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One

Only One Thing to Do

A few days before present day

The war stopped.

When Duchess Tannis Malfi’s soldiers awoke in the morning, they stepped outside their tents to see steam rising across the fields. In the distance, where enemy tents had been spread for weeks on end like snow drifts on the landscape, smoke spiralled from pyres dotting the foothills of the mountain. It appeared that Dregor’s forces of orcs, goblins, bog beasts, and humans packed up and left in the night. The Ballin night watch had heard creaks and groans, but nothing resembling the usual sound of the advancing hoard they had become accustomed to hearing over the years in one location or another. Tiny lights of watch fires had grown to larger size, keeping the watch on alert but not at the ready.

Neither were they ready for the sight that greeted them at sunrise.

Tannis’s soldiers looked at each other fearfully. What did it mean?

Scouts mounted their fretful horses and rode, scarves over their noses and mouths, through the muck of blood and mud toward the enemy encampment. They feared a trap, and many a body was rippled by a shudder. But the enemy camp was devoid of life signs. Carts, barrels, and broken weapons were heaped and burning, anything useful having been taken away. A nearby gully had served as a dumping ground—no dignity for their dead. Dignity was for the civilized; Dregor’s soldiers had not a shred of “civilized” about them.

The entire enemy army had departed during the night. Traces of their passing scattered the land heading northeast, following the ridge of mountains.

The scouts returned to report to their own camp. The general sent messengers off to meeting points to get updates from other allied armies across the duchy and gave the order to her army to be at ease but wary. She set a watch for all directions, just in case.

“One has to ask.” She poured liquor for herself and her subordinates. “Why would the enemy simply call the war off? If it’s over, what was the point?”

She shrugged and led them in a toast to Tannis Malfi and Valrayker. Then added, “I hope the enemy has found whatever it was he was looking for.”

It was the same across the continent: soldiers stood wary in Ballin, in Shae, in Koral, in Heath, in Equart and the Guarded Realm, bracing themselves against the collective chill in their souls.

 

Present Day

After three hours of dousing her wrath with wine upstairs in her room, Kyer finally limped into the Great Hall of Bartheylen Castle on Valrayker’s arm. The party was still in full swing with music, dancing, raucous laughter, and no sign of slowing down despite the lateness of the hour.

“That’s commitment.” Kyer was impressed and more than a little pleased for Derry, the Guest of Honour.

“Intense joy calls for intense celebration,” Val said.

The duke left her at the long table of food to go join the dancing. It was only fair, since she’d held him hostage in her room for the better part of two hours, insisting he answer her questions. He’d answered some but begged off others.

The food had been picked over, but Kyer took a tiny tomato and some crispy bits from the outside remains of a chunk of roast pig and scanned the gathering for her friends.

Instead, she saw someone else, and her fury threatened to reignite.

A foot taller than anyone else, he stood out in the crowd. Kien Bartheylen, Lord Arrogant Prick of this duchy and this castle. The man who had reluctantly offered her a knighthood in hopes that it would excuse him from trying to have her parents assassinated. She’d turned him down, and he was livid. She chewed meat and dared him to look her way.

He was the second reason she’d been drinking. Kyer didn’t see his wife, Alon Maer, anywhere, and assumed the lady had gone to bed. Her pregnancy alone would have excused her from staying at the party, but on top of that, she was still recovering from her long illness, which had been at the heart of their mission.

Now, if only the Guardian could enter the room, she’d have all three sources of her rage.

The pale, floral-scented man had offered his help just enough to convince her to trust him. Yet, when she had fallen off a precipice and broken the bones that still hurt in this moment, he was nowhere to be found. When she’d regained consciousness in the Houses of Healing, she learned she had been framed for the attempted murder of the Lady Alon Maer, based on evidence that had been planted in her saddlebag. Oh yes, she had some questions for the Guardian.

Leaning lightly on her crutch, Kyer poured herself some wine and silently toasted the lady, her own small celebration of what she and her friends had done to find the cure.

“Wish you could join in?” said a voice. Kyer was pleased to no end to see Harley upright. He indicated her leg that had not yet fully healed from its nasty break.

“I’m not in the same mood as they are today.” The wine was delicious, but her spirits had gone to vinegar thanks to Kien and the Guardian. “It’s more enjoyable to watch them.”

“I don’t blame you after the stunt Lord Bartheylen pulled today.” Harley looked darkly at the duke over the revellers’ heads.

Kyer let out a humourless chuckle. She raised the wine bottle in offering.

Harley shrugged. “The Healer says I’m not to, but I think a little won’t hurt.”

Kyer poured him a small cup of the deep red liquid. “What shall we toast?”

Harley sighed. “New beginnings?”

“That works.” Their pewter cups tinged musically.

The silver brooch pinned to the inside of her tunic was cool against her skin.

A symbol of our confidential agreement, Val had called it.

She had raged against Val, too; her first, and possibly most distressing source. He had listened, and he had answered as much as he could, especially his suspicions about why she could perform such an advanced spell as a Gate.

“I’m desperately sorry I can’t be more forthcoming,” he’d said. “There are reasons, that’s all I can say, mostly for your protection, and I beg of you to try to understand that. Someday, maybe, but not now.”

And then Valrayker, exiled Duke of Equart, had offered her a knighthood. “To prove that everything’s all right.”

This offer she had accepted, and she wasn’t sure who was more surprised, Valrayker or herself. He gave her his silver brooch, engraved with the tree of Equart. At once she felt as if it was meant to be part of her.

The quintet changed tunes, and several more dancers whooped and entered the floor. Among them she saw Phennil, dancing with wild abandon. In a momentary gap through the crowd, she glimpsed Janak with a mug of something, leaning over a table. Ah! Skimnoddle had pulled out the dice again.

“I never got a chance to thank you,” her companion said.

Her eyes widened. “You have nothing to thank me for.”

“Oh yes. If you had said even one word against me, there is no way Valrayker would have welcomed me. Of all your company you are the one who really knew what I had been involved with.” He had the grace to sound apologetic.

Kyer shrugged. It was hard to even remember Ol’ Average Height Guy being a part of the enemy camp. She liked Harley. She couldn’t help it. Nothing but respect for the way he’d duped her the day they met. Harley had played his part well and had been suitably sheepish for a villain. That he had eventually turned on his chief and joined them had come as a surprise, but in spite of herself, not an unwelcome one.

Every action Harley had taken since their paths had converged had been in support of Kyer’s mission, as though he had newly discovered there was something else out there for him to do. He had stood up to his former leader, Fredric Heyland, now known as Hunter, who had then fled after slashing Harley through the gut. It was a much more serious wound than any of Kyer’s. He had been close to death and was still healing.

Derry whooshed breathlessly up to them, having released his dance partner with a bow.

“I’m so glad you came down, Kyer. It didn’t feel right without you.”

The Guest of Honour had been enjoying wine all evening, or he’d never have said such a thing to her. She smiled. “Harley was telling me how pleased he is to be part of our company.”

Derry gave him a slap on the shoulder. “We’re glad to have you on the good side.”

“It’s an honour, Sir Derry.”

The captain blushed at the new title.

“I hope to make up for lost time,” Harley said, then tried to downplay his enthusiasm. “Anyway, I appreciate whatever good words you’ve put in.”

“From what I was told, you earned it,” Kyer assured him, and Derry nodded. “I was out of it for most of the time, but the way you tried to stop Fredric from getting away showed you were done with him.” She selected some cheese from the tray.

