbright children, and her business did not benefit from bystanders. Her lips mouthed words that could bear no sound. Her fingers twitched. She stepped forward until the bubble spread to the end of the dock, devouring Ami Fairbright. 

Both women vanished. A worker who'd been nearest Milara when the spell was set, shook his head and then leaned out, checking the water in case she'd fallen over. He'd been carrying sacks of grain and frowned over the top of them. No one else remained on the dock. The bay was glass around the piers. No voice shouted for help, and Milara’s spell reminded him that he had a late date with a large pitcher of ale. 

In his mind, Milara's voice whispered, forget. The man nodded. His eyes glazed over and he moved, dreamlike, down the dock again. She turned her attention to the girl and found no change in stance or posture. But then, who could fault the defenses when one knew the cause? When one was partially to blame for them? 

"It's a lovely evening," Milara let her voice carry a soothing note. She didn't care to fish the girl from the bay any more than the sailor had. “But a bit chilly."

Ami turned too swiftly, teetering but catching her balance without catastrophe. She narrowed bright blue eyes at Milara and then scanned her from head to toe and back again. Her voice snapped like sails in the night breeze. "I'm fine."

"I didn't ask."

"Oh." 

"Do you mind?" Milara waved toward the end of the dock, to the empty boards beside the girl and gave her a smile with only natural compulsion behind it. "It's been a long journey."

"It's not my dock." 

"Of course." Milara stepped to the end of the boards and then, with a wobble of her own at the sight of the black water, sat and dangled her feet over the edge. It was as casual a pose as she could imagine at the place where land met sea, and an irresistible one to human nature. It took only four breaths for Ami to sit down beside her. "They say the boat won't leave until dawn."

"I know that." 

"You're eager to be off."

A silence answered her, held for another four breaths before the girl's manners forced her to speak. "I'm going south to find my parents."

"A noble quest," Milara said. She'd almost missed the girl, it seemed, and thanked the power coursing through her fingers that she'd caught up with this one before she'd slipped away. Outwardly, she only nodded and held her tongue, sensing the girl's defenses would need to be cracked carefully. 

Ami surprised her. "Everyone says they're dead." 

"But you don't agree?" 

The chin came up an inch, jutting sharply. Ami Fairbright shook her head. In fact, her parents were dead, but knowing that would rob the girl of a great adventure, and Milara had no desire to intervene in destiny. Only to help it along a little. 

"I wish you luck," she said and after another slow breath, "Perhaps you might help me out a little before you go?"

"How?" Suspicion stretched out the word and the girl leaned away from her. 

"I'm looking for someone. Well, for one of three people, actually. I have something that belongs to them, and I'd like very much to return it."

"If it belongs to them," Ami said, "then how did you come to possess it?"

"I found it on the beach. Washed up like lost treasure."

"What is it?" Curiosity drew the girl back in her direction. 

"I'd rather not say." Milara set her hook carefully, shook her head and looked out over the water as if she'd revealed all she could. She waited until the girl's breathing sounded like a heartbeat. "You can't be too careful, and this is a special item, quite clearly labeled with the owner's name or I'd never have known it was lost at all."

"And you decided to find them and return it," Ami said. "A fine decision, but what if they're lost too? What if the owner's no longer alive?"

"They are." Milara nodded fiercely and hid her grin with a cough and a glance at her lap. "I did my research, found a record of the family, and followed them this far. If there's a Fairbright in South Port, I'll find them."

"Fairbright?" Ami's eyes stretched until they looked like twin moons. 

"Yes," Milara continued in the same, disinterested tone. "Printed right on the bottom, Fairbright, clear as day. Even the long soak hasn't dimmed it."

"But I'm a Fairbright. Ami Fairbright."

"One of the daughters' names is Ami," Milara said, lacing mock suspicion through her words. "But anyone might know that."

She frowned, and Ami's brow furrowed. They stared at one another, and the water lapped softly against the pier supports. 

"My sister is Lydia," Ami said. "Chance is our brother and our parents..."

"Common enough knowledge." Milara smiled. "But perhaps you could identify the item?"

"How can I, when I don't know what it is?" Ami pouted, sulked and dropped the charade of defiance like one might shed a cloak. Not too wounded. Not too tough... yet.

"I've an idea," Milara said. "This item is very special. I'll tell you what it does, and you can tell me what it is."

"If I can." The frown deepened, but then the steel returned. Ami's spine straightened and she smiled a smile that suggested Milara might have underestimated her. It suggested, if she failed the test, she might be ready to toss Milara right into the sea. 

