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Chapter 1

“Watch where you’re walking, old crone!”

The bowed figure nodded. “My apologies,” she said, her voice cracking with age. “The leprosy has clouded my eyes.”

“Gah, be gone!” the guard cried and staggered away as fast as he could.

The figure cackled and moved on, passing through the crowded street and turning off to slip into the tailor’s shop. A bell on the door chimed, drawing the figure up.

“Welcome. Can I help you, miss?”

The old woman drew herself up as much as her bowed back would allow and looked around. “Dearie me,” she cackled, “I’m running an errand. For a friend, you see...but I don’t seem to remember what it was.”

“Oh,” the young woman said. She brushed her pageboy styled hair to the side and glanced around. “Perhaps my father can help you remember? Let me get him.”

“Ah!” the old woman cried. “Kristophanes, yes, that’s it!”

The girl’s eyes narrowed.

“Must I go through Lyden again to see her?”

The girl appraised him with a shrewd eye and said, “Things have changed since you were last here. It’s been some time. You’ve gotten older, it seems.”

The woman’s cackle turned into a cough. She reached up to her cowl and threw it back as she lifted her head and stood straight. The hunch in her straightened, but a lump remained on her shoulders. Her voice changed, dropping and smoothing into that of a young man’s. “Amra, I’ve missed your pretty face.”

“Have you now?” she asked with a twinkle in her eye. “I wish I could say the same.”

“Oh?” he asked.

“Yes, the face you’ve got now isn’t much to look on.”

“Saints!” he groaned and reached up to the putty he’d smeared and shaped on his face. “I forgot. Do you have a mirror and a basin of water? Preferably before your father sees me.”

Her lips pressed together. “I told you, things have changed,” she said. “He won’t be happy to see you.”

“He wasn’t happy the last time. All the more reason to keep me away from him.”

She sighed and shook her head. “There, behind those drapes. There is a mirror. I will bring you water and a rag.”

“You’re a princess,” he said.

She bit off a chuckle. “And you’re a cad, Namitus.”

Namitus gasped and lifted his hand to his chest as though she’d stabbed him. “I’ve only the most honorable intentions.”

“That explains the disguise,” she noted. She waved him away. “Go, quickly, before I need to explain this to someone.”

The rogue grinned and slipped through the shelves of fabrics to the cloth-walled dressing room. He slipped inside and pulled the threadbare robes over his head and removed the bundles across his back he’d used to enhance his disguise. By the time he stretched and felt comfortable again, Amra slipped between the sheets and handed him a bowl filled with water.

Namitus grinned. “Better yet?”

“Hardly,” she said and produced a rag. She dipped it in the water and went to work cleaning the paint and molded clay from his face. When she finished, she stared at him and gave him a nod. “That will do.”

Namitus turned to the mirror and checked himself out. He grinned. “That’s the face the people love.”

Amra snorted. “Not the people around here!”

He turned, clutching his chest again. “We came to make things better!”

“You came to help your friend rescue his sister.”

“And unseat the Order. They’ve backed off, have they not? The taxes are lessened and the burden of soldiers is down?”

She frowned. “Some, though not like it was before you came.”

Namitus sighed. “They use my friends as an excuse to fatten their pockets.”

“Why are you here?” she asked. “This time, I mean. Kelgryn is a long ways from here to come and see the daughter of a tailor.”

Namitus hoisted the packs he’d worn and shook them. Amra’s eyes widened when she heard the muffled jingling of metal. “The other half I promised. I’m extremely late, I know. I came from farther than Kelgryn.”

“Two years too late!” she pointed out before frowning and asking, “What’s beyond Kelgryn?”

“The Kingdom of Altonia,” Namitus said. He leaned close and said, “I’m a knight of the court, can you believe it?”

“You—you’re a knight?” she gasped. Her eyes dropped to the scimitar at his side.

“I know, it’s hard to believe!”

She hesitated and then shook her head. “I have to get my father.”

Namitus groaned. “This won’t go well, will it?”

“Wait here,” she said. She stopped and stared at him. “You will be here, right?”

Namitus smiled and hefted the satchels. “Of course. This is too heavy to carry around all day!”

“You’re really a knight?” she double-checked.

“Not the shining armor kind,” he assured her. “But Alto—King Alto—gave me the title.”