“With him, with Misty, with all of them.” Harley shuddered. “Especially the Spectre.”

“The Spectre?” asked Derry.

Harley drained his wine cup. “He’s the real leader. He’s the one who made Fredric Chief after Ronav was killed.” He poured himself some ale, the preferred choice of his healers. “His real name is Golgathaur, but they call him the Spectre because he has this way of suddenly appearing, then he vanishes when he’s finished stirring things up. Tall. Pale as if he’s never seen the sun. He always wears black, kind of like Lord Valrayker, only. . .” He cocked his head thoughtfully. “Tidier? No offence, Sir Derry, but Lord Val’s much more relaxed than the Spectre. Golgathaur’s pleats are always neatly pressed. He always comes across as cheerful but in a terrifying way. He smells like flowers all the time, but I’ve never seen it as pleasant. Last thing in the world you want is for him to notice you.”

Kyer had stopped chewing. Tall, pale, dressed in black. Smells like flowers. She knew this man. The food she had eaten churned in her stomach like poison.

“Why not?” asked Derry. “Does he have an agenda of some sort?”

“You could say that, sir. He’s lieutenant to Dregor.”

Kyer nearly choked, her throat tight like she’d been kicked in the gut. It was all she could do to not flee from the room and fling herself out a window. All the music and revelry in the Hall was suddenly muffled as if someone had closed a door on it.

The man who had convinced her he had her best interests top of mind. Who had since betrayed her and tried to frame her for murder. The Guardian was Golgathaur, lieutenant to Dregor.

Less than an hour ago Valrayker had told her he didn’t want to risk the enemy learning she could Gate. For her protection, he had said.

Too late.

The enemy already knew everything. She had told him herself.

Kyer hardly responded as Harley excused himself and wove carefully around the outskirts of the dancers. She looked up at Derry, and his smile faded when she didn’t return it.

“Kyer what’s wrong?”

She fought down the sick feeling in her stomach and found herself unable to hold his gaze. She was about to wipe out that twinkle in his eye.

“I don’t know why you want to be friends with me.”

He looked understandingly baffled.

She searched the crowd for her—their—lord. “I have to talk to you and Val.”

“Now? We’re in the middle of a—”

“I know.” She waved her hand. “Never mind. It can wait—”

Derry’s eyes widened as he caught on. “No, it’s fine. You go up to Val’s room. I’ll get him and follow you.”

She nodded gratefully. Pain shot up her leg and into her back as she hobbled too quickly toward the door. She grimaced but allowed herself no further reaction. She saw the pain as retribution for the foolish choices of her recent past.

Kyer climbed the stairs so slowly that the two men caught up with her, and Val’s steady arm guided her into his room.

“I hope you aren’t offended by the indignity of my helping you.” He grinned.

“If I had any dignity I might be,” she replied.

Valrayker’s chamber here at Bartheylen Castle wasn’t as expansive as his rooms at Shael Castle. Kyer felt like she was enclosed in a closet. It even smelled musty, as if the room hadn’t been opened since the Duke of Equart’s last visit, which had to have been ages ago. Derry poured wine as Val removed his dress cloak and lay it over the arm of a chair before sitting in it. She wiped her palms on her trousers and tried to swallow over the sand in her throat.

“Val I—” Derry handed her wine, which she gulped down. He refilled her cup. She drank half of it before she felt ready to say what she had to say. Val looked at her quizzically and invited her to sit, but she declined by way of ignoring him.

“What you said earlier,” she rasped. “About my needing protection.”

Val nodded, and she searched his eyes for any hint that he feared what was coming. She couldn’t look at Derry.

“I can’t believe—I mean, I have to tell you. What went on.” She drank more wine. Surely at some point it would help her express herself. “You said it’s vital the enemy doesn’t find out I can Gate, because they might try to use me for their purposes. I know you have my best interests in mind, but there’s no point. The enemy already knows.”

Derry drew in a quick breath and his face blanched to match his hair. Valrayker frowned and she fancied she saw the thoughts scrolling through his mind.

“He knows exactly who I am. Exactly what I can do. I told him myself. I didn’t know he was the enemy, but I trusted him and I confided stuff in him, and I just learned from Harley a few minutes ago that not only was the man I confided in really a man named Golgathaur, but that man works for Dregor, so now—” She coughed and nearly threw up. Derry was with her in two strides and guided her limpingly to a couch. He sat with her, giving her room, but not so far away that he couldn’t instantly be by her side.

Valrayker pulled his chair closer. “Aidan’s blood, Kyer, what are you saying? What did you tell him?”

He spoke quietly but with a fierceness she had never heard. Ever the diplomat, the kind mentor, this was a new side of Valrayker, and it frightened her. Her body shook as if the room were icy cold. Derry found a blanket and laid it across her shoulders. After all, Harley and Alon Maer were not the only ones still recovering.

The faint sounds of the revelry in the Great Hall floated up on the air that wafted through the window. After a few breaths of the spicy aroma of the candles, Kyer was able to speak. She was surprised by the calm of her own voice.

“I was foolish and cowardly, and I don’t have the words to express how sorry I am about that, so for now let’s just move on.

“I met him before we even left Shael. He approached me in the street the day of the explosion and told me to go around the square, not through it. I had intended to go around the square anyway, so I didn’t think much of it. But then the explosion happened—” The explosion that killed innocent people. “When he appeared on the mountain path—Derry wait.” She held up her palm, and the captain clamped his mouth shut in a tight line. “He told me about the goblin army approaching. I went and checked and there it was. I didn’t stop to think; there wasn’t time! We had to move camp so we wouldn’t be seen. I thought about telling you then, but how to explain that a man in the woods told me we needed to move camp for our safety? If I told you about that, I’d have had to tell you about the man in Shael. Stop.” She forestalled Derry again with a glare. “I beg of you to just listen and try to put yourself in my position.

“I maintain that in all the times I met him—yes, I did meet him several times—he only ever helped.” She clamped her fists on her lap. “He told me that Fredric and company were tailing us, he brought water when the rest of you were ill—”

“I knew it! I knew I heard you talking to someone.”

“Don’t even go there,” she snapped, her breath coming out in short gusts. “I did leave, as you accused me, but I tried to tell you I went to find water, and when I failed, he helped me. You might all have died! And by that point, how was I to tell you about him? I should have told you, I know I should, but it didn’t seem to matter because he had spoken true. Every. Single. Time. Why in seven hells would I jump to the conclusion that he was not on our side?”

She clutched the blanket like a shield, protecting her from the accusation in his eyes. After a brief moment, his pressed lips parted, and he relaxed in acquiescence.

“Go on, please,” Valrayker urged.

“He can Gate. Not like... I can.” It felt strange to say the words. “His power is limited,” she assured them. “I don’t know how he found me each time up until then. Trial and error for all I know, if he had somehow learned where we were headed. He gave me a locator stone, which allowed him to find me after that. That night at the Cold Fells, he appeared, and I told him about how I—well, I know now that I opened a Gate to get Phennil and me out of the caverns. At the time, I was terrified.”

Derry sucked in a breath, though he said nothing.

She shot him a glare. “After the way Jesqellan treated me when I escaped from Ronav, is it any wonder I didn’t want to tell you it had happened again? I told him because he—”

A thought pierced her mind like a dart. The hair on the back of her neck stood at attention. “Wait. Hold on.”

