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Chapter 87

Horse and Rider
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"The dreams of children often confuse one thing for another, melding the two with their imagination. Simple of mind, yes, but there is a certain beauty in it that I find myself envying."

- the scholar Lefwin, 454 HE

––––––––
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The dust was the worst part of their journey this far north. It blew in with every breeze that swept across the dry plains, coating everything it touched. At least it wasn't the summer, where the heat would have been near impossible to handle. How grass grew and animals lived here, let alone men and women, Hamond didn't understand. He knew otherwise, since they had seen the farms as they traveled, even if they were fewer in number.

The signs left by the dust and the sun weren't quite as evident with him, he knew, since his brown skin didn't show it quite as much as his companions. But looking over at Edeline, he could see the dark smudges on her reddened face. He'd see the same if he glanced ahead at any of the others. They'd just wiped down last night with water they'd conjured, for all the good it did. They all needed baths, even though there were none to be found.

That was thankfully, finally, about to change. Lasfont lay ahead, just a few more hours between them and the town. Relief at last for them. Hamond knew they all wanted it...even if some of them didn't show it.

Nela, on the other hand, continued to make it very clear what thoughts were on her mind. "How much farther is it?"

"It'll be after midday," Myronel - or Ronny, as Nela called him - said gently. He was taking the journey well enough, which made sense with his experience in the armies of Hyarch. Of course, Nela had that same experience. It was how the two had met.

And it was how the two had fallen in love.

"Shit." Nela stomped ahead, which only served to kick up more dust. Jylania raised an arm to cover her face, coughing lightly. The girl had struggled at first to keep up, but the time spent on the road had toughened Jylania up as well, surprisingly so to Hamond's eyes. Her desire to be Nela's apprentice, to learn the art of the healer, likely outweighed the discomfort of the road's trials.

Pacing alongside the group, Ugotlas didn't seem any happier than Nela was. It struck Hamond as odd, because surely a sphinx like Ugotlas would have been tolerant of the climate, being from Remuat. It was possible Remuat was different from northern Hyarch though. How, Hamond did not know. That was a fact that bothered him, given he was Remuati himself.

Learning more about Remuat was one more thing he could do in Lasfont. Which would be on top of aiding Ugotlas and his fellow sphinxes, searching for Dimaera the Sluice, and figuring out if they wanted to continue north to Remuat or head elsewhere. All while the threat of the king of Hyarch sending men after them, just because of who Edeline was, grew.

No worries at all, Hamond thought sarcastically to himself.

"All they saw was reduced to dust, forcing men to rely on trust." This marked the third time Edeline recited from that same poem in the past month. The words were meant as much for her as for him, one of the few signs that the journey was getting to her. Edeline's stubbornness often showed as a dislike of sharing her own discomfort.

"Do you need some water?" Hamond asked, reaching for his bag. With them almost there, there was no reason to be cautious any more about their dwindling supplies.

"I should be fine," Edeline answered. Doubtful, Hamond went ahead and pulled out a flask of water. After a second's pause, her thirst won out over pride, and Edeline took the offered flask.

If there was any shade nearby, Hamond would have suggested using it to take a break. But with the land flat and open as it was, there was no sign of such shelter. Not even so much as a solitary farm nearby. They hadn't seen one for days, which only made Hamond question how people survived in this land even further.

"Is someone coming?" Jylania asked, peering towards the northwest horizon.

Looking over, Hamond could see it too. Someone, or something, was kicking up a large dust cloud. And from the look of it, they were drawing closer, and quickly. Too quickly to be anyone on foot.

"Man on a horse," Myronel called out, staring at the approaching figure. Right, that made sense...although who would have known they were out here, and why would someone seek them out?

They'd have an answer soon enough, as the horseman...wait.

What...what were they even looking at? It wasn't a horse. But neither was it a man.

Instead, it was a bizarre combination of the two.

And it was charging straight at them.

"Scatter!" Edeline yelled, sprinting to the side. Hamond followed, rushing to get out of the way of...whatever this creature was.

The creature galloped past as they all got out of the way, slowing as it circled around. Now that he got a good look at it, it was even stranger. It had the body of a black haired horse, but where its head would be was the upper body of a man. One with wild curly hair and a tangled beard.

And most disturbing of all, no arms.

Coming to a stop, the thing, whatever it was, let out a guttural growl, baring teeth at them. It may have the face of a human, Hamond noted, but not the intelligence of one. Little more than a wild animal, and that left them with no other choice but to defend themselves.

He wasn't the only one to reach that conclusion either. "Dijed inek heka seshep sheser sheser wenen." The glowing rays of Ugotlas's spell converged on the horse creature, all piercing deep into the body of their attacker.

The creature did not immediately collapse, but instead stumbled backwards for a moment, whining pitifully before finally falling over on its side. Given that he'd seen Ugotlas use that spell to take out entire groups of men in an instant before, Hamond was worried. If there were more creatures around here such as this, and they were all this tough...

"Aether's blood," Edeline said as she cautiously approached the body, sword in hand. "Is this something that lives in the north?"

"There are no such beings like this in Remuat," Ugotlas answered. He padded over to the body, idly sniffing the air. "I would have assumed it was something native to your lands, but...there is the scent of strange heka about this. This is not natural, whatever it is."