She raised an eyebrow and spun away through the cloth flaps. Namitus waited, turning slowly and peering through the slits between the blankets out of curiosity. He didn’t have to wait long. Lyden rushed through the shop, knocking fabric off the shelves in his haste to reach him. Namitus noted the cudgel the man carried tight to his thigh. Amra followed behind, her skirts pulled up in her hand to let her keep up with her father.

Lyden swept the curtain aside and let out a cry. “He’s gone!”

“What? He said—”

“I’m here,” Namitus said and stepped around the curtains to stand beside Amra. “I wanted to make sure I wasn’t greeted with a club to the head first.”

Lyden’s face reddened. “You and your friends have brought enough harm to Shazamir!”

“Whoa!” Namitus held up his hand, his satchel hanging from one of them. “We killed a few dragons and unearthed a network of assassins who were conspiring to start a war between nations. How is that a bad thing?”

“The taxes barely dipped. In their stead, the new emperor insisted a stronger army was needed. Rumors of uprisings in the east and south have prices and taxes rising again. Perhaps we lived in harsh times before, but they were stable.”

Namitus tossed the satchel to Lyden, causing the man to catch it and nearly double over with a grunt when it hit him in the stomach. He heard the jingle and looked up at Namitus and then to his daughter. “Gold?” he wheezed.

Namitus nodded. “Among other things.”

“What—what is this?”

“I thought I’d try to buy your daughter and take her away,” Namitus tried to say with a straight face. He faltered when he saw the red darken on Lyden’s face. Amra gasped beside him, ending his attempts with a laugh. “Sorry, couldn’t resist. This is the other half of the wealth I promised you when I was here before.”

Lyden’s color faded as he turned to Amra. “You didn’t tell me he brought this.”

“You didn’t give me time,” she responded. “You also didn’t let me tell you that Sir Namitus is a knight.”

Namitus winced.

Lyden’s eyes widened. “A knight?”

“Of King Alto’s court, yes,” the rogue admitted. “It’s a title, really, nothing more. Well, a place to stay and good food, I suppose. I don’t wear the heavy armor or anything like that.”

Lyden hefted the satchel to hear the metal shift and clink again. “How did this come about? Does Kelgryn have knights?”

Namitus glanced around as he thought. “I don’t think so. They have warriors and champions and thanes and such, but nobody officially called a knight. No, my friend, King Alto, carved a kingdom out of the forest west of the Northern Divide, after we defeated the queen who enslaved the monsters of the region and drove out the wood elves.”

Lyden looked at his daughter again and back to Namitus. He held out the satchel. “Take it. We’ve no need of it. Ann is gone, killed by assassins. Our guild of merchants has been undone.”

Namitus took the satchel back and frowned. “Damn,” he muttered and then glanced at Amra. “My apologies, my lady, but this is bad news.”

“I’m not a lady,” she mumbled amid a blush.

“You are to me,” the rogue said with a shrug. He turned back to Lyden. “This was a personal mission of mine, to see things set a-right. I’ve come seeking the counsel of others as well. But tell me, Master Tailor, how fares the Order? Lady Caitlin openly serves it, and it seems many of their ventures have come out from the shadows, seeking legitimacy.”

Lyden grunted. “Rumor has it you spent time with them too.”

Namitus nodded. “I was their guest for a piece. I don’t recommend it; the conversation can be somewhat pointed.”

“The scars!” Amra gasped.

Namitus smiled briefly and nodded. He was surprised she remembered the healing wounds from when he’d been tortured and nearly killed. She’d seen them only briefly, when he’d visited before. Apparently he’d made as strong impression on her as she had made on him.

Lyden’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t know much about them. I’ve heard they have soldiers and emissaries who are nestled in among the royals.”

Namitus grunted. “As much as we know,” he lied. He gave the satchel a gentle shake. “Are you sure? You’re welcome to it. I’m many things, I confess, but I like to consider myself a man of my word.”

Lyden eyed it and shook his head. “To what ends? I’d use it to improve my business and then the emperor’s men would just take it from me with higher taxes.”

“There’s enough here to make a new life. Move on, find a new place. Come north, to Altonia. We’re a fledgling nation that could use skilled men such as yourself. I’m sure I could find something for your lovely daughter. The queen can always use another lady-in-waiting.”

“The queen?” Amra gasped.

“That’s enough,” Lyden snapped. “We’re not uprooting everything and starting anew. That’s nonsense. You’re a bad influence, Sir Namitus.”