Warmth spread through her limbs and lifted her to her feet. Kyer ignored the flare of pain in her leg. It was nothing compared to the tingling in her mind. The blanket fell to the floor. She pressed her fingers to her mouth as she tried to recall the various exchanges between herself and the man who called himself her Guardian. Realization was a flame inside that spread in hot ripples up her face and to the tips of her fingers. Her mind cleared, and she could hardly draw enough breath to speak.

“I didn’t tell him. I didn’t tell him I could Gate.” The truth flowed out on her exhalation. “He told me.”

Derry and Valrayker stared at her. She took a few halting steps, rubbing her hair.

“He put the thought in my head. I didn’t know the doorways had opened because of something I had done. He was the one who told me I had done it myself. Well, he didn’t come right out and tell me—he was cryptic about it—but he planted it in my mind so that by the time we needed to get out of Bolivar Chasm, I knew I could do it. So I did.” She turned to Derry, who looked from her to Val and back again. He deserved to understand, so Kyer explained.

“Val believes I am Cymrion, which is the only explanation for my ability to Gate.”

Derry’s jaw slackened, but he shrugged, as if deciding to accept this notion as just one more on top of all the other pieces of news he had heard.

Her mind sorted memories, details fell into place, and all at once, Kyer knew how it all connected. The flames that a moment ago flared within her were abruptly extinguished, and she felt hollow with horror. Resting her hands on the tall back of a straight chair, she spoke.

“That night, when he fetched the water for us, I told him I was having dreams about the dark-haired woman in Alon’s chamber. He would have known it was Misty. Which confirms my other guess: Misty took Alon’s mirror, the Guar—Golgathaur stole it from Misty and hid it in my saddlebag.”

She told them of her first encounter with Harley. How he had taken her to a meeting with his chief on the shore of a lake. It was the first time she had laid eyes on Misty. The chief turned out to be none other than her nemesis, Fredric Heyland. He spoke words to her. Words which had shocked her so severely, she had fainted. The words We know who you are, spoken in the language known only to Kyer, which had been her only language when she had walked out of the Halidans’ cornfield as a three-year-old. If Valrayker was correct about Kyer, that language must be Cymrion.

She turned around to brave their shock and dismay.

“How would Fredric have learned this phrase in Cymrion?” she asked her friends rhetorically. “From Golgathaur.”

Valrayker covered his face with his hands. Derry looked stricken, back straight as if he were poised to dash over to him. The flutter of the candles was a storm wind. Eventually, Val’s hands dropped, and he clasped them, elbows on his knees. His focus was some spot on the floor.

“I have been fooling myself. All this time I thought I was keeping you safe, Kyer.” He sounded apologetic. “When I met you, I... assumed that because I hadn’t known about you, nobody else did either. I thought they knew nothing, and you would be safer not knowing what I suspected. It turns out I was the one in the dark.”

She would have none of that. “Stop it. Don’t blame yourself.”

The dark elf ground his knuckles into his eyes. “How did he know? Guerrin’s hellfire, how did he know about you when I did not?”

Derry frowned at the floor. “How is it Golgathaur speaks Cymrion?”

Reluctant to speak, she stared at the fire. Her words juddered.

“When I escaped from the Indyn Caves, the Guardian was waiting for me.” She swallowed hard. “I heard the sound of the fighting, but over at the doors to the Caves, he spoke to me. He invited me to go to his home and even opened a Gate to it. He said he—”

Fear was a shard of ice tracing up her back. It stabbed into her and it was all she could do to not let a scream escape her throat.

“He has my mother.”

Valrayker leapt to his feet and paced the room. “He has your mother?”

It explained everything. Golgathaur’s familiarity with Kyer’s language, with her ability to Gate. Why he connected himself to her in the first place and gained her trust.

Blue eyes and grey eyes stared at her. The blue ones finally blinked.

“Then you drove your sword through Misty, toppled over the precipice, and remained unconscious for two weeks. So, what has he done in the meantime?” Derry sat straight and proper, as much the stoic knight as when she first met him. She knew it to be a sign that he was maintaining control. “There is one other question that must be asked.”

Kyer and Val waited.

“Why did he tell you these things?”

The party noise had ceased, indicating the lateness of the hour. The silence seeped inside her. Kyer acknowledged the validity of the question with an exhale that drained strength from her weakened body. She dropped onto the couch, palms open on her lap. Now that she knew who he was, everything she ever thought about the man must be scrutinised. Why had he told her any of it? She must thrust aside every iota of that trust she had built up, regardless of the helping hand he had extended more than once. He had an ulterior motive; of that she was now certain. It only remained for her to discover what that was.

The dark elf raised his goblet to his lips with a trembling hand.

“A Cymrion held captive... How could that be? What would prevent her from Gating? Blood of Aidan, there must be something terribly wrong.”

“Unless...” Derry shrugged, his gaze fixed on the sideboard.

His tone both calmed her and alarmed her.

“Unless?” Val said.

The wall captured Derry’s attention, as if he was embarrassed to share his thought. “Unless she is there by choice.”

Had her mother sent her through a portal to a cornfield to get rid of her? Kyer hardly knew which scenario was worse.

But if that were the case, why had it taken Golgathaur so long to track her down?

The two men exchanged looks.

The silence that followed benumbed Kyer’s heart. She felt like a bit of flotsam in a whirlpool.

There was only one thing to do.

“I have to find her.”


[image: ]



Greok pushed with his haunches, pulled with his foreclaws, and slid through the tunnel. Its stone walls smoothly glided along his scales with a scraping sound. There was no light in his tunnel. He could see quite fine without it, particularly when he turned the second to last corner, at which point the light reached and illuminated the walls. It didn’t matter. There was nothing to see in his tunnel. The goal was the opening, where the tunnel widened and the slits of his eyes shuttered while the pupils adjusted to the brightness of the outside. He stuck his snout out the aperture.

The fresh air always gave him pause. The contrast with the dark closeness of his lair never failed to send a shudder of appreciation through his entire body, so that his very scales quivered. He took a moment to breathe, to fill his reptilian lungs with its moistness, its saltiness, to widen his eyes and broaden his gaze to take in the vastness of the ocean before him. He loved the juxtaposition of the nothingness in the dark of his lair with the nothingness in the light of the exterior. His keen eyesight picked out tiny—compared to himself—flying creatures, birds and insects. Swimming things under the surface of the water provided a unique challenge for his vision. Something about the reflection of the sun and clouds on the surface of the water confused his perception of the slithery creatures’ location. The minuscule fish were that much harder to pinpoint. But what was life without a challenge?

Greok drew his hind end forward, and his wings tightened in anticipation. With a gargantuan thrust, he forced his bulk first with his forelegs, then a mighty heave from his hind legs. He dove into the air, wings reaching out in a glorious stretch into freedom as satisfying as that first breath of fresh air. He soared.

All this is mine!

He basked as he flew. The cloud cover diffused the light and heat. He tilted and twisted, reaching out all his limbs, savouring the sublime stretch of his full mass after confinement. With a massive pump, he reached up and up, flapping his wings again and again, carrying him higher and higher, until he crashed into the cloud. He pivoted as he flew, pirouetting and drilling through the mist, and then, flash! Out into the wondrous sun.

The change in temperature was sudden, as if he’d collided with his mountain. There was something marvellous about slapping himself with the heat and blaze of the sky fire and staying in it as long as he could possibly endure. Especially when he abruptly switched direction, scrunched his bulk in the sky, and with a roar, beat his wings against the heat and plummeted. He streamed back down through the clouds, burst into the below-cloud world, the ocean beckoning. With a violent pull of his wings, and a thunderous roar he cannoned into the sea. The cold bit through his scales and churned into the skin underneath. The freezing agony ripped a scream of pleasure through his nostrils.