"The item is full of nothing," Milara said. "But when you reach inside, you can pull out anything."

"Teapot." Ami breathed the word. "You've found Miriam's teapot."

"And so I have." Milara smiled. "And you are Ami Fairbright."

"I am." Ami sniffed as if insulted, but her eyes sparkled with more than offense now. 

Milara reached inside her trouser pocket. She moved her fingers, wove a summoning, and withdrew her hand just as the teapot manifested, dangling by its handle from her index finger. 

"How? Is your pocket so large?" Ami's eyes fully shimmered now, and her chin trembled as she took the pot, carefully, in both hands. "Oh, poor Miriam. How horrid it was."

Milara tightened her own spine. She clenched her jaw and remembered that this was supposed to be an apology. She meant to make things right, not to dredge up the past. "I'm happy to see it back in Fairbright hands," she said. "It has a funny power, you know. Perhaps it can aid you on your quest?" 

"Oh, it can. I mean, I'm sure it will." Ami smiled through her tears, hugging the teapot to her chest and cradling it to her.

"Very well." Milara shifted and climbed to her feet. 

"Thank you." Ami whispered it then looked up, beaming. "Thank you so much... I didn't catch what your name was."

"Not important," Milara said. "But I wish you the best of luck, Ami Fairbright. May your destiny keep you on the path you seek."

The girl frowned and opened her mouth as if she meant to say more, to push for her name perhaps, or to ask more questions. Milara already backed away, smiling but weaving her fingers in the shelter of her pocket and whispering below hearing. Let it go. Forget. 

She eased her way out of the bubble, leaving it there to shelter the Fairbright daughter until the morning. A final protection. A little nudge and assistance. Between that and the teapot, her duty was satisfied. This one would be fine. The other daughter, well, she'd already met with that one and didn't care to do so again any time soon. Which left only the boy. 

Milara closed her eyes and reached out with her mind. She shuffled through space both mundane and magical. She felt for a familiar touch, for the last of her self-imposed punishments, and she found it, far to the north. Chance Fairbright, grandson of Leopold the Defiler, the last of the three she sought. 

A good way off. Milara sighed and began another trek. There had been a pocket not far from town, and she hoped it was still there when she returned. Since her awakening, the recalcitrant bubbles had a tendency to wander. It might take some hunting to track it down again and, once inside, more than a little luck to subdue the rebellious magic. 

Milara sighed. It would take what it took, and she might as well start now. The longer she searched for the Fairbrights, the longer she meddled about with her past, and the further she felt from who she really was. The less sure she became of her own future. 

She knew better than to get involved, had known better until the other Fairbright girl filled her with guilt. It was an old and universal truth she defied now.

It did no good to interfere in mortal affairs, and magic had a way of costing more than it seemed at first. With every step along this path, Milara felt herself unraveling. She'd have to hurry, and for that, she'd need to find a willing pocket. Whatever it took.

The path to a guilt-free conscience was steep indeed. 



Hinder watched the unicorn from a perch safely out of the beast's reach, even if it stood on hind legs. Even if it stretched. The pearly hide gleamed in the moonlight, and its silver hooves were sharp as daggers when they threshed the air. The spiral horn sparkled as the equine tossed its noble head, but the squeal that echoed between the rubbery lips was all stallion. One hundred percent horse and fully furious. 

It would be an amazing hunt tonight. 

Hinder leaned into the wind and listened. Far off, the cracking of branches sounded. Heavy boots broke through the pristine wood as men invaded the sacred space. He sniffed and reached with his mind for the nearest pocket. It drifted over a field just beyond the edge of the wood. The branches would shield him from view of both hunter and prey, and he fancied a little sport this evening. But knowing where the nearest safe retreat was couldn't hurt either. 

He marked the pocket, and its trajectory, and then settled into the leaves to enjoy the show. 

The unicorn lowered its long head and snorted. A branch snapped beneath the human's heavy tread. The stallion’s silver hide twitched. Nostrils stretched, huffing, scenting the air. It had to smell the man, and yet the silver hooves planted in the forest loam as if rooted there. Hinder tightened his grip on the branches and held his breath.

He inhaled along with the stallion. The forest smelled of earth and leaf, of dirt and mold and fungi. It was the smell of old magic, of life and death held perfectly in balance. Outside the pocket. The Kingdoms’ magic refused to be contained any longer. The awakening had seen to that. His fingers stroked the rough bark of the branch, and his breath stirred a nearby cluster of leaves. Hinder’s heart raced. 