Namitus bowed. “I’ve heard that before, Master Lyden. Well, if I can’t tempt you with riches or tales of adventure and chivalry, I’m afraid I must be off.”

Amra gasped. “Your disguise! I threw it in the trash.”

Namitus waved it aside. “It’s been two years. I wore it to see how well you remembered me.”

Lyden’s eyes narrowed as he turned to his daughter. “You did?”

“Not at first,” she admitted. “But soon after.”

Namitus smiled. “It was my pleasure to see you again. Both of you, since there was no need for clobbering or even harsh words.”

Lyden grunted and took Namitus’s hand in his. He held him for a moment and stared in his eyes. “Where are you staying?”

Namitus shrugged. “Nowhere, most likely. Two years or not, some memories are better than others. I’ll be visiting the witch Arcturia and be on my way, most likely.”

Amra snapped her fingers. “The rats!”

Namitus winced. “Ah, that. Yes, well, that wasn’t exactly our doing. It was a friend of a friend, you could say. An acquaintance, really. Dangerous fellow but mostly harmless if you’re on his side.”

Amra and her father shared a look and then she laughed and shook her head. Namitus grinned and bowed again before turning and heading for the door. He turned before opening it and waved, earning a quick return wave from Amra, before he ducked out into the hot desert street of the Shazamir Merchant’s District.

The rogue turned knight slipped through the crowds and did his best to avoid the guardsmen he saw gathered in groups. He walked down the streets, heading to the north and west and focusing too much on the guards and not enough on the townsfolk around him.

Namitus glanced up ahead and almost stumbled. He veered to his left and turned down an alley. He moved fast, slipping between some broken boxes and other less recognizable rubbish. He risked a glance over his shoulder, fearing the man he’d recognized had seen him as well.

He turned behind the tavern and sought to come out the other side. He made it halfway down the side of the tavern before the back door of the tavern burst open and two men spilled out, nearly tripping over themselves in their haste.

The rogue skidded to a halt on the sandy ground and turned to head back. Another man, the one he’d recognized on the street, rounded the corner of the tavern and reached down to put his hand on the curved sword at his side.

“Thought I’d seen me a ghost,” the man said.

“Dal, I didn’t think you were still alive,” Namitus said.

“No thanks to you leaving me to the guards,” the man scoffed. “Always promised myself what I’d do if I saw you again.”

“Shake my hand and thank me for giving you a chance to leave behind a life of crime?”

Dal drew his sword. It was a curved blade like Namitus’s scimitar, but the blade wasn’t as thick. Namitus suspected his old companion’s blade didn’t have the magical edge that his had either. “Heard you had a hand in that business a couple years back. Was looking for you then, but then I heard them snake lovers got their fangs in you.”

“Rumors are a dangerous thing to listen to,” Namitus said. He turned to the side and glanced back at the two men who were approaching from the rear door of the tavern. One held a cudgel and the other a long knife.

“That they are. Them that get snatched up by those scaly bastards don’t come back,” Dal sneered. “Might have been better for you if they had.”

Namitus’s hand dropped to his pommel. “I tell you what—walk away now and I won’t hold this disagreement against you. Consider the past as making us even.”

“Even?” Dal scoffed.

“Aye, for all the gold you skimmed from what we fenced.”

The man snorted. “I earned my cut. Got you into the business and showed you what was what. Took you under my wing and kept you safe, then you stabbed me in the back.”

Namitus snorted. “I was doing fine on my own. Had more talent than you and a hundred others, else you wouldn’t have picked me time and again.”

“You betrayed me,” Dal growled.

Namitus shook his head and drew his scimitar. “If I stab you, it’ll be in the front, not the back.”

Dal snarled. He waved his sword and spat, “Take him!”

Namitus swept his sword through the air, making the ruffians behind him pause. “I’ve fought men, splisskin, ogres, and trolls,” he warned them. “The edge of this blade is sharp enough to cut through a mountain troll as though they were made of butter. Think what that will do to you.”

Dal howled in response. “Don’t listen to him! Gut him like the silver-tongued swine he is!”

Namitus shook his head and stared at the thief. “Why don’t you try me, or are you still anxious to have others do their dirty work for you?”

Dal sneered at him. “Don’t you worry, I’ll get mine in before you’ve pulled your last breath.”

Namitus twisted away and leapt forward, catching the two thugs off guard. His scimitar came up under the thrusting dagger of one of the ruffians. Instead of striking the blade and deflecting it high, the edge cut through the thief’s wrist and severed it with as much effort as Namitus had promised.