He surged through the water, a wake of violent waves behind him. He tossed and turned, creating a frenzy of foam. He opened his maw and accepted every living creature into it as he drove into the water. Seals, sea lions, fish,  and plants he scooped up and carried back out into the air and swallowed. Another dive and another gullet-full and at last, sated, he soared as far out over the sea as he dared, while leaving time to turn back and make landfall before he should tire. How vast the sea was! How he longed to fly farther! To explore and find what else was out there! The continent felt so torturously small. He had flown its length and breadth, had seen virtually every corner, from the arid desert to the snow-covered north that stiffened his nostrils and froze his flames. Rydris was pleasant enough, but Greok knew, the way he knew his own entrapment, that there was more out there. He had seen other lands, reported them to the master, but the master wouldn’t let him go.

Always the tug.

Furthermore, Greok knew there were other dragons. He had seen them in the far distance, wheeling, swirling. Free.

Exhausted and content with his flight, he alighted on a bluff. He lifted one foot, then the other, like a bird on a perch, stretching his toes and finding a comfortable position. He stretched his wings and allowed a shudder to ripple through his body, ridding himself of all tension. Finally, he tucked his wings into himself and settled.

Life, he said to himself, is good.

He made ready to leap off, and revel in another climb and wheel, when the interruption came. The tug. Always when he had a moment to himself, to feel free, to put reality behind him for a brief time. It was as if the master perceived he was having an instant of happiness and said to himself, “No, no, we mustn’t have that!” He could ignore it for a time, but soon the tug became a pull. Centred in his body near his spine, just behind his stomach, a sensation like a hook piercing his muscles, or nerves, or whatever was in there. Not really painful, not at first, but insistent, and if allowed to go on too long without being responded to, it indeed became pain. Greok had experimented with it, years ago, to see if he could resist it, maybe escape it, if he could withstand it long enough. But it was impossible. The tiny spark of a tug evolved into indescribable pain, sharp, burning, that radiated outward from that centre to a throbbing ache which pulsed and seared. No, there was no withstanding it for long.

Greok stretched his neck, spread his wings, and pushed off with legs and haunches. Back toward the lair, to the master. The master had created the tug, and only he could stop it. Even the younger master couldn’t do that. It gave Greok no pleasure to obey the master’s whims, not unless they involved food. The younger master’s whims were often related to the master’s, so Greok followed his orders as well, since he couldn’t be sure who was the one giving them. But only the master had the means to stop the pain.

Greok flew back, slowed, folded his wings and crawled into the lair like the beast that the master never hesitated to remind him he was.

“Ah Greok, my lovely,” said the master. “I have so many delightful tasks for you today!”




Two

Is it Revenge You Seek?

Upon hearing the ruckus, Kendra Fyrhen dropped the clean sheet she was folding and tore down the corridor to the entrance hall. It was filled with about a dozen people, several of whom were her siblings, and a good many more friends. Someone called for healers and physickers as fighters limped through the doors. Paullin’s arms were over Rupi’s and Marlo’s shoulders, and they assisted him to sit on a bench against the wall. Two others carried a makeshift stretcher holding a moaning form, whose fists clutched the poles as their thigh oozed blood from ghastly rents. Everyone was sweaty and dirty. Most of them were bloodied.

Kendra pulled a ribbon from her pocket and tied her hair back as she moved over to her brother.

“Damn cat landed on me,” Paullin said between clenched teeth. “Dropped from a tree. No idea it was there.” His siblings eased him onto a stool. “Broke my leg.” He waved Rupi and Marlo off, so they could go help others. Kendra knelt at Paullin’s feet and eased her hands up his leg.

“How many were there?” She managed to hold back nausea when she found the spot where the bones no longer met.

“Don’t know. I dealt with at least three, with help from others, of course. But even with all of us it was barely enough. Ten? Twelve? We needed everyone within range on the patrol.”

Kendra rose. Paullin was in pain but not bleeding. Others needed more urgent care.

Her eldest brother, Rupi, had set up patrols in groups of six or seven, who fanned out from Plicatha to ward off enemy creatures and guard the other smaller towns of Donnan. Over the eight weeks since Phennil and his friends had been attacked, five other “packs” of wildcats had crept through the Donnan forest and descended upon innocent people, doing serious damage to the general Wood Elven sense of well-being. The elves had enlisted the help of the trees, using their communication network to place the patrols where they were needed.

Kendra moved through the room, found places for the wounded to sit, assisting them to do so, while asking questions about their injuries. She triaged patients and passed information on to the physickers. A healer had taken control of the man on the stretcher, whom Kendra now recognized as her friend Trish’s father. Her younger brother, Darken, and older sister Shellot brought pails of water and other supplies.

Kendra finally approached Rupi, having grabbed a cloth and some water, along with some bandages. “Did we lose anyone?” He held up his sleeve so she could examine the scratch on his arm. Her sister Nena rushed in and immediately stepped up to help other patients. Then her mother entered, her dress dirty from kneeling in the garden, but she had taken the time to clean her hands. She joined Kendra and her eldest son.

“No losses,” Rupi hissed through clenched teeth and glanced over at the man on the stretcher. “But it was a close call for Nyell.”

“How close to the city?” Mother asked.

“Two days out.”

Mother tapped her fingers on her belly, nodded, and moved to help with another of the more seriously injured patients.

Kendra wrapped a bandage around Rupi’s arm and tied it firmly. “Father can’t ignore this any longer.”

Rupi looked at her darkly, as if he’d believe it when he saw it.
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Fredric—Hunter—had been accepted into Dregor’s service with little ceremony. The stone floor had seeped its hard cold into his knees for only a short time as he held out his sword. The gold-robed man had taken it, poking his own finger on its tip and smearing his blood onto the hilt. As Hunter watched it seep into the grip, his stomach churned at being forced into such a circumstance, and his heart turned as hard and cold as the stone floor.

“We accept your sword as well as your service.”

Hunter rose and received his sword from his new lord.

That was two days ago? Three? And since then, Golgathaur had vanished to… wherever the creepy lieutenant tended to vanish. Hunter had asked him the question, asked him to find the answer he was afraid to hear and yet craved, like some poor bastards need Solawid:

Did I kill Kyer Halidan?

He had left her in the grass, his knife in her side. But her friends had thundered after him, and he’d fled. When he turned back, he’d witnessed Derry Moraunt in the distance lifting her limp form. Now he waited for word.

After wandering for a few days, he had called Golgathaur using his locator stone and asked to be brought here. He had sworn allegiance to Dregor—Lord Dregor—but had yet to be given a set of duties. He wandered the castle, learning its layout, points of entry, the kitchens, the armoury, using as much stealth as he possessed. He made himself aware of the places His Lordship tended to spend time, so he could avoid them. He imagined that at some point he would be summoned to appear for a get-to-know-you session, and maybe some orders. Orders would be good—anything to get him out of this place. He would be willing to perform whatever task the man set before him. Being out there, travelling around with a purpose, was a better fate than he had hoped for.

Hunter could avoid Dregor, but he still had Golgathaur’s locator stone.

The lieutenant found him in an alcove, where a door led to a small balcony. He stood in the light of a bracket torch, looking at a painting of a woman holding a pitcher. He wasn’t even startled when he heard the shuffle of feet behind him.

