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Chapter 1

Alto hammered his fist against the door for the third time. The door opened before his knuckles could knock a fourth.

"Somebody best be dying!" the man answering the door grumbled. He wore a housecoat over the robes he'd slept in and carried a lantern in his hand.

Alto tried to look past him into the dark house. "Not yet," he said, "but the night is young. I'm here to fetch my friend."

"Friend? No friends of yours here," he grumbled. "I'm a merchant, not a soldier!"

Alto heard something crash nearby, accompanied with a loud grunt. He turned and saw the shape of a man in the darkness scramble awkwardly to his feet. Alto looked up and saw an open window with light streaming out around the silhouette of a young woman.

"What's this?" the merchant shouted. His eyes narrowed as she waved to the man that had leapt from her window. "Kyla? Back to your room!"

"My apologies, good merchant," Alto said. "Seems my companion's not visiting you after all."

The merchant looked from Alto to the man who was backing away. He held up his lantern to shine light on the slender man's disheveled but fine clothes. Buttons were mismatched and laces untied. He looked back up at the window in time to see the shutters close. His eyes narrowed.

"You!" He leveled a finger at Alto's friend. The red flush on his face proved he was incapable of further speech. He pushed Alto, trying to move the large young man out of his way. Alto stumbled back but the man tripped on the warrior’s foot and fell forward onto the cobblestones. The lantern fell and upended, spilling oil and lighting a rapidly spreading fire.

The merchant scrambled to regain his feet but slipped on his robes and cracked his chin on the ground. Alto looked to the fire and the merchant. The older man was trying to climb back to his knees again, gesturing at the dark figure on the far side of the river of flames all the while. Alto grabbed him and yanked him back as the flaming oil neared his housecoat.

"Let me go! I'll have you both imprisoned! You've no right!"

"You've no right to being burned alive either," Alto reassured him. "Take off your cloak; we must beat these flames out!"

The merchant turned and saw that the pool of flaming oil had spread up against the wall of his house. Oil that had splattered when the lamp fell welcomed the flames and ignited, spreading the fire up the wall rapidly.

"My house!" he shrieked.

"Your coat!" Alto reminded him.

The merchant flailed about, ripping his cloak off and then flapping it in an attempt to beat out the flames. In seconds, the cloak was soaked in oil and spreading the flames. Alto grimaced and turned to see Namitus staring back at him with his mouth hanging open.

"Go for help!" Alto told the merchant.

"My house," he whimpered.

"By the saints, man, go! We'll see to your family," Alto said.

The merchant turned to glare at Alto's friend. "Keep him away from my daughter!"

"Would you prefer her honor sullied or dead?"

The merchant stared at Alto and then nodded. He turned and ran off, shouting for help. Alto looked at his friend while holding up his hand to shield his face from the heat coming off the wall. "Just the girl and her mother?"

"She has an older brother, too, Jericho," he said.

Alto shook his head. "Namitus, if we survive this..."

Namitus grinned. "We'll have another story to tell?"

Alto scowled and turned to note the flames had nearly spread to the open door. He plunged through and stared around at the house. Smoke filtered in, creating a haze and burning his nose and throat. Namitus joined him and looked around.

"Where to?" Alto gasped.

"I've never been in here," the rogue admitted.

"You just were!"

"I mean down here. I used the window."

Alto glared at him for a moment and then turned and rushed deeper in, checking doors until he found stairs that led up. Together they climbed to the second story of the house. Namitus led the way. He pointed at a door on their left and then moved farther down the hall to a door on the right. Alto threw the door open and saw a girl sit up in bed. In the flickering light that came through the shutters, she looked younger than Alto by a few years.

Alto opened his mouth but stopped when he overheard Jericho across the hallway. "Namitus? But you left already? Is something wrong?"

Alto couldn’t hear the rogue's response, and then forgot about it when Kyla asked, "It smells smoky, what's going on? Who are you? This isn't proper; I'm in my bedclothes! Father!"

"Your house is on fire!" Alto blurted out. "Now get out of bed and come with me."