"You're saying someone used a spell to create this...thing?" They weren't even in Lasfont yet, and they'd already stumbled onto something nasty. Wonderful.

"Correct," Ugotlas said.

"Whoever made him into this, they sure weren't feeding him," Nela pointed out as she walked up, "Don't need to be a healer to tell he was starving." She extended a foot to point at the ribs on the human part, which clearly stood out. The horse part showed the same.

"Starved of food, starved of mind," Edeline said. Probably quoting from another poem.

"Well, with something like this, he would have to eat enough for both a horse and half a man," Nela continued, "And there's no telling what he could even eat, since horses prefer grass to meat and stew."

The lack of arms wouldn't have helped either. Whether or not this creature had once been a man, its existence had to have been miserable. Killing it had been a mercy, one that they definitely ought not show to whoever was responsible. At least, Hamond had no intention of such.

"So what do we do with it?" Edeline wiped at her face with one hand. "We can't carry the body all the way to Lasfont, either to return it or as proof. And I don't want to waste time burying it."

"Make a pyre then?" Nela asked.

"Probably the best idea." Myronel glanced around the area. "We'll need to clear the area first though."

"Why must you delay this further?" Ugotlas sounded quite irritated. Maybe it was the fatigue speaking, but Hamond found himself agreeing. Getting to the city today was more important than honoring some random dead man, assuming the horse creature that had attacked them had even once been that.

"It won't take long," Myronel said, glancing at his sister.

Edeline nodded back. "Be quick," she said.

Hamond had hoped she would have decided otherwise, even though he knew her well enough to realize what her answer would be. In fairness, they had left more than a few bodies behind them. Some were men who were cruel and deserved nothing but a swift death, while others had been forced into it, by spell and circumstance. No, at least this time they could give some respect to the dead.

It did little to ease the worries on Hamond's mind, though. A voice inside him wanted to persuade Edeline to give up this journey, to seek happiness and peace outside the kingdom together. Another told him the honest truth, that Edeline would never give up searching for the rest of the Elemental Hex. Another still reminded him of his own past, the guilt of his now-dead father and the Spellking's court that he himself had been part of.

All he wanted was to keep Edeline and himself safe. A complicated matter, when the time was running out on the king of Hyarch finding out just who Edeline was. The last known living member of the Pelagoin, the old royal family, was a young woman who now stood, dirty and tired, near him. The word of what had happened had to be spreading. It was only a matter of time.

"Remind me why we didn't get gloves," Nela complained, "This grass is rough. Feels like it could slice my hands open if I'm not careful."

"Blame Hamond," Myronel answered, pulling up and tossing a handful of plucked plants aside.

"Do you really think I foresaw this when we were in Kelshir?" Hamond grumbled. True, he had been the one to buy their supplies, but he could hardly have known this would be where they ended up.

"It was a joke," Myronel said slowly, giving Hamond an irritated glare.

Hamond realized, too late, he'd sounded harsher than he'd meant to. "Sorry," he said quietly, looking down.

"We're all tired." Edeline took his hand, giving it a reassuring squeeze. "When we get to Lasfont, we can just find a room, and just rest for what's left of the day."

"Agreed," Myronel said, continuing to pull up plants.

"Same," Nela chimed in.

"Also same," Jylania added. Nela snorted in response.

A short while later, a roughly cleared circle dirt surrounded the dead body. Myronel and Nela both stepped back, looking down at the horse creature. "You want to ignite it?" Myronel said with a glance at Hamond.

"Phloxoistos." Hamond wasn't going to hesitate. A fiery missile formed out of the air, then flew forward and down into the flank of the horse part of the creature. It took a moment for the fire to catch, but in no time at all it burned brightly, sending a plume of smoke towards the sky.

The wind shifted yet again, and the smoke suddenly went into their faces. Coughing, the group retreated out of the way, hands covering their mouths and noses. An odd thought came to Hamond as they moved, that this could be their life now, being forced to keeping moving to stay clear of the fires they had set.

It was not a comforting thought.
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Chapter 88

Birdsong Echoing
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"A peasant fearing their fate happens every hexday. When the learned folk start to tremble in dread is when you know the situation is dire."

- Lord Treymor Westenbrook, 513 HE

––––––––
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Edeline would be the first to admit she was hardly an outgoing person. During the short time she had been forced into leading Hallowscroft, she had preferred to work privately, only meeting with people when necessary. It was part of the reason the situation had gotten as bad as it did. Simple proof that she was no leader of men, and never would be.

Despite that, she could tell, after just a moment, that something was dreadfully wrong in Lasfont.

There was no one here. No guards at the entrance to the town. No passerby walking up and down the road beyond. No footsteps on the cobblestones, no words being whispered, no haggling from vendors and shopkeepers. There was no sound but their breathing and the wind, all empty air.

"Well, can't say I expected this," Myronel spoke, drawing his sword.

Edeline did the same, settling into a guarded fighting stance. She might be tired, they all might be, but if it came to battle, they were still more than ready to protect themselves. The question now was...what were they protecting themselves from?

"Welcome to Lasfont," Nela commented.

"Indeed," Hamond said, "So now where do we go?"