“Well?” Hunter said. “Is she dead?”

“Straight to the point. One of the many things I admire about you. I shall respond in kind and not keep you waiting for what I know to be the news that will set your mood for today… and for the weeks to come. The result which will define the nature of your tenure here: that of content employee or frustrated bondman who wishes to break free.”

“I’m not a bondman,” Fredric snapped. “I can come and go as I please.”

Golgathaur raised one eyebrow which lifted the corner of his lip in a crooked smile.

“What is it, then? Is she dead?”

“She is not.”

The walls were surely closing in around him. A few steps took Hunter out to the balcony where he leaned on the stone balustrade and gulped in air that smelled like wet stone and trees. Darkness hid the view, but he heard the rush of a river some distance below. His blood seethed. How did she keep dodging death?

“My lord wishes to speak to you. He probably has a task. Won’t that be nice? I always like to have a purpose.”

Hunter’s words came out like he was suppressing a geyser.

“I am not going to do anything, not for him, not for you. Not until I have achieved my one goal of killing Kyer Halidan.”

Golgathaur joined him at the railing, his own breaths of fresh air sounding healthful and invigorating. “Sadly, my friend, we will need her for a while longer, so you’ll have to wait.”

Fredric threw up his hands and flung himself away from the balustrade. “Why? What is it about her that everyone wants her around? She is nothing but a self-serving, stuck-up little slut. She’s no good to anyone.”

Golgathaur smiled. “Oh, but that’s not true, not true at all. My dear Hunter, did you never wonder why Valrayker has taken such a keen interest in Kyer?”

“Not really. I figured he’s hot for her, like lots of others.” Fredric was aware of the irony of his criticism.

Golgathaur chuckled. “Maybe he is, at that; I cannot speak to such a notion. You see, she has certain… capabilities no one else has. A particular skill that is very useful.”

“She has a Gating spell,” Fredric said. “I experienced that.” He suppressed a shudder. “It was uncanny.”

The lieutenant gave a short nod, then held Fredric’s gaze with his dark eyes until Fredric blinked and turned away. “Do you have any idea who she really is?”

Fredric shook his head and snorted. “Apart from that one spell, just a girl.”

“‘That one spell,’” Golgathaur repeated with a sardonic smile. “Oh, but she is more than ‘just a girl.’ Much more. Let’s just say she is more important than you’ll ever be.”

Fredric’s insides tried to swallow his outside. “What are you saying?”

Golgathaur stretched and inhaled the clear mountain air. “I like you, Hunter. I always have, you know that. You are skilled in certain areas and, when your loyalties are not misplaced, you bring a good deal to this organization. But I wouldn’t want you to be complacent.” The lieutenant gazed out across the dark chasm. “Do not relax, Hunter. Remember… we know you have a sister.”

Fredric had not given a whisper of a thought in the direction of Acadia since the day he’d left Shael Castle. In fact, he couldn’t even remember the last time she’d crossed his mind. He hadn’t said goodbye to her; he had packed up his horse and bolted, a shamed man. But to hear Golgathaur, lieutenant to Lord Dregor, ultimate enemy of Rydris, speak of his sister in such a way froze his blood.

He followed the frightening man back inside and down the corridor.

A few minutes later, Hunter stood before a fire that was too hot, in the presence of the lieutenant who was too cocky, with a host who was too powerful in ways Hunter could not even guess. He was not at ease. He stroked the hilt of his sword and wondered, not for the first time, what the mage had done to it with his blood.

A servant handed him a drink and offered one to Golgathaur, who declined with a wave. Golgathaur was seated sideways in a chair, his legs dangling over the arm. He appeared to be absorbed in his book, but Fredric didn’t believe for a moment that the lieutenant wasn’t completely aware of what transpired near him.

The servant backed into a corner and looked like he wished he could vanish. Hunter could relate. He examined a stone sculpture that stood on a table opposite the fire. It appeared to be some sort of geometric shape with animal parts.

“Tell me.” Lord Dregor’s voice was oily.

Hunter whirled around.

“Do I look like a god to you?”

Hunter hadn’t a clue how to respond. Even in his former life as Fredric Heyland, captain of Kien Bartheylen’s guard at Shael Castle, he had never given much thought to the human manifestations of the deities. Instinct told him that not responding would not be a good choice. He made some quick observations, and after taking in the narrow face framed by grey-speckled hair and tuft of a beard, he asked his imagination to draw a hasty conclusion.

“Certainly, the gods would do well to model their appearance after yours, my lord.”

This seemed to please His Lordship, enough to draw up the corners of his mouth.

“Now, you have come to me. It is revenge you seek?”

Hunter shrugged casually, even as his throat dried. “That.” Survival. He stiffened his neck against the desire to glance at the monstrous creature in the cavernous alcove over to his left. In that way he presented fortitude and confidence. But Hunter’s palms moistened.

“Inexcusable, the way you’ve been treated,” Lord Dregor said.

Hunter darted a glance over at the tall, immaculately dressed figure lounging before the blue-flamed fire. “You might say that.” The words came out through clenched teeth, more forcible than he’d intended. If the august personage before him noticed, he gave no sign.

“We have no intention of replicating that behaviour. We don’t work that way. In fact—” He rose from his formal chair—it wasn’t quite a throne—and descended the few steps to the black, black floor which glowed beneath him as it reflected his gold-robed form like the moon on the surface of a lake. Hunter couldn’t help but notice the red glow to his left, more like a mountain’s reflection. “I want you to feel quite at home here. You are... an equal—”

A tiny sputter emitted from behind him. Golgathaur daintily patted his mouth with the corner of a napkin, though Hunter didn’t think he had eaten anything. Hunter scowled and returned his attention to his host. Lord Dregor fixed his grip on Hunter’s shoulder, turning him, and led him across the room.

“An equal, more or less,” His Lordship continued. “You have an excellent work ethic, and your experiences speak for themselves. We have shared goals here, you and I.”

Hunter doubted it.

“Between us—the three of us—we will be successful. You will have plenty of underlings at your disposal to assist you however you need.” His Lordship stopped and grasped Hunter’s upper arm in an encouraging sort of way. “I am certain we will do great things together. Anyone who fails to provide service to the level of our expectation... gets to become more closely acquainted with Greok. Greok, meet Hunter.”

Dregor turned Hunter to face the red dragon whose bulk was wedged into the cavernous space with little room to shift.

Great. A cranky dragon.

Hoosh! A puff of steam billowed around Hunter’s legs—even from thirty feet away—and he braced himself so they wouldn’t collapse beneath him. Hunter shuddered. Had the creature read his mind? He wanted to show he was not afraid. His usual bravado failed him, however, and his throat went dry.

He coughed and took a sip of his dark amber drink, and its heat pleasantly seared his throat. “I imagine you are not met with many who shirk their duties.”

“You would be surprised. Let it not be said, however, that my expectations are over-lofty. Please sit.”

Fredric sat in the last chair but was far from at ease. He ran his hands along the rough upholstery.

“Have you ever wanted to be a god?” Dregor asked. He remained standing.

Surprised at the question, Fredric didn’t know if there was a wrong answer he should avoid. He was fairly certain, “What a ridiculous idea!” wasn’t on the table. Instead, he said, “Some of us are simply not worthy of considering such a notion.”

“True, true.”

Dregor’s patronizing smile was a stark reminder of every error Hunter had ever made.

“You see, I had a taste of it once. Just one time, so many years ago! And yet, the memory of that day stays with me. It tantalises! If I were less powerful, it may drive me mad.”