She gasped and stared at him. Alto felt sweat running down his face. "Hurry!" he exclaimed. Kyla nodded and threw her sheets back and then leapt out of bed. She went to a trunk and began to open it when Alto growled and grabbed her about the waist. Kyla squealed and beat on his back as he threw her over his shoulder.

"Where's your mother?" he demanded, ignoring her puny slaps. He moved to the door and looked down the hallway. Namitus and Jericho were moving out of the bedroom ahead of him. They both turned ahead of Alto and the struggling girl and answered his question by heading to the final doorway in the hallway.

Alto waited outside while Jericho roused his mother and calmed her, and then urged her to follow them out. By the time she emerged, they were all coughing and squinting. Light flooded in from Kyla's room as the shutters burned and fell away.

"Downstairs! Now!" Alto bellowed with what air he had left. He led the charge, thundering down the stairs as fast as he dared while he carried Kyla. She'd long stopped fighting him and now clung to his back as best she could.

"Wait, Father's books!" Jericho said.

"Don't be a fool," Namitus snapped.

"Without his ledgers, he'll be lost," the young man said.

Alto made his way to the entrance and stopped as he stood in the archway to the entryway. Flames danced and leapt up the wall and around the open doorway that led outside. Heat blasted him and sucked the air from his lungs. He looked up and saw the sinuous fire flowing along the ceiling like a living beast.

"Blankets!" Alto said. "Cloaks, robes, anything?"

"That chest," Kyla cried out behind him. Alto turned, earning a slap on his hip. "The other way!"

He set her down and opened the chest to see several folded cloaks in it. "Water? Is there any water?"

"In the kitchen we've a cask, but it's near full!" Kyla and Jericho's mother said. She coughed and stared through her fingers at the fire that was devouring her home.

"Stay here!" Alto said. He turned and rushed back into the kitchen. A larder off the kitchen had the barrel of water in it. He rocked it in the rest it was in to judge its weight. It was more than half full and no small task to move.

Alto yanked on it and rolled it out of the rest, and then crouched low while balancing it on the edge of the rests it sat in. He backed up and rested it against his shoulders and neck, and then pulled it tight to his back and straightened from the squatting position. He leaned forward to balance the weight and staggered back through the house.

By the time Alto returned to the entrance, he was gasping and lights were dancing in his eyes. "Help me. Set. Down," he wheezed out. The flames had spread farther in and were threatening to overtake the house completely.

Namitus and Jericho rushed to his side and put their hands on it. Alto squatted down and let them pull the barrel to the floor. Alto fell forward and gasped, noting how the air seemed cleaner and cooler near the floor. Of course, he'd forgotten that heat and smoke rises. "Water," he wheezed. "Soak the cloaks!"

He rose up after a few more desperate gasps and turned to see the stop had been yanked out of the barrel. Water poured onto the fabric piled in front of it, soaking it and spreading it along the floor. Alto looked up, amazed at how he could scarcely see ten feet. He saw Kyla swoon and collapse.

"Kyla!" her mother gasped. She rushed over and fell next to her, covering her and pulling her up.

"No more time," Alto mused aloud. He stared at the water on the floor and looked up at the flaming entryway. "Wrap everyone in the wet clothes!" he told them. He took a deep breath of the less dangerous air and rose fully to stand next to the water barrel.

He saw everyone grabbing the fabrics and doing as he'd bade them. Satisfied, Alto grabbed the barrel at both ends and picked it up, testing it. The water that had poured out had lightened it enough. He hoped. "Get ready! I'll take the girl."

Alto heaved it up, using his arms and back to hoist the quarter-full barrel and then propel it towards the entryway. It sailed through the air several feet before crashing to the ground and bursting open, spraying water across the floor and clearing a path. "Go!"

Jericho rushed out, several books clutched against his body that he'd snatched up when Alto had been in the kitchen. Namitus followed on his heels. Alto grabbed up Kyla. Her mother finished wrapping her and nodded to him. "Go," she coughed. "I'm coming!"