Ever since their return, magic continued to leak from its long prison. The pockets wandered at will, and creatures not seen in centuries, like the noble unicorn, returned to the world of men. 

Below him, the stallion lowered its head, aiming a spiral horn toward the approaching noise. Like dappled porcelain it waited, stilling until it might have been a statue, a relic, just a memory. Hinder scanned the trees, following the noise and catching his first glimpse of the man creeping through the brush.

Broad shoulders hunched over a thick frame, swathed in layers clearly meant to muffle the noises he made. The pants were sewn from sacking, and the big coat had been stitched from the hides of his victims. Patches of fur remained as tufts about its edges, and a worn leather hat blocked any view of the man's face. 

Despite his swaddling, his feet crunched each time he placed them against the ground. Hinder saw him wince at the snapping of a twig, but still he stalked forward, and in his hands a rifle pointed the way. 

Hinder looked from the man to the unicorn and back again. The gun should have evened the odds, and yet, his money would have been on the beast had he anyone to wager against. As it was, he squatted alone in the top of a tree, listening to the high whistle of a distant wind, the slow breathing of the unicorn, and the clumsy steps of the man. Had the human even seen the beast? Hinder leaned forward, felt the branch rock beneath him, and waited to see what would happen next.

The man eased through the underbrush, showing in flashes as he vanished and reappeared from behind a bush or a tree trunk. The barrel of his rifle caught the light briefly. Then he froze in place and Hinder knew he'd spotted his quarry. Not that the stallion had bothered to hide. He knew as well, that the unicorn had heard the hunter's approach, that it could have vanished in a breath and never been seen. But that was an old trick, a habit of magic as it was before, easily spooked and wary of discovery. 

Tonight, the unicorn planted its feet, lowered its head and glared back at the gun. 

The hunter lifted the stock to his shoulder, braced his weapon there, and then took the time to wipe his brow against his forearm. He sighted in, inhaled. 

Hinder clutched the branches until the leaves trembled. He watched, from the man to the stallion, and he heard another twig snap half a breath before the man did. 

They both turned to look at the new arrival, the secret that had been lying in wait all along. Hinder saw the man's eyes stretch. He saw the rifle swing as the mare burst from the brush directly to his left. Too late, the human found the trap. He found it as the thing sprang shut around him. The female unicorn's aim was true. Her spiral horn was quick. 

Before the hunter could scream or shoot, the mare had impaled him, buried her horn in a soft stomach so deep that her forelock fluttered against the dying man's shoulder. 

Clever girl. 

Hinder watched blood spray on a pearly field. He heard the stallion's satisfied snort, and he felt the rushing of air around him as one of his attendants came to witness the deed. 

Well done. Very well played.

He turned from the carnage. Once the mare had freed herself, the sport was over. All that was left was blood and twitching. Hinder eyed the sky and waited as Rael settled on a branch behind him. She spread leathery wings at her sides, balancing where he had to cling, and then eyed the scene on the ground with a tilt of her head. 

"Messy." The fiend's voice held no disapproval. "A good hunt?"

"Yes." Hinder shrugged. "There's not enough blood in all the village to satisfy them, I'm afraid."

"They'll have their fun."

"Yes." He waited, but Rael only watched the unicorns circling. Her black hair fell around her face, broken by the blue stripe which was his only means of telling the fiend sisters apart. "Was there something you wanted to tell me?"

"Oh!" She jerked her head up and gave him an apologetic look. "My pardon, lord. Peurl has returned."

Hinder's skin prickled. He leaned into his heels, shaking the tree below them. "And?"

"She's brought the historian, lord. She has him."

Hinder bounced, shaking the tree enough to earn a startled snort from the equines below. He ignored the sound, narrowed his eyes and smiled so widely that Rael cringed. A breeze riffled the leaves around them. Hinder let one hand absently stroke the foliage. He had his historian. He'd have the information he needed soon enough, and once he knew the location of the relic, he'd have all the power he needed for a hunt of his own. 

"Take me to him." He stood tall, teetering until the fiend spread her wide wings and took to the air. Then, with a test spring and a contented sigh, Hinder leapt from the branch, sailing over the leaves and landing on another. He paused, perched like a fiery specter, only long enough to aim and leap again. 