Fredric made a “Yes, I see. Oh dear, thank goodness for that,” kind of moue, but did not dare put his thoughts into words.

“A young friend of mine, Cymrion, you know,” he said as if trying to impress Fredric with the specialness of his circle of friends, “took me with him on a journey. You can’t even imagine it! If you have never travelled outside of Rydris, as I have, it is beyond your childlike mind to comprehend. A different world altogether, wholly unusual! Hot and arid, many low, scrubby bushes, rather than the lush, tall trees we have here. There were some trees, but they were very thin, with tufts of long leaves at the top, if you can imagine it.

“But my story is not about the trees and plants; it is about the people, Hunter. A primitive people who lived in huts, barely clothed, sleek, radiant skin, and muscled like jaguars. They cooked food using sticks over a fire, outside, and ate off dishes made of bark. I tell you, it was remarkable.

“Now, this Cymrion permitted me to join him on his journey to this place, but made me promise to speak not a word, make no sound whatever. And to remain hidden. ‘We observe only,’ he said to me. Naturally, I agreed to this promise, for he would not have allowed me to accompany him if I did not. But once I witnessed the strange habits of these primitives, I could not contain myself. My companion lacked desire, chose not to see the opportunity before him. He tried to hold me back! I broke free of him and walked out from behind the bushes. I demonstrated my power by flinging a ball of fire at one of their huts. It was a tiny fireball, but the place was so dry the sticks ignited instantly and regrettably, it flattened in a matter of seconds. Now here is the part that gripped me, Hunter.

“These people cried out in fear and prostrated themselves to me! Have you ever experienced such a thing?”

Hunter owned that he had not.

“They hollered and muttered and bawled and clasped their hands and clasped each other! All in honour of me. And my Cymrion companion? Well, he remained out of sight! He held to his naïve belief that he ought not to interfere with these people’s way of thinking, or some such thing. As I meandered around their little camp, do you know what he did?”

Fredric did not risk words, but shook his head, as if entranced, not sickened by the man who spoke with such calm, proclaiming his unreasonable desire with such reason.

“He opened a Gate right in front of me, so that as my legs propelled me forward, I could not avoid passing through it! And I found myself back where we had begun. Seconds later, another Gate opened, and he came through. I berated him, but he was having none of it. If you can believe it, he rebuked me! He went to his people, told them what I had done, and indicated I should never again be permitted to accompany a Cymrion on a journey.

“But you see, Hunter, in those brief moments I realized I had found my true calling. I was meant to be a god. To move around Rydris, among those lower than myself, and have my name be the one the people invoke. To be among them, to give them someone to worship, to pray to, to honour, to present oblations, to pay homage to, someone to laud and venerate, bringing joy to their... pitiful lives! This is my duty. To find other lands, and to bring that same joy to people who exist in an even lesser state!

“Believe me, dear Hunter, I have tried to re-create that kind of response from the people of Rydris, but they prefer to remain ignorant.” He sneered. “They revere Aidan and Coaldor and Dima—gods who never manifest in this world. Here I am, walking among them, prepared to raise them out of their hopeless poverty of ignorance. Yet they are opposed to flattening themselves on the ground before me. It’s offensive.” Here he stopped and clasped his hands behind his back, shaking his head slowly.

“The Cymrion had the chance to do this, and yet they did not. Laziness? They did not want the responsibility of being deities.”

These were points of fact to him, not opinions. Nothing to be questioned, not problems to be discussed and resolved. The man believed every word. Hunter’s chest ached, and he squeezed his goblet so tightly, he might alter its shape like clay. Then Dregor delivered the finishing stroke.

 “For the good of the population, I must take on this necessary role. To perform this function, I am duty bound to be able to Gate.

“A good many years ago, I arrived at the conclusion that if the Cymrion refuse to take on that role, then they should hand it over to someone who will. It is my calling, Hunter, do you not see it? I am meant to be in as many other worlds as there are!” His smile was all modesty. “Statues of me would be lovely. I picture one in every land! I long for people to throw themselves at my feet everywhere I turn. After all I will be doing for them, do I not deserve such gratitude?”

At no point did His Lordship cite examples of “all he would do for them,” and Hunter didn’t ask.

Dregor gestured to the back corner where the monstrous red creature slept in silent darkness. “Greok is an unfathomably intelligent creature,” he said fondly. “He has flown long distances and tells me of other lands apparently physically unconnected to this one. Though it is possible for me to use him as transport, you must understand that my arrival on a dragon, although fearsome and awe-inspiring, lacks the quality I appreciate most about the Cymrion way of travel: it is, simply put, inexplicable. It is one thing to see your god arrive riding on a creature. It is quite another for him to appear out of nowhere.” He beamed.

Here Hunter took a brave step. “My lord, I understand there is a spell that is similar.”

Dregor scoffed and gave a small, dismissive shrug. “Similar, yes, but too diff—too limited. So many rules. Cannot open a Gate to a place one has not already been. I have to have been there to Gate there, but I cannot get there without Gating there!” He shook his head at the ridiculousness of the notion. “All I wanted was a Cymrion to teach me how to Gate, so I may return to that place, and find others like it. And yet?” He threw up a hand in disbelief. “They left!”

He paused, lost in his own imaginings. Fredric was afraid to speak, lest he remind Dregor that he was there, and upon being reminded, Dregor might demand that he flatten himself to the floor. Fredric did not know how he would respond. He flinched ever so slightly when Dregor cocked his head in Fredric’s direction.

“Do you have any idea how many worlds the Cymrion can access?”

Fredric spoke through a throat as arid as the primitive lands Dregor had described. “No, I’m afraid I do not. How many?”

“Alas, I don’t know.” He gazed into the fire, deep in reflection. “I hoped someone could tell me. Even better: Once I learn to Gate, I will find them all myself. Every last one.

“I will learn to Gate. I will find another Cymrion. Like the Dark Elves, I am certain they did not all leave. You see, Golgathaur is certain there is one lurking somewhere in Rydris.”

Hunter’s chest tightened as he recalled his recent uncanny experience, being abruptly transported from the middle of nowhere to Bartheylen Castle. He frowned and kept his eyes on Dregor as a suspicion rose to the surface like oil on water.

“For years he has searched on my behalf, while I have kept citizens... occupied. Distracted. If they are all busy fighting wars over here”—he waggled the fingers of his left hand—“they won’t notice we are searching over here”—he switched hands—“for something more specific. Someone. Ah, but he is clever, this Cymrion. Despite all my searching, he cannot be found.”

He? Hunter’s gaze snapped to the lieutenant. Golgathaur’s lips were pursed, and his eyebrows raised so high, they mingled with his hairline. Fearful though he was of Dregor, Hunter had had more direct dealings with Golgathaur, and to the very depths of his soul he did not wish to make an enemy of Golgathaur. Golgathaur was giving him a warning—not a warning, a threat—and Hunter heeded it. He kept his mouth shut.

“This does not mean he is not still out there somewhere. Come here, Hunter.”

Hunter did as bid, pushing himself out of the chair with reluctance that weighed like full chain mail.

“As the newest member of my service, there are some things I require of you.” Dregor’s gold reflection shimmered and swayed in the shiny floor. He swept it up and resumed his position in his raised chair beside the fire. Hunter shifted from one foot to the other uncertainly.

Dregor said, “Bow to me again, Hunter.”

“What?” He could have sworn his knees still bore marks from kneeling before him with the offer of his sword.