Alto charged through the superheated room. If he'd thought it was hot before, he was sorely mistaken. The flames sucked the air and moisture from him, boiling the sweat off his face as soon as it appeared. The wet cloak was steaming when he burst into the cooler night air outside the building. The cloak, still damp on the inside, had warmed to the temperature of bathwater.

A crowd had gathered, including a line of men running to the nearest well with buckets. They'd given up hope of saving the merchant's house; instead, the water was being tossed on the nearby houses to keep sparks that landed from catching. Alto handed Kyla to a woman he didn’t know and turned back to stare at the house. He coughed absent-mindedly, trying to clear the smoke from his lungs. Kyla's mother did not emerge.

Alto hacked and growled, and then took as deep a breath as his tortured lungs could manage. The sound of wood snapping and breaking stopped him. He looked up and saw the wall that had been the side of Kyla's bedroom buckled and start to lean outwards, no longer supported by the weakened structure that had been the first to catch flame. Alto jumped forward and ran back into the inferno. He could smell his hair burning as the flames tried to reclaim the ground that had been covered in water only moments ago.

Kyla's mother was lying where he'd left her. He picked the older woman up and cradled her in his arms as best he could. Pulling on reserves of strength he didn't know he had, he turned and ran back out the entrance. He had to leap away from the falling timbers once he'd cleared the doorway.

Alto laid the fallen woman down once he'd cleared the immediate threat and then turned, gasping for breath and feeling as though he was in a dream. Somebody was tugging and pulling at him, staggering him and threatening his weakened balance.

"Alto! You're on fire! Let it go!"

The words finally registered. Alto relaxed and helped Namitus pull the cloak he wore aside. He heard ripping before he finally felt the weight lift off his shoulders. He felt cooler almost immediately. Alto turned and saw Namitus stomping the cloak out where it lay on the ground.

He nodded and took a step towards it, thinking he should help. His knees buckled and the ground rushed up to meet him.


Chapter 2

Patrina hacked her sword at her opponent, driving his heavier blade back. He let her vent her anger on him, deflecting strike after strike. Patrina's arm slowed with fatigue, giving the large man the chance to catch her blade near the hilt at the beginning of her next strike. The early parry knocked the blade free.

Patrina grunted and stumbled back. She reached for the knife at her side but the point of her father's broadsword pressed against her mail-covered chest. "You've lost," he told her.

Patrina scowled at him. She cast about, wondering what she could do to change the outcome of the battle. Finally she nodded, accepting defeat.

"You're fighting like a brute," Teorfyr said. "Not the skilled lass I raised."

"You fight like a brute!" she accused.

"I am a brute!" Teorfyr laughed. "But a warrior knows when to use strength and when to use skill. You've got more skill than strength but you're still stronger than nearly any of the fools wearing Kingdom tabards!"

Patrina frowned. She'd agree on principle if it weren't for a small group of Kingdom men she knew well. One, in particular.

Teorfyr caught her expression and he chuckled. "The boy, Alto—it's been a season and still you pine for him?"

Patrina's back stiffened at his accusation. She shook her head, her blond braids flying, and opened her mouth to retort.

Teorfyr beat her to it. "I took the lad aside when I met him," he told her. "Told him that he'd impressed me with word and deed. By the saints, 'Trina, he wields Kevard's Sword and, from what was told of the retaking of Highpeak, he invoked its powers."

"Anyone can do that," Trina refuted.

"Not anyone, only one who wields it in defense of the Kelgryn," Teorfyr said with more than a hint of iron in his tone.

Patrina shrugged. Against her better judgment, she asked, "What else did you say to him?"

Teorfyr grinned. "I gave him permission to call upon you."

Patrina gasped. "You didn't!"

His grin widened.

"He's not Kelgryn! He's not even royalty!"

"The most noble people are seldom from royal bloodlines," he offered. "Kevard himself was just a man until he brought the people together to become the first king of the Kelgryn."