The rogue kept twisting, putting the injured man in the way and using him as a shield. “Told you it cuts like butter,” he taunted.

The injured man grabbed his spurting wrist and staggered back into his companion. The man with the club pushed back, sending the bleeding ruffian forward and knocking him off his feet. Namitus tried to get away but his leg was jarred by the falling man.

Namitus threw himself forward and doubled over to take the descending cudgel in a glancing blow off his back. He cried out and fell forward, reaching out with his right hand and pinning his sword against the ground. He held his left hand tight to his body and waited.

“He’s mine!” Dal snarled.

Namitus smiled. His gamble paid off. He pushed himself up with his legs and right arm. His back hit the chest of the man poised to drive his club into the back of Namitus’s head. His left hand drove the dagger he’d drawn up into the man’s belly. He jerked up, cutting and driving the blade higher and deeper.

The thug fell back, his club forgotten in his attempts to stop the blood and viscera from escaping the tear in his belly.

Namitus leapt over the dying man and drove Dal’s sweeping sword up and over with his scimitar. He ducked his head to be sure and rose up as the blade passed him. The dagger in his left hand jammed forward, stabbing into Dal’s shoulder and grating off the bone.

Dal hissed. His sword slipped from numb fingers, hitting the hard-packed ground with a thud that was louder than the noise Namitus’s scimitar made as he drew it back across and Dal’s belly.

Namitus’s old accomplice fell forward to his knees. He gasped and stared up at Namitus. “You—”

“Won?” Namitus asked as he straightened. “Are a better man? Always deserved better? Were the best thing to happen to you?”

Dal shook his head and let out a rattling breath before collapsing onto the ground. Namitus studied him and the pool of blood and guts that spilled out beneath him. He shook his head and turned away from the spreading stink.

The man with the severed wrist had escaped down the alley, but the trail of blood on the ground showed which way he’d run. The other man was lying on the ground and holding his stomach tight in spite of the blood that pumped out through his fingers with each rapid beat of his heart. Namitus walked over and stood above him.

“Please!” the thug whimpered, his breath coming in gasps. “I didn’t—he was our boss!”

Namitus nodded. “It’s a damn shame,” he said. “I was in your shoes once. Only way out was to double-cross him and get away. He won’t bother you anymore.”

“Help me,” the man pleaded.

Namitus shook his head. “I’m no healer and that wound’s not the type you walk away from. I can offer you a quick end, that’s all.”

His eyes widened and he shook his head. “Don’t. Want. To. Die.”

Namitus frowned. “That decision’s not yours anymore. I gave you a chance.”

“I didn’t know,” he mumbled, tears now streaming from his eyes.

Namitus sighed. “Damn it. If I save you, are you going to go back to the Shadows?”

“No!” he vowed. “On my life.”

“Your life is measured in minutes,” Namitus pointed out. “Not much worth to it.”

The man reached for him, his hands stained red with his own blood. Namitus leaned back to avoid letting the man touch him. Undeterred, the dying man vowed, “I give you my word. May Saint Millesius strike me down if I lie!”

Namitus nodded after he invoked the saint of oaths and contracts. The rogue reached into a pocket of his shirt. He pulled out a small golden vial and held it up. He twisted the cap to loosen it and held it out to him. “Drink this. This is a magical draught straight from the high priest of Saint Leander. You may sell the vial if you wish, or if you don’t, bring it to the Kingdom of Altonia. A man of his word is a man of worth. Altonia needs men like that.”

The man lifted his head and fumbled the cap off the vial. He brought it to his lips and then hesitated. “Who are you?” he whispered.

Namitus smiled. “Namitus, Knight of Altonia. May the saints take mercy on you, because if I found you return to a life of this, I won’t.”


Chapter 2

Allie looked at the city across the water. Mira, the capital of the Empire of Shazamir. The Jewel of the Sands. The Heart of the Desert. She’d heard many names for it but none of them called the place as it truly was. Dirty. Dirty and smelly.

“Been awhile since I been up this far north,” Gor grunted. “Wonder if the Spotted Lizard is still here.”

“Spotted Lizard?” Corian asked. The elf made a face. “Sounds like something that bites.”

Gor smiled and stared into the distance. “That’s a tavern. And yes, it can bite.”

“Let’s try to avoid it,” Jillystria, Corian’s older sister, advised. “There is a wizard named Arcturion who might be able to help. He aided me long ago.”