The forest rattled. The unicorns stamped and squealed into the night. Hinder surfed the tops of the trees like a bird, though he had no feathers, though his current appearance looked a great deal more like something that would dig in the mulch. He tossed his dark head, catching moonlight on two curving horns, and growled until the flocks of sleeping sparrows scattered before him. 

He'd have it soon enough. Rage and eagerness boiled together inside his chest. He'd have whatever he wanted then.

For nearly two hundred years, magic had been held in check, trapped and exiled. The awakening had changed it, released it, and now it was loose. It was wild and free and, like the unicorns in the glade, shaking flecks of blood from their snowy coats, it was quite justifiably pissed off. 
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Chapter Two
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Chance Fairbright pushed his shoulders back as far as they would go and let one pale fist hover over the pommel of his sword. Despite the show of courage, his words came out tremulous and far softer than he'd intended. 

"I am ready, sir." 

The day's sun already flirted with the far horizon, and the Starlight encampment glowed as if the tents were on fire. He'd been summoned only moments before to the front of the main tent, a canvas rectangle twice the size of the troop shelters. Now he stood beside a Starlight banner planted on a pole in the muddy earth. The blue of the field looked metallic in the sunset glow, and the golden sun seemed to blaze in its own right. 

Beneath the banner, the leader of their gang reclined in a wooden chair while two of his women removed his high leather boots. 

"Ready?" Nealin grunted as the left boot slid free. He eyed his filthy stockings and chuckled, rubbing one hand through his silvery hair. He frowned at the sun. "I haven't given an order yet, young Fairbright."

"I know, lord. It's just that I've been waiting, working for several months now. Pitch the tents, tie the horses, break down the camp and carry—"

"All done in the service of our cause, correct?"

"Yes, lord."

The other boot came off suddenly, sending the woman who'd been working at it sprawling backwards. Nealin chuckled, offered her a hand in righting herself, and then shooed both of them away whilst merrily wiggling his freed toes. "All service is valuable service," he said. "Though I appreciate your eagerness."

Chance felt his blood rising. He'd done everything he could think of to stand out among the ranks of Starlights. When they told him to polish, he polished twice. When they told him to march, he marched straighter, faster, and longer than any other recruit. When Nealin had sent for him today, he'd been certain his efforts were about to be recognized. His time to shine had come.

"Lowberg said you wanted to see me, lord." He pinched the inside of his cheek between his teeth and held his stance, just shy of a salute. Just a breath away from talking back to a superior Starlight. 

The superior Starlight. 

Nealin's eyes narrowed, but even as slits they looked illuminated, otherworldly. The corner of his mouth twitched slightly. He'd blown in out of nowhere only a few months prior. Just after Ami had left, forcing Chance to return to Glade alone. It had taken Nealin less than a day to own the Starlight gang, and unlike his predecessor, Jade, this man knew what leading was. He knew how to be followed, how to move men into line and keep them there without losing their respect. 

Chance had seen it on him, the mantle of greatness, and recognized it as the thing he'd been searching for since the day his family had fallen to pieces. He'd been raised behind a goodmother's skirt, surrounded by his sisters and never allowed to step outside that ring of security. His old desires to join a gang had taken a beating under Jade's rule, but the first sight of Nealin had rekindled that spark into a flame that burned ambition straight through him. 

It pinned him now, itching to prove himself at the leader's unshod feet. 

"I've been watching you." When the words left Nealin's mouth, Chance Fairbright re-inflated. 

"Lord?"

"Diligent, loyal, excellent with a weapon." Nealin yawned and scratched at the near white stubble shadowing his chiseled jaw. "A bit too proud, perhaps, but then..."

Chance leaned forward, his boots rooted to the earth and his whole body angling toward the gleaming enigma that was the head of all Starlights in the Kingdoms. How had the man risen so far so quickly? Where had he come from, and what act or speech might impress upon him all the eagerness brewing in Chance's belly? 

"But that’s not surprising, is it? Considering who you are." A flash of his eyes, and Chance was caught. They locked gazes, and Nealin's held everything Chance believed he'd kept hidden. Somehow, his idol had found his bloodline, perhaps even seen it on him, the same way Chance saw power wrapping Nealin like a fine cloak. However it had come to light, Nealin knew about his family, about the blood of King Leopold, about Chance's great pride and even greater shame. 

"W-what, my lord?" He stammered, cringing at the sound.

"Someday." Nealin waved a hand through the air, bird-like. "Someday we might let them all know, don't you think?"