"But he's not—"

"Be silent, daughter," Teorfyr interrupted her. "You're fighting this too much, that speaks as much as anything. You've too much of my stubborn fire in you, I think, and not enough of your mother's gift for wisdom."

Patrina clamped her mouth shut and breathed through her nose. Hard. She counted silently, a lesson taught to her by her mother when she was a child with a penchant for throwing tantrums. Why did thoughts of Alto calling on her upset her so much? It was a good question. She liked him; she'd told him as much. She'd given him her first, and only, kiss. He was handsome, strong, and caring to be sure, but there was more to life than that. The man was dumb as an ox at simple things, yet he could reason out problems that left her struggling.

"It's been eight months and not a word from him!" she admitted.

Teorfyr smiled. "Ah ha, so you admit to liking him!"

She nodded. There was more to it than just liking him. Not a day passed she didn't think of Alto. She'd never share that with anyone, but admitting it to herself felt like she'd thrown open a window to feel the wind and sun on her face.

"He'll come back, you can be sure of it," Teorfyr said.

"Why?"

"He wields Kevard's Sword; it won't let him stay away should trouble come to us."

"You think trouble's coming for our people?"

Teorfyr nodded. "You can be sure of it. The wise woman tells of dark times and hints of seeing a figure shrouded in darkness and flames. Your young friend will play a role, have no doubt."

"What of me? Am I to be hidden away in a tower again?"

Teorfyr scowled. "You've never set foot in a tower!"

Patrina waved it away. "You know what I mean!"

Teorfyr scratched his long beard and stared at her. He nodded. "Might do you good to get some more dirt and blood under your fingernails. When the time comes, that is. Don't you go looking for trouble or you'll find it comes to you at high tide!"

Patrina nodded. It was a common enough saying amongst the Kelgryn. High tide could wash away virtually anything; what worse time to have troubles than when the unstoppable seas were against you? "I'll be ready, Father."

"I know you will, lass. Now let's see about reminding you how to fight!" He raised his broadsword in a salute and pointed with his other hand at her longer but thinner sword that had fallen to the side.

* * * *

"I have the final mechanisms set in place to create the elemental forges," the wizard announced to the mighty being that towered over him. He stared up at the dragon in fear. The only thing that scared him more was what would happen to him if he looked away.

"What of my armies? Do they swell as you promised, wizard?"

Fizzulthorp nodded. "Yes, great Sarya. The creatures from the mountains hasten to your call; already we've replaced all that were lost earlier this year. We've reached agreements with the snow people to the north; they are guiding the mercenaries that arrive to us, but with winter on us, the northern seas are soon to freeze."

"What of the heroes of Highpeak?" the dragon's voice caused Fizzulthorp's bones to vibrate and quake.

"They call themselves the Blades of Leander," he answered without delay. "The one who killed Barador is a young warrior by the name of Alto. He is young, little more than a boy, but strong as an ogre."

"This is not news to me." Sarya's claws dug furrows in the mountain rock she sat upon.

"He was a farmer!" Fizzulthorp cried out. "I'm searching for his farm. If he has a family, we might use them against him. I won't fail you as Barador did."

"Barador pleased me in the beginning," Sarya said. She had no need of reminding Fizzulthorp of how Barador ended, nor what she would have done to him had he survived. "Find that boy for me. I want him destroyed! Use the knights if you must."

He bowed deeply. "Yes, great one, I will see it done."

"How long for the forges?"

"Soon. I leave tomorrow. I'll channel the fires so they can begin crafting their weapons. We didn't get enough silver for your needs before the Kingdom forces retook their mines, but the dwarven mines have silver veins aplenty."

"Retake the mountains and drive the humans from these lands. Do not fail me, Fizzulthorp."

The wizard bowed deeply. "Victory shall be yours."

* * * *

Rosalyn stubbed her toe on a root and fell forward. She cursed loudly as she fell, and then had the presence of mind to lift her head up and look around. Her lip curled up in a sneer. She was alone; nobody else had the courage to come near the forest like she did.