“I said bow to me. I do so love it when my bondmen bow to me.” Dregor clasped his hands in his lap like an excited teacher.

Fredric’s eyes narrowed. “I am not your bondman. I am a free man who has chosen to work for you.”

The corner of Dregor’s lip turned up, and his eyes smiled. Fredric’s blood chilled. He noticed then that Golgathaur had shut his eyes. Dregor cocked his head with infinite patience. “You will call me ‘my lord,’ dear Hunter.”

Fredric had no trouble with the title; he had called Kien Bartheylen his lord almost his entire life. “Of course, my lord.”

“Because you call me thus, you will bow to me, or Greok will have an afternoon snack.”

Fredric could hardly bring himself to believe that Dregor would sacrifice someone as skilled as he was for a mere bow. But Golgathaur’s glance helped him to decide now was not the time to test the theory. It was nothing to him, so he placed his hand on his heart, and bowed. “My lord.” So much for being equal.

Dregor smiled. “There now, you see? That wasn’t so difficult, was it? Golgathaur, why do you find it so hard to behave in this way?”

The lieutenant turned the page. “I have a bad back.”

Hunter felt the steely gaze of his new lord once again. Dregor tapped his fingers on the arms of his... throne. “Now, let me tell you what you will do for me.”

Fredric’s gut roiled.

“You are going to hunt a Cymrion.”

At last, something Hunter could do. And it would serve his own purposes as well. For the first time in days, he stood tall. “It will be my pleasure, my lord.”
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Hunter strode through the castle with a confidence he had not known since he was back at Shael Castle, leading the guards in a training session. He would do the same here. Dregor had promised him an army to train to meet his own exacting standards, and then... and then...

He knew better than most how to find a Cymrion. He would find her and take her, maybe do her a bit more harm than the last time they met, just a little, enough to hear her plead. Then he would hand her over and watch with unbridled glee as His Lordship turned her into a tool.

He rounded a corner and nearly collided with Golgathaur—How did he get here before me?—who said, “I fear you might have lost your way, dear Hunter,” and gestured that Hunter should turn the other direction. The tall man walked with him, and before Hunter knew anything, a wavy arch opened in front of him, and his own momentum carried him through.

“Gods’ blood, what are you—” he sputtered as a sudden blast of icy wind slapped him. His feet sank past his knees in snow and he fell forward, his hands penetrating up to his shoulders. The freezing white stuff had already entered his low boots, up his sleeves, and had gone down the neck of his tunic. He wore no cloak, and the contrast from the overbearing heat of Dregor’s meeting room was extreme. His teeth began to chatter, and he tried to regain his footing using muscles stiffened by the cold.

Moreover, it was darker than the inside of a cow. “Where in seven hells have you brought me?” he hollered. Breathing froze his nose hairs, and his body was taken over by shivering. He could barely see the other man, mostly sensing his presence.

If he thought the air was cold, it was nothing compared to Golgathaur’s voice. “Do you know where we are?”

“No, of course I bloody don’t!” His fingers ached with the cold as he thrashed, trying to stand without slipping.

“I see you have indeed lost your way. No matter. These things happen. Lucky for you, I am here.” His cloak swirled around him as he turned and walked away, his form visible only where it blotted out the stars.

Hunter tried to run after him. But the snow was too deep and he floundered. He wasn’t used to snow, nor such freezing temperatures, and his boots were meant for indoors. He fell again, snow on his face and neck. “Damn you, Golgathaur, you can’t just—”

“You can count on me, Hunter. For I am the one with your best interests at heart.”

An arch opened, and light from several candles gleamed through, promising shelter and warmth, and illuminating only a small area of snowy wasteland on Hunter’s side. Hunter scrambled to his feet, and trudged toward Golgathaur, silhouetted in the Gate.

“My question to you is,” the lieutenant’s voice came eerily through the frigid night, “Hunter... can I count on you?”

With that, he passed through the Gate, and it closed behind him.

Hunter gasped, surged forward, and came to the end of Golgathaur’s footprints.

“No!” Terror seized his chest as he churned around in the snow, desperate to make out something, anything, in the freezing dark. A sliver of moon hung in the centre of the southern sky. His gaze clung to its thin light. Dawn was hours away. He would not survive that long. His fingers were numbing, and his toes ached. His face burned with cold. Eyes straining, he stared into the night, seeking some form of shelter, but found none.

He was completely alone in a place devoid of sound.

“Golgathaur!” He yelled it if only to make sure his ears still functioned. His voice seemed to be sucked up by the cold. The air tasted sharp as if he’d chewed on an icicle. His ears didn’t feel the touch of his fingers. His fingers didn’t feel his ears. Nor his nose. He would die alone in a wintry wasteland. With his feet and his hands, he dug through the snow, seeking what was beneath it, but didn’t find it. Soon he couldn’t feel the snow in his hands.

Biting, grasping, searing cold.

Certain his fingers and toes would fall off any minute, his eyes welled, and tears froze on his eyelids.

“What are you playing at?” he screamed at the blackness. “Golgathaur!”

“You haven’t answered my question.”

Hunter shrieked and spun. “You bastard!” Frozen face muscles slurred his words. “Get me back!”

“Can I?” came the voice, hard edged as a blade of ice. “Can I count on you?”

With long, desperate strides, his feet dragging and thrusting through the hard-packed surface, Hunter caught up with him, panting for each frigid breath. “Yes. You can.”

“Hunter,” Golgathaur’s voice blended with the wind, “never forget who your friends are.”

He opened another Gate, and Hunter dashed through, shedding snow all over his bedroom floor. He collapsed to his hands and knees, his breathing ragged.

“I’m so glad we had this little chat.”

Golgathaur smiled down at Hunter’s sidelong glare as he closed the door behind him.

Fredric Heyland didn’t undress, his frozen hands useless for that task. Squeezing logs of wood between both hands, he finally managed to add some to the fire to make a proper blaze. Then he kicked off his boots, gathered every blanket in the room and huddled in the corner of his bed. He thrust aside all thought of his own goal. It would have to wait.

He was a puppet, and there was no question in his mind who was actually pulling his strings.




Three


Hello, Old Friend

Physickers assessed each elven fighter’s wounds, and determined whether they were stable enough to return to their homes. A few patients were moved to the Hall of Healing to receive further treatment and care. Some would need to remain under close watch for at least a few days.

The family gathered in the lounge later in the evening. Shellot and Rupi each had some bandages to show for their efforts. Paullin had been physicked and tended by a healer and used a crutch to move about.

“It was a clean break,” he said. “A couple more heals, and I should be fine within a week.”

“This was the worst attack yet.” Rupi looked around at the family.

Studiously avoiding Father’s eyes, Kendra thought.

Father glared stonily out from under his narrowed eyebrows.

Her oldest brother said, “I really must insist we build our defences, organize our troops, and train more fighters, so we’re ready for what might come our way.”

“What ‘might come our way?’” Lord Fyrhen asked with a tinge of sarcasm.

Rupi’s husband Tristan acknowledged his father-in-law with a nod before addressing Lady Fyrhen. “What did the trees tell you?”

Lady Fyrhen and Nena had taken a walk among the trees in the afternoon, to commune with the old ones. Her mother opened her hands and clasped them again in a gesture that told Kendra the answer was not a simple one.

“We didn’t know what to make of it,” Mother said with a deep sigh.