"If you believe—"

"I do." The leader stood, and his stockings squelched in the heavily trod earth. His eyes dropped to his toes and he frowned, lifting one foot and shaking globules of mud from the wool. "Dratted filthy, this place. So determined to be physical."

Chance's belly squirmed. He watched Nealin shake the mud from his socks and chewed on his cheek until blood flowed. He'd been so certain, and now, his idol's attention shifted to the mundanity of mud and wool and how the two should ever possibly have been created in the same reality. 

Giving up on his feet, Nealin shrugged and flopped into his chair, letting his head fall backwards and eying the sky as if he'd forgotten Chance were there. 

Chance cleared his throat, and the noble head snapped back to attention. 

"Fairbright."

"Yes, lord."

"Have a mission for you."

Chance experienced a jolt of excitement, a tingling of every nerve as the words washed from Nealin's mouth directly over his head. As if he might drown in them. 

"Special quest, really, but very important. Vital, you might say, to our whole endeavor."

A quiver began in Chance's boots. It wandered up, through his legs and hips, and into his shoulders. 

"You all right, son?"

"Yes, lord."

"Very good. I'll need you to begin at once. There's an item I need located and retrieved. A relic of some power. With this sword in hand, our cause would be impossible to resist. You understand?"

"Yes." Chance's head filled with images, ancient castles, dusty chests, suits of armor that still gleamed once the cobwebs had been brushed aside.

"I've the details here. All the information I have on the last resting place of the thing. You'll go light and fast, and you'll take that lumberjack and his daughter with you."

"Borgin?"

"That's the one. Should be enough muscle, and the girl is deadly with that bow."

For a heartbeat, Chance's glow dimmed. He'd have rather taken the task alone than drag along Peg and her father. The girl was antisocial, and the father as uncivilized as a bear. But his disappointment faded just as quickly. Nealin's reasoning was sound. They'd be a good defense should he encounter trouble, and despite his ambition, he couldn't imagine any of the regular Starlight soldiers agreeing to take his orders. Peg and Borgin would do, and at least with them along, there'd be someone to witness his great success. 

"Yes, lord." He snapped a salute and took a thin leather scroll from Nealin. It had been tied with a length of gut, which had hardened to the point that it would make loosing the thing an effort. Inside, his mission waited. He tightened his grip until the leather crinkled and, when Nealin dismissed him with a wave, saluted again, unnecessarily, probably too proudly. 

Chance felt, in hindsight, that had been a compliment as well. With the weight of his task in his hands, he felt the whole path stretching out before him. He'd find this sword, deliver it to Nealin, perhaps even wield it himself. 

The Starlights would find victory. The people would rejoice and the militia massing around Nealin would serve only as keepers of a gentle peace. The armor, the axes and mauls and contingent of armored equines would protect and defend against the threat of Shade terrorism. 

The standards of war might fly, but if he could return with Nealin's prize, perhaps the cause would succeed without the need for bloodshed. Chance marched through the mud, between the tents, and imagined how the songs would go, how the stories would sing his praises if he spared the Kingdoms from a clash of Shade and Starlight. 

He marched, and dreamed, while an army gathered life around him. 





Nealin watched the Fairbright boy strut away. His lips quirked into an amused smile, and with a final flicking of the mud from his socks, he stood and turned to the tent behind him. The flaps had been tied down, but when he approached, were pulled aside from within to allow him entry. 

His lovely attendants waited in the tent. Not quite a pavilion of old, but comfortably appointed with collapsible furnishings, silks and pillows for lounging upon. The brunette held the tent flap for him, and though he couldn't remember her name, Nealin far preferred her to the curvy redhead who currently sat sideways on the lap of his first commander. 

"Did you hear all that?" He snapped the question and the girl spilled from Jade's lap and sulked to the pillows instead. 

"It's a mistake to send him," Jade snarled and used the tip of a stiletto dagger to spear a round fruit from the bowl on a crate beside his chair. He eyed the purple globe, bit into it, and then continued with his mouth full of juice. "He's a whelp. Always clinging to the goodmother's skirts and begging for attention. You'll likely never see him again."

"But I have seen him, Jade." Nealin strode to the table and plucked a fruit of his own, rolling the ball over in his hand and gazing at it. "I’ve seen him with the sword in hand. He is the one who will find it."

"And when he does?" Jade wiped his mouth with the back of one hand, but fruit juice still dribbled over his stubbled chin. "What's to say he won't keep it for himself?"