"This is not right," Ugotlas spoke. He was half-crouched, tail flicking back and forth rapidly. There was clear fear in his voice, something she had never heard from him before. "The residual magic...I have never seen a spell of this magnitude. Not our wisest, not anyone...this is beyond me. This is beyond us all."

It was not how Edeline had wanted to find out what a panicking Sekhmati looked like. But at least it gave her an idea on how to proceed. "Teleios horama," she said, calling on the spell to augment her vision and let her see the essence of magic itself.

Everything gleamed faintly, as if covered with a shimmering dust. It would be beautiful, if the implications were not so dire. An enchantment of this size and power, spread across...could it really have covered the entire town? Even if it did not, this made the spells she had received from the Stormsage statue seem mundane, as basic as the simple light spell was in comparison to them.

Hamond gasped in turn, having used the same spell to see the state of Lasfont. "What in Aether's blood did this?"

"I'm going to assume we should get out of this town," Nela said.

Edeline sighed, letting the spell fade. "It's not that simple and you know it. Even if we were to set aside our goals, we need more supplies." Giving up here - which she would never agree to - didn't get around that fact.

"Would be nice if either of you could come up with a spell to conjure food." Nela wiped her forehead with a hand. "Anyway, do we search for the nearest tavern or-"

"Look up there!" Jylania interrupted, pointing.

Following the girl's outstretched finger, Edeline spotted it immediately. Or rather, she, because the part of this creature that wasn't that of a beast was very clearly that of a young woman. But instead of a horse, this seemed to be a bird. Wings instead of arms were hanging down at what looked to Edeline to be an awkward angle. The legs, or at least what Edeline could see, were covered in feathers.

But most unlike the horse...man they had faced before, there was no savagery in her eyes or face. The woman, whatever she had become, gazed down at them with...was it sadness? Edeline was not sure if she was imagining it, but one thing was certain. The bird woman was not attacking, and showed no signs of hostility.

"Greetings!" Myronel called out, stepping in front of the group.

The bird woman spread her wings, rearing back. The dark feathers, with specks of lighter gray among them, made for quite the impressive sight. It was beautifully majestic, even if the creature was unnatural.

A second later, the woman screamed.

It was a sound without words, unrestrained raw emotion echoing off the buildings. Whether it was sorrow, rage, or fear, Edeline could not say. Perhaps it was all three. But whatever it was, it signaled the confrontation here to everyone, or everything, in the town.

After a moment, the scream faded, and the creature's wings were lowered once more. With one final glance at them, the woman turned away, walking awkwardly out of sight. It was hard to see with the sunlight and the woman's brown skin, but Edeline thought she saw some strange symbols on her bare back. Could that be part of whatever enchantment had made her into this creature?

Edeline thought back, trying to remember if the horse man from before had similar symbols. They had not checked, a detail Edeline now found herself cursing. With his body now little more than bone and ash on the plains, there was no possibility of knowing any more.

"That hurt my ears," Jylania stated.

"You and me both," Nela said, "Was that supposed to be a warning?"

"It's possible," Myronel said, "Whatever it was, everyone and everything had to have heard it. We need to move before-"

"You there!" a voice rang out.

"-they get here," Myronel finished weakly.

A pair of armed men came trotting down the street. They both wore a similar outfit, although one of them had no sleeves on his dark tunic. The town guard, perhaps, which was a bit of relief to Edeline. Maybe now they would get an explanation for what had befallen Lasfont.

"Travelers, I suppose," one of the men said, looking them over.

"Five of them," the other man noted, looking at his fellow.

Edeline held back a sigh. She didn't have to look back to see that Ugotlas had yet again hidden himself with his own magic. While that worked well enough for the farmers they met for one day before continuing north, the issues of trust it could create in a town they intended to remain in were all too many. Nothing that could be done about it now, though.

"You're lucky we got here when we did. When we heard the cry of one of those bird monsters, well..."

"She did not attack us," Edeline pointed out.

"It would've. We've seen them tearing up dead bodies, so trust us. And they're not even the worst." The man looked around, suddenly on edge. "It's getting late in the day, so you need to follow us."

"Worse comes out at night?" Hamond's expression was that of tired despair. Edeline could sympathize. This was very much not what they had expected to find in Lasfont.

"Worse shit indeed," the first man said, "Trust me, you do not want to face down one of those."

"Understood," Myronel said, "Lead on."

The men started to move off, with them following. "We'll be headed for Southwind Street," one of them explained, "We've been able to barricade most of it off, so we're holed up in there."

"I just said they were travelers, you fool," the other man snapped, "They probably don't know Southwind Street from the backside of a sphinx."

Edeline decided to not comment on that remark.

"We came from the south," Myronel told them, "We had hoped to meet with someone here in Lasfont, but...what exactly happened here?"

"Monsters happened," the guard said, "The captain can probably tell about it better than we can."

"Guess we better meet with your captain then," Myronel noted. Edeline shot him a glare, annoyed that they would have to meet with someone with them in their current state. Not that her brother was wrong. If this captain were in charge of the survivors, they would have to talk briefly, regardless of how exhausted their group was.

"Hope you know how to use those weapons. We need every sword arm we can get."

"We've seen a fight or two," Myronel offered as reassurance. Given who and what they had fought, that was underselling their skill.