She yelped when she felt the wetness on her knee and leg and jumped away. Too late, her dress was soaked by the spilled water from the bucket she carried. As exciting as the forest was, a shorter trip to fetch water meant less of a chance to spill it, too.

She climbed to her feet and winced when she put weight on her foot. Her toe and ankle were sore. She walked around, testing it out and found the movement made the pain fade. Muttering at her own clumsiness, she fetched up her pail and turned to stare at the stream she'd just come from. A wasp circled her head, earning a lazy swipe and a glare from her, and then it flew off towards its hive high above the stream on a thick tree branch.

She sighed and started back down the bank towards the stream. "I won't marry Parrick, even if he is the only boy left my age," she vowed. She dipped the bucket in the water and filled it, and then turned away from the stream. Movement in the shadows caught her attention, causing her to turn and stare suspiciously.

The movement was a fox, red-haired with tints of silver around its panting mouth. She saw it walk to the river and dip its maw in to take a drink. She smiled as she watched it, forgetting about the argument with her parents and their punishment of making her fetch water for dinner.

She sighed. "Yes, I'm stubborn and I'm not going to settle for what's good enough," she said to no one. The fox looked at her, tilting its head and perking up its ears.

"I won't be a breeding mare for some stupid farm boy!" she told the fox. The animal stared at her a moment longer and then it turned and laid down next to the water's edge. All the while its eyes stared at her.

"Shouldn't you be running away? Or do you think I'm just a stupid girl, too?" Rosalyn challenged the fox. "I'm not! I'll do something important some day. You just wait and see! People will know who I am! It won't matter that I didn't get married and pop out my first child before I turned eighteen. Maybe I'll never have children! Ha! What will they say then?"

The fox turned its head and stared towards the edge of the forest near Rosalyn. The wary creature jumped to its feet and shot off into the undergrowth of the forest, disappearing in a flash of red and silver. Rosalyn turned, surprised by the animal’s behavior, and saw a man standing only a few feet from her.

She opened her mouth to snap at him but some force she couldn’t see grabbed her up and held her tightly. The pressure of invisible ropes squeezed her, stealing even her voice. "You're a feisty one," the man said as he stepped closer to her. "And so full of yourself with your I wills and I won'ts."

He circled the immobile girl, passing out of her field of view on the right and coming back into it from the left. "So willful, that just won't do. I think you need to learn your place and I've just the idea to do that."

Rosalyn felt her heart hammering in her chest faster and faster as he came to a stop in front of her and folded his arms across his chest. She struggled to speak but the words wouldn't come. She wanted to turn and flee but she couldn't. He wore loose-fitting clothes and had multiple charms and oddities hanging from his belt and shirt. She'd never seen a wizard before but she imagined he was what such a person would look like.

Magic then, he'd worked magic on her! An evil spell that bound her as sure as a length of rope. Her eyes widened and she heard her breath hiss through her nostrils.

"You figured it out? You're a quick one, too. Yes, I'm a wizard. And you're to be my next plaything. I've been looking for a proper subject for my experiments. The animals and insects around here can only tell me so much."

Rosalyn's vision blurred as tears filled her eyes and ran down her cheeks.

The wizard chuckled. "I should collect those; there are uses for a maiden’s tears. Not to worry, there will be many more where those come from. But I can't just steal you away; others will wonder. What to do, what to do?"

He glanced around and spied a wasp lift off from a flower near the edge of the stream and then lift up into the air towards the nest a dozen feet above them. A smile spread across his face. "Perfect!"

The wizard unfolded his arms and reached into his pocket to remove a pinch of some flaky substance. He chanted the words to a brief spell and then blew the powder up and into the air. Rosalyn heard the words and felt something stir inside her. She didn't understand the magical syllables but the cadence pulled at her. It made sense and felt right even though the thought of him working magic terrified her.

The flakes drifted upwards a few feet until they were consumed in tiny dazzles of lights. Then sparkling dust streaked upwards and swirled around the wasp hive. In moments, the light disappeared and the hive began to grow.