"I am to say." Nealin put the fruit back down and glared at his commander. Jade had maybe half a dozen years on young Chance, but he'd run the Starlights in Glade long enough to give him a god complex. He'd be harder to keep down, much harder than Chance Fairbright and possibly less useful. He was only necessary at the moment. Just like the boy. "I'm not even certain he'll survive the quest."

"But he'll find the sword?"

"Yes." 

"Those other two you're sending with him..." Jade shivered visibly and wiped his mouth with little success. "They're a ratty bunch. Not sure I'd turn my back on either of that lot."

"Exactly." Nealin watched Jade's face, watched the light dawn as slowly as a winter morning. "So you see, I'll have the sword either way."

"You sent them along to keep watch on him." Jade sniffed. "To make sure Fairbright comes back with that fancy sword, or to make sure he doesn't?"

"Exactly." 

Jade frowned, creasing his brow and showing a streak of clean skin between filthy wrinkles. 

It truly was dirty work, building an army. On dry days, the dust got everywhere, into every crevice and cracks Nealin preferred not to think about. When it was damp, the whole world turned to mud, sticky and heavy and clinging to everything.

His fine things already looked years older, and he had grit beneath fingernails that were not designed for anything so crude as to involve dirt. He smiled a thin response as the brunette girl moved to the empty chair, waiting behind it for him to sit. Loyalty in that one. She'd been the second loveliest of the camp women, but the redhead was dropping quickly in his assessment. 

He warmed his second smile and held it despite the smudge on the tip of the girl's petite nose. She stepped to the side of the chair when he sat, and Nealin did his best to ignore the stains on her skirts. Skirts that he'd seen brought from glade and that were woven from a satin material that had not been designed with camping in mind. 

Nealin picked up the fruit again, set it back down and scowled at the sprawled redhead until she turned her back to him. Fairbright would find the sword of Yedan. He'd seen a vision of the weapon in the boy's hands. The elvin kings’ sword delivered victory to whoever wielded it. It would serve him as surely as any army. He'd have it, and then he'd have all the Kingdoms under the Starlight banner. 

Whether Fairbright delivered the blade to him willingly or postmortem hardly made a difference. Nealin had put the pieces into play, and now, he could focus on more mundane tasks, like gathering more men to his cause. And dealing with his fingernails. 

"I think I'll have a bath," he said. 

Jade made a choking sound and drizzled masticated fruit down the front of his shirt. He shook his head but found no voice to argue. Whether or not they had a tub, or enough water, was not Nealin's problem. The dirt was, however, and he'd had enough of it. 

"A proper bath," he ordered. "Make it happen."
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Chapter Three
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Rain made Milara's cloak into a heavy weight at her back. The last bubble had dumped her onto a muddy lane, and before she could drag herself back inside the magical space, the thing blinked right out of existence. Temperamental. Even the old spaces were irritable since the castle had twisted into something new, torn itself from its foundation, and marched off into the sea. 

Still out there somewhere. 

Milara could feel the building, sulking, expecting her to come and find it. In the end, she meant to do exactly that, but not until her other business concluded. She had a final Fairbright to catch up with, and to do that, she'd certainly need another pocket. She tilted her head, scowling as the droplets trickled from her hair and nose. Soon would be best. 

The roadway had grown thick and sticky under the rain's onslaught. Beside its ruts, deep grass made a wet strip of greenery before dark trunks twisted into a forest so dense that only shadows lived beneath the canopy. Milara closed her eyes, praying her pocket had reappeared inside that dark shelter. She reached for it, feeling invisibly for any trace of magic, for a pocket, or the boy she sought, or...

A wild fury stabbed out at her. Mila reeled backwards, flailing for balance as her feet remained glued in place. She threw her arms wide, opened her eyes and cringed as if the force had struck her physically. Something in the woods. Something out for blood. She lowered herself, bent her knees and waited for the rage to pass her by, to wash over her and flow back to its source in the black forest. 

Definitely not going in there. 

The woods were out, the grass would only soak her trousers, and so she turned back down the sloppy road and trudged onward. Without a pocket, she'd have to walk, and she focused on the muck and picking semi-solid islands on which to place her feet. 

The road wound serpentine between the trees, and Milara trudged along it with rivulets of rainwater spilling from her long braid and clotting on her lashes so that she had to blink away the water ever fourth step. The mud made sucking noises when she lifted her feet, and her cloak hem would never recover.