"Not sure why you brought the girl along though." The man gave a curious look at Jylania. "Bit weird to have a child like that on the road, right?"

"She had nowhere else to go," Nela answered defensively. The part about there being nowhere else Jylania would rather be would go unsaid, Edeline silently reminded herself. It would remain that way unless the matter of Nela being a healer came up. Which, given the state of Lasfont, might be very soon.

"Good of you to take her in, I suppose," the man in front said with a shrug, "Although Lasfont isn't the safest place. Not any more."

"As we've learned, nowhere in Hyarch is really safe," Myronel said.

"I could believe that," the man replied, "Anyway, we're about there."

The street narrowed further ahead, and in front of them Edeline could see what looked like a pair of tables stacked on their sides. Hardly an effective barricade, but she guessed it was that way to make it easy to take down to let people through.

"We're back!" one of the men with them called out.

A moment passed, then with a grunt from the other side the top table was pulled away. "You found more survivors?"

"Travelers, actually. They'd gotten the attention of one of the birds, but we got there first." Edeline fought back a surge of anger at the blatant lie. To think this pair had seemed friendly, only to act so self-servingly. At least the truth would be made clear in their meeting with the captain.

"Bet they wish they hadn't stumbled into this shit." The other table was pulled aside, and another guard beckoned them in. "Welcome to Lasfont, I guess. You want me to take them to meet Captain Takhat?"

"If it's not a problem, we'd prefer to find a place first to leave our bags," Myronel spoke up. Edeline briefly wondered what Ugotlas was going to do, but decided that he had made his decision to hide. Besides, no doubt the sphinx would easily find his own way in.

"Fair enough," the sentry said, "Get in here, and we'll find you some space."

They headed through, emerging out into a wider street. Behind them, Edeline could hear the sounds of the men lifting the tables back into place. In front of them, a few scattered groups of people huddled in whatever shade they could find, talking in low voices.

Edeline had seen similar looks of desperation before. Knowing her brother, knowing Nela, they both would want to do something about it. Knowing herself, she would not...she could not bring herself to say no.

The Elemental Hex had waited countless years. They could wait a few more days yet.
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Chapter 89

Captain's Judgment
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"You shall be your lord's right hand, striking down his foes with might and wrath. You shall also be your lord's left hand, offering aid and protection to those who suffer."

- Knight Commander Elis Aleran, 1115 HE

––––––––
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With all the talk about this captain, she was not at all what Nela had expected.

The Remuati woman in front of them, while neither particularly tall nor short, was broad and heavily muscled. She held a spear in one hand in a relaxed grip, but Nela could tell at a glance the woman knew how to use it. A faded scar on one cheek stood out, a reminder of an old battle that Nela found herself wondering about. After all, scars were a sign you didn't make it to a healer in time.

This was Captain Takhat, and everything about her manner made it very clear that she was in charge here.

"So you're the travelers I got told about?" Takhat said, eyeing them warily, "Can't say I've seen you before, but we get all types coming through. Or used to. So, merchant and guards, I assume?" Her eyes fell on Hamond. Because he didn't carry a weapon, Nela realized.

"More of a scholar," Hamond said slowly, "With Hyarch being what it is, you can understand why I would want an armed escort."

"Yes, because elves normally get to carry around swords without question, and young girls make for the best guards." The sarcasm was heavy in the captain's voice. "If it weren't for the beasts trying to kill and eat all of us, I'd question you long and hard."

Hamond really didn't have a good answer to that one, and Nela didn't blame him.

"So here's the deal. If you're willing to lend your aid to keeping us alive, you can keep your secrets. I doubt you have a choice, since you wouldn't last a night outside our safe area."

"Your men didn't seem to care about us being elves," Ronny pointed out.

"Half of them have never seen an elf," Captain Takhat answered, "Not many here, and I don't know of any that survived. And even if they did, they're desperate for any relief. Can't spare anyone to send south or north to call for aid, so we're just stuck here. At least we're in no danger of running out of food or other supplies, but still..."

It wasn't a hard decision. While Takhat was really underestimating what they could do, the people here did need help. And Nela had a feeling she already knew what she was going to end up doing to assist. It would make for some good experience for Jylania, that much was sure.

"Very well." Ronny had come to the same conclusion, "Although there may come a point where we need to address our own business. We did have a meeting with someone here, and we'd like to check if they are still alive."

"Not about to stop you, but I wouldn't hold much hope for that." Takhat looked up towards the ceiling. "Still too many dead or missing for my liking. That includes Lord Lasfont himself."

"Not sure how much help we'd be without knowing how matters got to this point," Ronny stated, "When we asked those men who brought us here, they told us you'd be able to explain it."

"Of course they did," Takhat said, frustration briefly appearing on her face. "About two hexdays ago, early on that night, a flash of light spread across half the town. No idea where it came from, but you've seen the bird creature. That was the result."

"We also saw a horse creature outside the town. I assume that was the same," Hamond said, "We dealt with it fairly easily."

"Saw a couple of those too, when this first started. But they weren't really dangerous, and that's the one good thing." Takhat paused a moment. "These creatures don't like us, but they don't like each other either. That's all that kept a lot of the people here alive...the monsters distracting other monsters. It's also why we still think there's a few survivors, so I keep sending patrols out."