“When you were forced to give up your child?” Allie asked.

The elven woman dropped her gaze to the water in front of the raft and nodded. “Yes.”

“Don’t you know the family?”

“I would prefer to start with the wizard.”

Allie nodded and reached over to squeeze her hand. “I understand. We’ll start there.”

The two men with poles moved the raft across the river with a practiced ease. The ride was smooth and boring, something Allie knew she should appreciate. Other than a brush with a party of goblins one night while they camped alongside the road, their voyage to Mira had been eventless. She wanted something to do. Some excitement. A reason to justify the voyage.

She turned her head away from the hot wind that carried stinging sand with it. Her cowl spared her face and let her keep her eyes open so she could see the massive warrior who had sworn to uphold her father’s last wish and keep her safe. He squinted as the wind washed over them, but showed no other reaction.

The two pole men kept the raft moving and soon were pulling up to the docks. They tied ropes to poles and moved aside. Gor got a nod from one of them, but the other ignored them and climbed up onto the dock to head off and look for passengers or goods to ferry back across.

Allie tugged her cowl forward and followed Gor onto the dock. Corian and Jillystria followed behind and kept moving until they were off the docks and in the shade of a tavern. Gor started towards the door but stopped when Allie cleared her throat.

“The wizard?” she reminded him.

“Oh, that,” Gor said. “I was going to ask for directions.”

“No worry—I remember,” Jillystria said. She offered Allie a knowing wink and turned away. “This way.”

Gor sighed and followed behind Allie. The wind near the river disappeared within the first few steps, letting the sun-baked buildings and ground heat the city. Allie was used to the heat from living near the desert. They’d taken a road from Easton that led them south and east of the great desert of Shazamir. It had taken them longer, but it led them farther from the splisskin that had already destroyed so much.

“This city could be loaded with half-breeds and we’d never know,” Corian muttered as they walked. “How can people live like this? So close and so filthy?”

“We lived next to tanners and dyers,” Jilly reminded him. “It wasn’t tight, but it didn’t smell like a flower garden either.”

Corian sneered and looked around, studying the people they passed. Beggars cried out for coins and merchants shouted for people to buy their wares. Bedraggled whores gestured for people to come into brothels and taverns. Miran guardsmen moved in groups through the city, ignoring everything around them whenever possible. It was chaos, pure and simple and ugly.

The trip through the city took almost two hours before they approached a quieter section. They were all hot and miserable but Gor looked the worse with sweat darkening his already dirty tunic.

Jillystria slowed and took in the surroundings. “He had a grand tower, but I don’t see it now.”

Allie turned in a circle, taking in the sights, and said, “It was awhile ago. Are you sure we’re in the right part of Mira? This city is enormous.”

“I was young,” Jillystria admitted. “Only in my sixties. Young and impressionable. It was a miracle I could even have a child.”

Corian sniffed but didn’t share his opinion with them.

“Sixty and young,” Allie sighed. “That’s older than my...?”

“I’m one hundred and eight now,” the elf said before Allie could dwell on her unfinished thought. “Still young, by elven standards.”

Allie whistled. “Amazing.”

“Your grandfather was only a few years older than you when he led us here,” Corian picked up the conversation. He missed the glare his sister sent him.

Allie pressed her lips together and nodded. The loss of her grandfather and father was still an open sore in her heart. “I don’t mean to be hurtful, but I’ve had trouble forgetting where I put a book down at the day before.”

Jillystria smiled at her. “You’re not hurtful, Allisandra. I can’t think of a person less hurtful in the world. This city has changed, but this is the place. It was there, where that small house is. More of a hut, really.”

“Well, let’s go ask,” Allie said with a shrug. “One way to find out.”

Jillystria looked at her brother and Gor. Corian shrugged. Gor was chewing on his fingernail. “Why not,” she said and started across the road.

Jillystria knocked on the door and jumped back when a loud voice came from nowhere and said, “Who intrudes upon the witch Arcturia?”

“Whoa!” Gor said and reached for his double-bladed axe.

“This is it,” Corian said. “Though how a tower became a house is beyond me.”

“Over forty years,” Allie said. “That’s, like, more than twice as long as I’ve been alive.”

“Arcturion, my name is Jillystria. My father brought me to you many years ago with a...a mistake.”