As the bend took a sharp turn toward the west, she caught raised voices, a moment's warning before she finished the turn and came into sight of a rickety cart and four stout village men. The vehicle was a good sign, signaling the proximity of civilization. The roughly garbed travelers told a less promising tale. 

Blood tainted the air, a hefty metallic bite that suggested violence. Mira sniffed it, eyed the scene, and debated facing the anger of the woods instead. One touch of her mind in that direction, however, resolved her to face the mundane situation. She eased to the grassy roadside and continued forward, placing each foot now with a different sort of care. 

She might not have bothered with stealth. The men busied themselves with something on the ground, and as Milara neared, it became visible through their shuffling legs. The source of the bloody scent, a man lying on the grass who had to be dead already. Still they worked at him, tearing away the bloody tunic and dropping it in pieces atop a mound of leather that likely hadn't always been that deep blackish red hue. 

When Milara stood just outside the ring of hunched backs, one of the men finally spied her. She'd stopped her feet and stared into his panicked expression. The other men continued to mutter and fuss with their skewered companion, either oblivious to her presence or too busy to care that they were watched. 

The man on the ground lay immobile, but inconceivably breathing. An open hole gaped in his gut, pierced clean through, and from that blood and entrails spilled as fast as his companions could attempt to stuff them back into place. 

"Are you a healer?" The man who’d noticed her rocked back on his heels and let his gaze travel up her trousers to her loose tunic and sodden cloak. 

"What?" Milara frowned. In truth, she hadn't decided what she was yet, nor what she could or couldn't do, but a blind man could see that this poor soul was finished, and if the rage in the dark trees was behind his wounds, she didn't care to defy it by saving him. Not when five hunting rifles stood propped against the wagon. Not considering the pile of wolf-grey pelts mounding in the back of their cart. She shook her head, sending water droplets flying. "No."

He grunted and turned away, dismissing her far more easily than he should have. For a breath, she considered doing something rash, but only when something deep in her memory bristled at the offense. A shadow of old rage, and like the one in the forest, Milara felt certain this one did not belong to her. 

Even though it came from her own mind. 

"You should wrap it," she said. "As tightly as possible and then get him to a healer."

"Wrap what?" One of the other men, bloodied to his elbows for his efforts, looked to her. His piggy eyes widened. "It's all over the ground." 

"Give me room." 

They shifted, squatting and shuffling to make a gap for her around the living corpse. Milara bent in among them, certain the man would die no matter what she did next. She sent that thought wide, singing it to the twisted branches as an assurance. Not meddling. Not healing. But she didn't fancy walking all the way to town and didn't care at all for being ignored. 

Her hands moved, hovering palm down over the punctured abdomen. Milara closed her eyes and pressed her lips tightly together. She felt for the right pattern, for the way a man was meant to fit together. Heat flared beneath her skin, and a rush of magic answered her summons. She didn't look, only knew by the gasps of the men around her that the work was sound. 

Intestines wound back upon themselves, retreating like snakes into their natural positions. The blood slowed and trickled back into its veins, and the wound uncurled enough, just enough, to be held together again. In her mind's eye she saw it all, and in her heart, she heard the unnamed rage screaming that the man deserved to die. 

"Bind it." Milara breathed out, holding the magic while the men scrambled for cloth to tie around their fellow. When the flurry of activity stilled, she pulled her hands back, releasing the power gently, and opened her eyes. 

The man still breathed, but it was a wispy, frail sound that gave her no more hope for his survival than the rough, dingy cloth strips they bound his middle with. Those looked to be torn from clothing, already carrying a layer of filth that might have complicated the wound if it hadn't already been fatal.

If it gave them hope, however, it would serve Milara's purpose. If the effort of stuffing him back together bought her a ride in that cart, she'd consider it well done. 

"How'd you do that?" The suspicion in the man's voice, however, worried her. 

All of them looked at her now, squint-eyed and guarded, as if the same magic which they'd begged her for moments ago was now suddenly insidious. 

"I've a little skill," she said. "But I fear not enough power to save your friend."

"T'would take a miracle for that." The one who'd called to her first spoke now, and he nodded as if her lack of skill had soothed away any danger. The others muttered agreement, turning back to the task of moving the doomed hunter. Milara seized upon the moment to turn the conversation in her direction. 

"I'd suggest getting him to a town as soon as possible." She turned back to the road and looked first in the direction she'd come from and then, back to where the cart pointed down the muddy track. "I hope there's one nearby."