Nena took over. “The trees didn’t speak in their usual cryptic way. At least, we didn’t get that impression. In previous communings, they gave us numbers and directions. They alerted us to approaching groups of attackers and narrowed down locations, so we could send our patrols with precision. Today, they said, ‘Absent. The enemy is not present.’”

She turned to her mother, who carried on.

“Is that a literal message? Or a cryptic one? Has the enemy withdrawn? We cannot know for certain until they never attack again. How can we lower our defences if we cannot be certain the attacks will cease?”

“Even if the trees are right,” Nena said, “What does it mean? Will the giant cats be replaced by some other agent of the enemy? If the attacks are over, why? What is Dregor doing?”

Lord Fyrhen cleared his throat. “I think it’s obvious.” He turned to Rupi. “You succeeded in eradicating this nuisance, and we can now celebrate that there is no further threat. Just as I predicted.” He rose amid the stunned silence. “I bid you all a good night. I will rest easy.”

All eyes followed him out of the room. Kendra’s muscles were as taut as her cocked crossbow, and she made a point of exhaling. Her back slumped.

Mother was a study in calm. She made no move, but Kendra fancied she saw the inner workings of her mind. When Mother spoke, her tone was as clean and straight as a flying arrow.

“Rupi, Tristan, Paullin, Marlo. You will form those troops you spoke of, and you will train them. Shellot and Nena, you will travel across the river, ensure that Amabilaran is fully equipped, then return. Kendra, Darken, you will help me organize our people to gather only what they can carry and load onto one horse per household. We can at least prepare to move our people to safety, so that the moment we must, we will.”

The family rose and made to leave the room.

Kendra put a hand on Mother’s arm. “What will you do about Father?”

Tibron Fyrhen laid her hand on her daughter’s, and gave it a pat. “If he won’t participate, I am afraid he is on his own.”

Kendra watched her mother’s tall, strong form take on the full leadership of the realm as she walked away.
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Soren Lowey rode south. He was in no hurry and let his horse take his time. He thanked the gods for dry nights and slept under the skies the way he hadn’t done in decades. The journey took over a week, and he didn’t follow the road, but his own path. After all, he wasn’t heading to a city; his destination was a tiny village in north-western Heath, and nobody had created a road to there from here. He slept with the sword at his side and rode with the sword strapped to the saddle. It would not do to lose it. It was the secondary reason for the journey.

When he reached the entrance to the pass, his keen eyes combed the hillsides that surrounded him. Yes, I see you there and you there. Good. His heart quickened at the prospect of surprising his old friend, and he smiled with satisfaction that his friend’s home was so well guarded. He rode through the pass, felt the curious eyes on him, and remained unconcerned.

Tyler’s hooves plodded down the hill and across the bridge toward the village square. Suspicious stares planted on Soren as his horse ambled down the main street. The scrutiny surprised him, but not as much as his observation of how many houses and buildings in this village were brand new. Piles of detritus here and there like haystacks confirmed Soren’s suspicion that the village had undergone some excitement in recent months. No wonder its citizens were uneasy.

A young man, perhaps in his mid-twenties, sat on a front porch, sharpening a blade. He looked intently at Lowey as he passed. His gaze flicked ever so slightly downward, at which point he rose, gripping his sword, and trotted down the steps. He strode toward Lowey.

“What are you doing with that sword?” he demanded.

Soren Lowey tugged on the reins enough to tell the animal he wished to stop. The animal, who had been his friend for quite some time, stopped.

“Pardon me, young man,” Soren said, “can you tell me where I might find the home of—” Here he hesitated, recollecting what he had been told. “Brendow?”

The young man’s expression altered from suspicious to curious to mistrust. But he pointed down the road. “Straight on until you can’t go farther, then turn right. It’s the only house on the left.”

Soren nodded his thanks and had the idea that this young man would appear on Brendow’s doorstep not long after he himself did.

With no further incident beyond the villagers’ glances, Soren found a small house on the western edge of the village, one with crosshatched windows and colourful flowers blooming brilliantly in the window boxes.

Soren dismounted and spoke to his horse. “Wait, Tyler.”

Tyler waited.

Soren slid the sword within its sheath out of the straps on Tyler’s side. He wore his own sword on his left side, and this one he carried in his hands. He knocked on the door.

When it opened, the two old men looked at each other, one with expectation, the other with astonishment and then glee.

“Hello, old friend,” Soren said.

They embraced.

And then Brendow said, “Get inside. Did anyone see you?” He grabbed his friend’s shoulder, pulling him within the house, and closed the door. His fingers formed a cantrip and the door made a small click.

“A lot of people saw me,” Soren confirmed. “The entire village nearly, I suspect.”

They gave each other the once-over, then embraced again.

“I’m less worried about the villagers than I am about—” Brendow gestured to a chair. “But never mind. I can’t believe my eyes, seeing you here. Tea? Or something stronger?”

“Tea will be a good start. We can move to something stronger later.” Soren peered out the window along the road in both directions, as Nix wove between his legs, rubbing against them. “I have a feeling I may have picked up a follower.”

Brendow shuffled over to the kettle and filled it from a nearby jug. “What in the good gods’ names brings you to Hreth?” He hung the kettle from the hook and mucked about with the sticks in the fireplace, placing another one on top. “Besides that item you’re carrying.”

“I thought you were dead.” Soren sat and held the sword across his lap. The cat, who had eyed that comfortable spot, jumped instead onto the windowsill to make her presence known. Soren scratched under Nix’s chin, and she closed her eyes.

Brendow wiped his hands on his trousers. “Would that we had the dark elves’ means of communication, but at greater distance. We would all feel less isolated.”

“I’m glad I thought wrong.” He held up the sword. “I can’t help but think this is a message for you.”

Brendow looked at the hilt. It was as familiar to him as his reflection. Its weight, the way the hilt felt in his hand, were as much a part of him as his own hair. “It is half a year since I last saw that blade. I gave it as a gift. How came you by it?”

“It was given to me as a gift.”

Brendow made an effort at concealing his surprise but failed, at least to the eye of one who knew him well. “How long ago? I won’t ask where.”

“About three weeks ago. Yes. She is still alive.”

Brendow smiled. “In fact, I have had word of her even more recently. From our mutual friend.”

Soren’s face lit with surprise. “She did say she was in contact with him. I take it she and her companions were successful in their venture?”

Brendow took the tea kettle from a cupboard and threw some fragrant leaves into it in preparation for the forthcoming boiling water. Metal clunked on metal as he dropped the lid back into place. Sparks and smoke flew as a log fell with a chuff sound.

“The funny thing is, I don’t know.” Brendow sighed as he withdrew some cookies from an earthenware jar and arranged them on a plate in a flower pattern.

Soren wondered again at the relationship between his old friend and the girl who had spent one night going through his collection with him. “Bren d’Athlan. What is it?”

The old man smiled. “When a pupil has outgrown her teacher, he must let her go into the world. There she will make her own discoveries and sometimes become the student of another. She is not always in a position to confide in you any longer.”

“I suppose not. But you have seen her?”

Brendow shook his head. “I was told she was indisposed at the time, yet I am aware I was not being given the full story.”

Soren shrugged his eyebrows. “The world has not changed the way I thought it might.”

Brendow set the plate of cookies on the table. “It was a gift, you say?”

There was a knock on the door. Brendow didn’t react.

The knock came again. Brendow turned to it.

The knock became a pound. The cat dropped to the floor and retreated to the bedchamber.

“Brendow, I know you’re in there, and so’s your friend. The one with Kyer’s sword!”
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