The door opened and revealed a tall and striking woman with dark hair streaked with gray. A dark blue dress streaked with silver was wrapped around her neck and fell open on the sides to her hips, where it gathered into flowing skirts. “I remember you,” she said. “But Arcturion has moved on.”

Jillystria gaped up at her and turned to look to her brother.

“A mistake, you said?” Arcturia continued when the elves stood dumbfounded. “Your father didn’t think so. Where is he now?”

Allie stepped up and nudged Jillystria with her elbow. “Jilly?”

The elven woman jerked. “I’m sorry, um, he’s in Fylandria, the elven capital.”

Arcturia nodded and waited. After a few seconds of silence passed, she smiled. “Please, come in. I can see you’re going to need to sort yourself out.”

“Yes, I think you’re right,” Jillystria said. She followed the witch into the small house before her brother and the others followed.

The door shut behind them on its own and left them in the unnaturally cool interior. Arcturia turned and smiled. “You’ve grown, Jillystria. Maybe your face is much the same, but I see in your eyes you’ve seen the growth of centuries.”

The elven woman bowed her head. “I carry a burden of guilt.”

“I kept an eye on your daughter and her father’s family for some time. It might warm your heart to know she bore much in common with you. Both appearance and a good, trusting heart,” Arcturia said.

“I don’t understand,” Corian blurted out. “We left her with a man named Arcturion. A wizard. You are...”

Arcturia smiled and then sniffed. Her lip twisted in a scowl as she turned on Gor. “You, young man, smell like a pig’s sty!”

Gor stiffened. He turned to Allie to see the young woman bore a matching look of surprise. She nodded and whispered, “You do kind of stink.”

“How can you abide such an odor?” Arcturia asked her.

“I grew up on my father’s farm and he was gone for weeks at a time—someone had to do chores.”

The witch nodded and turned to sweep through an archway into her home. They watched her go and move into a room that looked to be far larger than the outside walls would allow. When she returned, she held up a small vial and poured the glittering flakes in her palm. “You, big man, raise your arms.”

“What?” Gor asked.

“Just do it,” she snapped.

Gor checked with Allie and then lifted his arms so his hands were above his head. Arcturia stepped closer and lifted her palm until it was in front of her lips. She blew on the dust and sent it swirling through the air towards him.

“Hey! What—”

“Now turn around,” Arcturia said. “Don’t look at her! Do it or I’ll feed you a love potion that will leave you mated to a pig!”

Gor’s eyes widened. He snorted as the glittering flakes flashed in his face. After shaking his head, he turned around and muttered, “I love bacon.”

Arcturia snorted and waved her hand. Purple and pink sparks of light marked the end of the flakes. Gor finished turning and blinked in confusion. He looked around and then down at himself.

“You’re not sweating!” Allie cried.

Gor grunted and lifted his arms so he could bury his nose in his armpit and sniff.

“That’s vile,” Allie whispered.

“You’re right,” Gor said and grinned. “I’m not sweating!”

“Or stinking,” Arcturia said. She turned back to Jillystria and Corian. “Magic can have strange effects on those who practice it.”

Corian opened his mouth but his sister jabbed him with her elbow to stop him.

“Arcturia, tell me more about my...my daughter. Is she well still? Where is she?”

Arcturia smiled. “I don’t know. As I said, I kept an eye on her for a while, but she fell in love with a wandering minstrel at a young age. Soon she bore a son, but for such a life as they meant to live, she couldn’t subject a baby to the hardships.”

Jillystria gasped. “She didn’t!”

Arcturia nodded. “She did. As I said, she was young like her mother once was and inclined to let others convince her what was best for her.”

Corian’s cheeks whitened and he started to step forward. His sister grabbed his arm with her hand and shook her head. “She’s right. I was young and impressionable. Naïve.”

“Your daughter’s family kept the boy as long as they could,” she said.

“As long as they could?”

She nodded. “He was willful and often getting into trouble. He spent time with the sort of people most of us seek to avoid. Beggars, ruffians, cutpurses, and such. The boy had a talent with music, a gift from his father.”

“So we’ve come for nothing,” Corian lamented.

“Nothing?” Arcturia asked. She turned to Jillystria. “It’s been two generations. Did you really hope to reunite with a person who has grown to adulthood knowing next to nothing of you?”

The elf blushed and shook her head. “No, it’s not that; it’s...”

“It’s the splisskin,” Allie supplied. “They’re after half-bloods. They sought my grandfather for serving as a guide for Jilly and then my father and me.”