"Lasthill," a gruff voice answered. "Near enough." 

Milara doubted anything was near enough for their purpose, but she nodded and gazed wistfully, pointedly down the roadway.

"You headed that way?" 

"Yes." She lifted one foot and rubbed some of the muck onto the grass. "As fast as I can manage."

She looked away from their cart, pointedly glancing to the woods and the road behind her and waiting for them to suggest returning her favor. 

They placed the skewered man in the back of their wagon, and two of the hunters moved to the front, checking on the draft horses and their multitude of leather straps and buckles. Another climbed in beside the wounded man, settling in a crouch right atop a pile of bloody furs. 

Milara looked at the sky and wondered if they might, in fact, just leave her to walk. 

"There's room in the back." The offer came in the same gruff voice. "It's a bit rough but..."

"It's much appreciated." She smiled and let him aid her in climbing aboard. They cleared a square of wood for her, and the men up front shouted and slapped their reins against the horses' rumps. 

The cart jerked once and then dragged forward, mud sucking at the wheels and forcing the animals to strain for their progress. Wood creaked, and the men grunted and mumbled. Someone spat over the cart's side, adding their own filth to the road's. Milara placed one hand on the pile of pelts, ran her fingers through the long fur of a predator that had no business being hunted. 

She closed her eyes and exhaled. Power flared at her fingertips, and she drove it down into the pile of dead wolves along with an apology, a sadness for the stupidity of mankind. For arrogance and vanity and waste. Then she stilled her mind, tuned out the complaints of the cart and its occupants, and focused on the boy she must find. 

Chance Fairbright. 

The power tugged at her, still insisting, north, and, ahead. The temperamental pocket had abandoned her, perhaps, but the road still led her in the right direction. The town felt right, and Milara relaxed into the assurance that she would find the boy there. Their paths would cross soon enough. All she had to do was let it happen. 

Once she'd worked out a way to assist Chance, Milara would be free. The debt she felt to the Fairbrights would be paid in full, and she could put her mind toward whatever it was she meant to do for herself. Perhaps she'd chase down the castle. Perhaps she'd find an empty corner of the Kingdoms, make herself into a tree, and rest for another century. 

Both sounded equally enticing, and all she had to do to win either freedom was to assist a young man along his way. If Chance Fairbright was as obliging as his siblings, Milara could be free of them as early as tomorrow. 

She shivered, tugged the ratty edge of her cloak farther around her body and stared to the side of the road, to the dark wood and the invisible anger. Let it be quick. Heat flowed from the torn fabric, seeping through her skin and easing the chill. Let him cooperate.

The cart’s wheel snagged on a rock, tilting the box. Milara slid to the side, into the pile of pelts and the stink of blood. She clutched the wooden wall and stared at the mud. Sinking, sinking into the world of man. One of the horses squealed. A lash snapped in the air and the cart bed lurched and trembled. 

It would have to be fast, her mission. It would have to be soon. Because the longer she stayed outside the pockets, the longer she walked in mud and rain with men like the hunter bleeding out beside her in the cart, the heavier her body felt, the thicker her thoughts. 

And with each rumble of the cart's wheels through the filth, Milara felt the magic in her veins rebelling. It did not care for her guilt, or for her task, and if she lingered too long about either, that power was not above taking things into its own hands.



Chance found the bear-sized man and his whelp sulking at the very edge of the encampment. Borgin sat on a round of wood. His broad axe lay across his even broader lap, and he watched his daughter through squinty dark eyes. The majority of his face hid behind a black beard which grew wild and tangled, extending so far down his wide neck that it merged with the man's ample chest hair. 

Peg stood four paces in front of the stump, firing her crossbow at a straw dummy which they’d set up for target practice. The girl's red curls crowned her head in a mad bird's nest. Her pink face scrunched into a mask of concentration. Five stout, steel-tipped darts sprouted from the dummy's chest, and one bloomed directly between the thing's invisible eyes.

"Nice grouping," Borgin grunted. "But that last one really meant it."

Chance stepped heavily, making sure his approach was easily heard. He stopped when both heads turned in his direction, and he tried his best to smile at the perpetually grimacing duo. 

"Good morning." 

Borgin grunted. Peg rolled her eyes and turned back to her target, lifting the bow to her chin and firing a second dart. It sank easily into the place where an eye-socket should have been. 

"Nealin has set me a task,” Chance began, and when neither of them looked the least bit impressed, added, "and he'd like you two to accompany me."
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