"And one of them found us. Understood." Ronny glanced over at Nela, his thoughts obvious. Like she had considered just a bit earlier, he was thinking on whether to reveal Nela as a healer. "Then what would you have us do?"

"Probably send you out on a few of the patrols, maybe have you stand guard otherwise. Not about to ask you, or any of the other men, to go trying to hunt down these monsters, if that's what you meant."

"Any other work you need done?" Nela could appreciate Ronny trying to nudge the captain into revealing what they needed.

"I'm not a fool." Takhat was visibly annoyed now. "You think one of you has something else to bring besides swinging a sword? Just say it then."

If that was what it took then. "Healing," Nela said flatly.

"So he's a healer then?" Takhat again looked to Hamond. "One who conveniently shows up right now of all times? "

That was an admission they needed a healer's skills, but assuming it was Hamond? Really? Whether it was because Nela was an elf, or because she was still carrying the crossbow, it was a stupid assumption. And to think she was starting to respect the captain.

At least it would be easy to correct that. "Try again. I'm the healer."

"Which I figured, considering you were the first one to mention it," Captain Takhat said with a grim smile. "Many can hide secrets, but few can conceal pride."

Nela's mouth dropped open. The captain had been baiting them, and she'd fallen for it.

"I'm sure you're aware that more than a few lords have banned all Elefae magic, including healing. Given what you just told me, a guard captain sworn to carry out my lord's laws, I feel like I should ask one question. Are you bravely honest, or just bravely stupid?"

It took everything Nela had to keep her panic from showing. "Probably both," she said.

The captain laughed. "I can't argue with that. And if you were wondering, no, we have no problem with Elefae here."

Equally frustrated and relieved, Nela set that aside to deal with later. "So, what happened to the town's healers? They all dead or missing?"

"Two missing, and the third...let's just say he could use a healer right now," Takhat explained, "And he's not the only one in that condition. Curse those snakes."

"I would guess that is not a turn of speech. So we will be facing snake creatures?" Edeline spoke up.

"Not unless you're total fools. It's why I only have patrols out in the town during the day. The serpents seem to come out at night. They have toxic bites too, which is why I'm taking a chance on your friend being the healer she seems to think she is."

Poisons and venoms weren't Nela's expertise, but she did know of a few herbs she could try. Of course, she only had the one on her, but it was possible more could be stashed somewhere in this part of Lasfont. "Do you need me to look at the ones who got bitten?"

"Not going to force you to. They haven't died yet. Still, if you're feeling up to it, that would be helpful. If we could get Jisry back on his feet, that's two healers we have. Although..." The captain trailed off.

"Although what?" Now Nela was curious.

"I don't think Jisry and you will get along." Takhat closed her eyes, grimacing. "We can worry about that problem when and if he's fit enough to start working again."

Wasn't that something to look forward to, Nela thought irritatedly. Shit, any objection the man might have to her would also apply to Jylania too. She knew it went against what she'd been taught, but might there be a chance this man wouldn't be able to work again?

"So there's snakes, horses, and birds," Ronny said, counting them off on his fingers. "What other types of creatures can we expect?"

"Too many," the captain answered, "In truth, I haven't been keeping count. Most of them aren't that dangerous though, acting no different than any other wild beast. They can be outfought, and they can be outsmarted."

"So other than the snake creatures, there's no real threat to us then." Edeline's voice was confident, or as much as someone as worn out as her could sound. "We should be fine."

"If only it was that simple." The captain shook her head. "I was going to hold off on telling you all what you'd be dealing with until tomorrow, but if you're going to get drunk on your own brew, I won't have that."

"What else is there then?" Hamond and Nela shared the same thought here, it seemed.

The captain looked around the room. "Don't speak of this out in the open, but the Spellking apparently knew about this, or something. A gigant has been wandering around Lasfont. I'll tell you what I told my men: stay far away from it. You wouldn't stand a chance."

Nela immediately looked over at Edeline. It was no surprise to see her companion struggling to not say anything. Edeline had already defeated one such gigant, and they'd all expected to encounter more defending the...wait a moment.

"What's it doing here?" Of course, Ronny would pretend they didn't know. Or maybe he hadn't put the pieces together yet. Not that it mattered, since they could fill him in later.

"Who knows? But it being here tells me the Spellking has someone here. Or had, maybe, but either way, I'm not taking chances. Keep away from it, and keep word of this to yourself."

"Wouldn't it be noticeable regardless?" Hamond made a good point. Gigants weren't small, and if it got close enough to these streets, everyone here would know.

"Yes, people here have seen it. No, people here don't know enough to put together just what it is." Takhat's frown deepened. "And because I don't want to start a panic, I'm keeping it that way. Understand?"

"Right," Ronny said, "We know all too well how to keep secrets."

"Of course you do." The sarcastic tone in the captain's voice made Nela snort, although probably not for the reasons Takhat would think. "Do you have any more questions?"

"I don't think so," Ronny told her.

"Just need to show me where you've got the sick and wounded resting." Nela turned to Hamond. "Probably can look them over while you see about getting our food ready."

"Scholar and a cook? That's a new one to me."

They all ignored the captain's comment. "I'll go back with Hamond then," Edeline said wearily, "And I know Jylania's going with Nela, so..."