“It’s a prophecy,” Jillystria said. “They fear a half-elf will be their undoing. Allisandra’s father and my brother found a way into the citadel they imprisoned us in and secured our freedom.”

Arcturia’s eyes narrowed. “I remember the young man, Bucknar, wasn’t it?”

Allie closed her eyes and nodded.

“I see from your face he has not fared well.”

“They...they killed him,” she said.

“He would have been an old and frail man, I imagine,” she said. “I trust he lived a good life.”

Corian snorted. “Not so frail. Gildor and I found him amid a pile of dead splisskin high enough to be a small mountain.”

“Who’s Gildor?”

“My father,” Allie said. “Corian met him after I’d been taken by the splisskin.”

“I see. And where is he?”

Allie sighed and shook her head.

“I’m here in his stead,” Gor offered. “Bravest whoreson I’ve ever met. Went on to keep fighting the snakes after he’d been pierced by sword and arrow alike.”

Arcturia winced at his choice of words. “I see. My condolences on your loss. I have heard rumblings of splisskin activity and unrest to the south and east. It seems your story would confirm it.”

“They destroyed my grandfather’s town, Almont.”

“I heard it had been burned to the ground,” the witch said.

“So what do we do now?” Allie asked her friends.

“Pardon, but what are you looking for, exactly, a half-elf, or a half-blood? Because there are many half-bloods in the world.”

Allie’s eyes widened. “There are?”

“With magic, anything is possible. I am living proof.”

“You are?” Allie frowned and then gasped. “Oh! Because you used to be a man.”

Arcturia winked at her. “There are many secrets and surprises hidden beneath the surface.”

“Do you know something of what, or who, we seek?” Jillystria asked.

“Something? No, but I will tell you that, from time to time at the Spotted Lizard a certain minstrel and his lady will entertain the patrons. I can’t say that they are there now, nor when they will be again if they’re not, but I know it is a favorite spot of theirs.”

Allie turned to stare at Jillystria. The elf, for her part, was looking at Arcturia. “What...did they keep her name?”

“Yes, Lilliandara.”

Jillystria sniffed and nodded. “Thank you. Thank you so very much.”

Arcturia smiled and stepped forward to hug the slight elven woman. When Jillystria turned away, Allie reached for her and squeezed her hand. She buried her own pain at her missing family deep inside and forced herself to feel a genuine smile for her friend.

“Come,” Allie said. “I think we know where to go next.”


Chapter 3

“Who intrudes upon the witch Arcturia?”

Namitus glanced around and said, “My name is Namitus. I come at the behest of King Alto. The wizard, Kar, sends his greetings as well.”

The door opened to reveal the witch, still clad in her blue and silver dress. She glanced around, her eyes lingering on the dusty road behind him. “Come, my friend, I bid you welcome.”

Namitus’s eyes widened but not enough to stop him from following her into the cool house. He looked around, gasping in childlike awe. “They were right!”

“They?”

“My friends—they were here before with Kar. They told me how amazing your house was. How it was always cool and bigger on the inside than the outside.”

Arcturia smiled. “I see. I wasn’t aware you were with them. You should have come before.”

“I was...detained,” he said. “No matter, I’ve had the pleasure now.”

“Indeed. It is a peculiar day. Pleasure is certainly a possibility.”

Namitus tilted his head at her unusual words. Was she flirting with him? He hoped not. It wasn’t that she didn’t possess a striking beauty, but he’d heard from Garrick and Mordrim what made her a little extra special. An accident with her potions long ago had changed Arcturion, an old friend of the wizard Kar, into Arcturia. Kar claimed she tried for many years to reverse the effects but was only partially successful. The partial part was hidden beneath her dress.

The rogue cleared his throat and smiled. “Yes, well, pleasantries aside, I have been sent on business.”

“Business? You wish to purchase something from me?”

Namitus frowned. Kar had said she was a friend and ally. He didn’t expect to have to pay for information. “Well, I suppose I may have limited means. But I don’t seek any of your potions. The king wants to hear news from someone he trusts about the Order of the Dragon.”

“I see,” she said and smiled. Arcturia turned and walked into her spacious house, showing that her back and sides were bare to the swell of her bottom. She turned her head back to look at him and smiled. “Come in, Namitus. It’s been a long time.”

Namitus frowned as he walked in. He was almost afraid to ask but he couldn’t resist the bait. “A long time? For what, since you’ve had company?”
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