"If no one minds, I'll go with Nela as well." Ronny stepped closer to Nela. "Gives me a chance to see more of this place, anyway."

Nela knew there was more to it than that, but she didn't have the energy to question it. Taking Ronny's hand with a quick squeeze, she turned once again to Captain Takhat. "So, you going to show us the place?"

"I'll send one of my men with you," Takhat said, "I have other things to worry about than leading you all by the reins. I'll meet with you again tomorrow, and give you more specific orders then. Just make sure you get your rest." The captain paused a brief moment. "You'll need it."
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Chapter 90

Injured and Insulting
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"Half the coin I paid for his labor. The other half I paid so I'd never have to see his face again."

- the merchant Valdros, 1044 HE

––––––––
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A tavern wasn't exactly the place Myronel would've thought as ideal for holding wounded people. Sure, some did have rooms for people to sleep in - among other things - but most he'd seen were little more than a main room and a kitchen. That he, Nela, and Jylania were standing outside one now said everything about how desperate things were. About a fourth of Lasfont, stuck in a space spanning only a few streets across.

It had been a surprise they'd been given a room to themselves. Admittedly, it was an upstairs room over what had been some kind of store, and the lower floor itself was being used by a family of survivors, but at least they would have some privacy. Just had to remember to keep their voices low when discussing certain matters. Not that Myronel thought those people were the type to listen in, but with the weight of their secrets...they couldn't be too careful.

"I hope they cleaned this place up first," Nela commented. Myronel had to agree. They'd seen a few filthy taverns before, places where he wasn't sure he trusted the mugs and dishes to not be dirty. Nela was the healer, not him, but he'd been around her enough to figure out a few things. One of those things was that you had to keep wounds clean.

"Captain had a couple of people work on it," the guard with them said. He was young, around their age, with reddened skin that suggested a little more time out in the sun than the guard was used to. Myronel could remember being like that, shortly after he first started training with a sword.

"Good," Nela said, breaking into a stride towards the doorway. The entrance had a faded colorful curtain hanging in place of a door, red with yellow stripes. Myronel stepped forward, a bit too slow for his own liking, as Nela pushed the curtain aside.

Entering after her, it struck Myronel again how cool the stonework made the buildings in Lasfont. The tables that had once filled the room had been pushed to either side, along with some of the chairs. It was quiet, a lack of sound that unsettled him at first. He'd been expecting the bustle of a tavern, Myronel realized.

"So, where's the wounded?" Nela was standing in the middle of the room, looking around. Myronel was tempted to remark they weren't about to come out to greet her, but he held his tongue.

"The back?" Jylania said, pointing to another doorway with another hanging curtain across the room.

"Yes, this place has, uh, private rooms." The embarrassed look on the guard's face gave Myronel a good idea what those rooms had been for.

"And they're probably even less clean," Nela said with a shake of her head. "Just...never mind. How many are there back there again?"

"I think it's two per room, and there's a hex rooms total. Though I think one room is empty." So between one and two hex here. Not a high number, but that just as easily could mean that few managed to escape the creatures as it did that few had suffered injuries from them. While what Captain Takhat has said indicated the latter, Myronel wasn't about to rule out the other.

Nela started for the back, only to be interrupted by a stout Remuati woman emerging from the doorway they'd been headed for. "Stupid little man, stupid little..." She trailed off on seeing them, staring for a long minute. "What are you doing here?"

"Healer came from the south," the guard said, indicating Nela with a gesture.

"Her?" the woman said with a snort, "I've had enough trouble getting that fool Jisry to be cooperative. You really think he'll listen to her?"

"He better," Nela said. "If he doesn't, I have some words to share with him." Myronel didn't doubt that one bit.

It had him wondering just what this healer was acting like to frustrate so many people. He would've thought that a healer would understand not to be difficult when under the care of someone else. Well, Myron could say the same about many people they'd met, people who ought to know better than they did.

"You can try, but I've seen rocks that follow orders better." The woman was still fuming. "And at least if they don't, the rocks won't insult you. How he wasn't run out of town by now, I don't know."

Nela glanced over at Jylania for a second. Myronel could understand the concern here, although he thought Jylania was tougher then her age and appearance indicated. They now knew the truth of the girl's childhood, and it was as ugly as it could get.

"Good luck. You'll need it." The woman marched partway to the door outside, but then stopped. "Oh, and most of the others are asleep. Try not to wake them."

"Right, right," Nela set distractedly. Myronel sighed, figuring he'd have to make sure they weren't too loud.

The woman stomped out. The guard stared at the doorway, a look of concern on his face. "Didn't realize it had gotten that bad," he said quietly, "Captain's not going to be happy."

"She already isn't," Nela pointed out.

"I think that's the third or fourth person Captain Takhat asked to take care of the wounded. The earlier ones both gave up after a few days, and both said it was because they couldn't handle Jisry any more. From the sound of it, we were, or are, about to have another quit too."

Nela shook her head. "Should've told us that before we came over here. Whatever. Let's just go see...shit, she didn't tell us which room the healer was in, did she?"

"We'll figure it out," Myronel reassured her. It wouldn't be too hard to peek into each of the rooms and see who was there.

"I'll leave you to it," the guard said, "Come get me if you need something. I'll be standing watch outside." He hurried outside, leaving Myronel wondering if the man was trying to avoid getting conscripted into dealing with the healer as well.

Nela rolled her eyes, and with a beckoning gesture to Jylania, headed for the back of the tavern. Myronel quietly followed, preparing for the worst. Not that he was entirely sure what the worst outcome here was, but still, better to be ready.

As they'd been told, the hallway beyond had three doorways on each side, each again with curtains. Going down the doorways on the right side, Nela looked past the curtain on each one, only to move on to the next. At the third one, she nodded back to them after her glance in, then entered.

Sitting upright on one of a pair of beds, a blanket covering his legs, was a thin middle-aged Remuati man reading a book. Head and chest both bare, he jumped up slightly with a grunt as they entered the room. "Who in the heavens let you in here?"

"The curtains in place of doors," Nela remarked, "That, or the captain here. Choose one."

"A regular jester, I take it." The gaze of Jisry, assuming this was him, was cold and harsh. "You can tell Captain Takhat I am still very much in pain, for all the good it will do."

"Wait, what?" Nela drew back, a look of surprise on her face.

"That is why she sent you, is it not?" Jisry's eyes closed. "Trying yet again to convince me to take up the mantle of healer, when my body burns with every step. I told her this to her face, and still she won't believe me."

This certainly didn't match what Takhat had said. Something else had to be going on here, a deeper dispute than it had first seemed. As for what to do about it...Myronel didn't know. Nela didn't look any less confused than he felt.

At least this was a problem he could help resolve, unlike healing injuries and wounds. "I can assure you that's not why we're here."

"Then I'll repeat myself. Why are you here?" Setting his book down, Jisry glared up at them. Not nearly that intimidating, at least to Myronel, but the man remained defiant.

"You said it yourself. You're not in any condition to work." Nela crossed her arms, drawing herself up to as much height as she could muster. "I, however, am."

"You, a healer?" Jisry laughed, although by the end it almost sounded like a cough. "And I had thought that nonsense about the goddess of the fountains was the most ridiculous thing I'd hear this month."

Myronel briefly wondered what he meant by a goddess. Nela, meanwhile, was unamused. "Right, right, too young, elves can't be healers, and so on. I've heard it all before. Not like you can stop me."

"Stop you from being a fool? If I could, I would." Jisry glanced down at his own hands. "Anyone who clearly doesn't know how the heka works should not be allowed to speak a single word of power, let alone try to use them to heal."

"Fine, I'll play along. How exactly does this heka of yours work?" Myronel recalled Ugotlas using the same word to describe the energies to fuel spellcraft. It seemed there was a bit more to it to that, although there could be a difference between how sphinxes saw it and how the Remuati did.

"When a woman carries a child, they divide their personal heka between themselves and the unborn. This heka will never fully regrow, and each child you bear weakens your connection to it." Jisry looked over at Jylania. "That child of yours is proof enough that you've already gone through this."

"She's not my mother," Jylania pointed out, speaking out for the first time. Myronel had thought that obvious - the two did not look alike at all, even given the difference in their ages. Jylania was quite stout in comparison to Nela's thin body, and once the girl obtained her full growth she would easily be taller than Nela as well.

"How old do you even think I am?" Nela asked in disbelief.

"My mistake, then. But if you don't even know half of this matter, you are not fit to be a healer. You probably aren't even a firstborn child. You will accomplish nothing, and I will tell the captain again that she has no choice but to wait on me to recover."

"Why do you..." Myronel trailed off on seeing Nela hold up a hand in his direction. The meaning was clear: she wanted to handle this.

"So you won't let me touch you, or even try to help you, because I'll never count as a healer in your view. Is that right?" Nela's tone was all false cheer.

"Indeed." If Jisry noticed her barely concealed fury, he showed no sign of it.

"You sure?" Nela was smiling grimly.

"Yes, I'm sure! You can go pull your trickery for any number of fools like Takhat, but anyone with any sense will see you bring nothing but false hope."

"Alright, lesson time." Nela turned and faced Jylania. "When you're dealing with multiple sick or injured people all at once, you have to pick who to take care of first. And normally you'd try to pick the one in the worst shape first, the one with the highest chance of dying. Makes sense, right?"

Jylania nodded. Myronel could tell where this was going, and had to hide a smile. Creative of her, to turn this into a learning opportunity.

"So if you're dealing with people who have similar injuries, you still have to make a decision. This can be based on what you know, what herbs and resources you have, who the people are...or even how they behave."

Jisry drew back, a scowl on his face.

"Since our...friend...here isn't going to be reasonable, this man is now last on the list. Every other person here now, or any person who gets injured or sick in the meantime, will come first. He gets to wait." Nela reached over and took Jylania's hand. "Let's go see if the others are asleep."

Myronel had turned his back when Jisry spoke again. "So you're not only fooling yourself, you're deluding this girl into thinking she can be a healer as well. This town is going to be ruined, all because there's no good man around to lead it."

Nela spun and strode back. "I suppose you think you're such," she said, "But let me ask one thing. How exactly is a sleeping man supposed to lead anyone?"

"What? What in the heavens is that supposed to-"

Nela extended one hand to touch the man's nose. "Doroneiroi." He slumped back down, with Nela just able to catch him with her other hand. She lowered him down to the bed.

"Maybe he'll figure out by tomorrow morning that I'm not going to take this shit," Nela grumbled, "What an arse. Come on, let's get out of here before I'm tempted to do something I'd regret."

"I'm sorry," Myronel said quietly.

"Don't be. You know I've heard worse." Nela rubbed at her eyes, suddenly looking very tired. "Let's get moving then. This took too long."

"Agreed. The food shouldn't take them too much longer." The three of them exited the room, leaving the unconscious Jisry behind.
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Chapter 91

Dumb to Wake Her
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"When in the home of another, do not complain about their order and arrangement. Everything there serves a dear purpose to them, much as your own furnishings do for you."

- Episkopiate Khrys of Kelshir, 411 HE

––––––––
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"No, that's absurd," Hamond told Myronel, "It doesn't work like that at all."

It was early in the morning, and both Nela and Edeline were still asleep. Last evening had been a quiet meal, with them all not having any real energy for a conversation. Even so, Hamond had risen early to cook the food left over from last night. He'd tried not to use too much at once, since it wasn't clear if or when the survivors of Lasfont would be getting more.

Right now, that seemed a minor concern compared to the complete nonsense this Jisry had been saying. There was no known pattern to inheriting an affinity for channeling magical energy. The Spellking had sponsored research into the matter, and Hamond had read some of the results. Of course, that had been a younger Hamond, barely more than a child, one who still foolishly trusted in the Spellking's promises.

It was painful to admit, but the Hamond of today still would believe in that over the words of a healer who was speaking more from his own hatred than actual knowledge. That was the simplest explanation Hamond could see for everything he'd heard about Jisry. The man made no effort to hide that he carried a deep dislike of women.

"I'd hoped as much," Myronel said, scratching at his beard. "I'm more than a little uneasy about leaving Nela and Jylania to deal with...that."

"I should be able to help them if they need it." Not that he was sure what he could do, but Hamond supposed it was better than nothing.

"Wait, I thought you were going with us," Myronel said, confused.

That was a significant problem with last night's fatigue, as they really should have talked out their plans then. "Captain Takhat will probably send some men to accompany you, at least until we prove we can be trusted. Since I can only defend myself with my thaumaturgy, me being there would give away too much." Hamond let out a long, low sigh. "We were too carefree in Kelshir about using our spells."

"Faehaven would've burned if we hadn't," Myronel pointed out.

"Right, but the Elefae would have no reason to betray us," Hamond answered, "Also, we had the Witch of Wrath there to take the blame for what happened. Neither of those are here in Lasfont. We need to be more careful."

"I suppose so," Myronel said, "It's not something I'm used to having to worry about. Not on my own behalf, at least." He cleared his throat. "But speaking of worries...with what you said right before we left Faehaven, do you still feel the same way?"

Hamond had to take a moment to gather his thoughts. "I don't know. Anything I imagine that might sway her, and my mind just wanders in circles." It may have been a mistake, pleading for Myronel's assistance like he had, but after how close they had come to losing each other, to losing everything...desperation had overtaken reason.

"You know who you should be talking to about this," Myronel advised.

"If I knew what to say, I would've already." Was Myronel not listening? He'd just said he had trouble thinking of what words would work.

"I meant Nela," Myronel said with a frown.

Hamond blinked, suddenly embarassed.

"Although at least Edeline can be talked to." Myronel's voice grew bitter as he continued. "I remember Nela standing there, begging me to come with her. And I couldn't do it. I didn't want to do it...even though I should."

"I'm sorry." Hamond hadn't intended to bring up memories of that. Even though he shouldn't, he still felt responsible. Both on account of being the son of the man who created the spell Myronel had fallen victim to, and of once calling the man who cast it a friend.

"It's behind us now," Myronel said, "So...if you're remaining here, what do you plan to do? Other than talk with Nela, I mean."

"I was going to-" A grunt interrupted Hamond. He turned to see Jylania shifting slightly, having rolled over in her sleep. A pointed reminder that they needed to keep their voices low.

"They'll be up soon," Myronel noted, "Anyway, you were saying?"

"I was going to ask around for more information about what happened here." Someone had to do it, and he was the only one who would be free. "I'd really like to know where the sphinxes here are...or were."

"We'll look for signs of them as well," Myronel said, "Oh, and while doing that, there's one other thing you ought to see about. That healer mentioned something about a...goddess of the fountain, or something like that."

"Goddess of the fountain?" Hamond repeated, thinking quickly. "Wait. Could that be the Sluice?"

"No idea, but wouldn't that mean someone already found it?"

"I'd wager someone here did." Figuring out who had, or even if they were still alive, wouldn't be simple. But it gave them something to work with, something that didn't depend on a disappearing sphinx.

"Something to ask whatever men they send with us. If they do."

It was tempting to ask why Myronel was still doubtful, but Hamond reminded himself he ought to get to work, Hamond set the pot back in the hearth. An upstairs one wasn't normal, but he wasn't about to complain. So much about this place was new and different.

One example was the small metal doors built into the wall to his left. It was not like any cabinet he had seen before, and there was also a more standard wooden cabinet in the other room. It left Hamond wondering just what the people who owned this store kept in there. Perhaps a safe for their coin.
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