"It would be best if we weren't here any longer," the wizard said. He gestured at her and she felt herself jerk up into the air and forward. She floated behind him, panting through her nose in terror as he led her away from the stream and then followed the edge of the forest. Behind them, the wasp hive continued to grow until the branch bent and began to creak. It cracked at last, unable to hold the weight of the massive hive. The wasps emerged, having grown commensurately, and began to buzz about angrily now that their hive rested on the bank of the stream. It kept growing, displacing itself and rolling over so that it lay in the water, but it was too large to be swept away by the gentle stream.

When the enlargement finished, the hive stood nearly thirty feet from the top to bottom. The wasps crashed into trees and brush, unaccustomed to their new size. After buzzing about and gathering more of their numbers, they quickly learned they were too large to search for nectar. Searching in a frenzy, they flew off in a swarm in search of a new source of food.


Chapter 3

Alto woke up to a cool rag rubbing across his brow. He squinted in the light from the lantern in his room and saw Aleena, the young barmaid from the Foaming Mug inn. "You're awake! You gave me quite a scare."

Alto opened his mouth but the taste of burnt wood and an itching in his chest forced him into a fit of coughing. When it subsided, he managed a groan and collapsed back on his bed, exhausted.

"I heard that Namitus talked some of the townsfolk into helping him bring the hero back to his room," Aleena said with a smile. She reached into a bucket to wet her rag again and then brought it back to wipe his face. "You look a sight."

"If I look like I feel, I don't doubt it," he managed in a raspy voice.

"Don't talk. Tristam sent for Karthor."

Alto stirred at the mention of the other members of the Blades of Leander. Tristam was their leader and had become Alto's mentor ever since he'd taken him on without any experience or training with a blade. "I don't need a priest. I'm not hurt," he said. "Just breathed in too much smoke is all. A little exercise and I'll get my wind back."

"Your hair was singed and your skin burned and blistered in a few places! You ran into a burning house not once but twice!"

Alto nodded. "I don't feel burned."

"Thank Namitus for that; he had me mix up a cream to rub on the wounds. It's taken the sting out of them."

Alto grunted and raised his hands to look at them. They were wrapped in bandages. He struggled to sit up and winced at the pain in his back. "Did my back get burned too?"

"No, but from what your friend said it's no wonder it hurts!" Aleena admonished him.

"Why? What did he say?"

"You hoisted a barrel of water on your back? By yourself!"

"It was only half full."

"You're a man, not a bull. Bullheaded, maybe, but men aren't meant to lift such things by themselves."

Alto frowned. "It's that kind of thinking that stops men from doing what they could or should do."

She frowned and wiped away more dirt and soot from his neck and chin. "Clean enough, I think."

"Clean enough for what?"

Aleena leaned in quickly and placed her lips on his. Alto's eyes widened but the feeling was nice. Very nice. He started to press back against her when she sat up and touched her lips with her fingers. She smiled and dropped them to her lap. "I need to get back. I've overstayed already."

Alto bit back a groan. "How late is it?"

"Middle of the night, or near enough to have my father tanning my hide for being out!"

"He's a good man, your father. He worries about you is all."

She dropped the rag into the bucket forcefully. "You always take his side," she muttered. "You can be such a stupid farm boy at times!"

Alto watched as she stood and hurried to the door. She opened it and stepped through, but not before he could call to her, "Aleena, wait."

She paused but didn't look back at him.

"Thank you," he said.

She nodded and turned to smile at him. She shook her head and sighed. "Get some rest, hero. You know I can't stay mad at you no matter what your fool mouth says."

Alto grinned as she shut the door behind her. Aleena was the first girl he'd met when he left his father's farm and journeyed to the city of Portland. It had been an accidental meeting when he'd gotten lost trying to find the headquarters of the Blades of Leander, but one that had stuck with him. Now they'd become fast friends and she was pushing for more. Alto was interested, but he kept stopping himself. It wasn't that he didn't like Aleena. Far from it! Aleena was a great girl if a bit headstrong and forceful at times. No, Alto's problem had nothing to do with Aleena; it had to do with another girl he'd met and had to part ways with. A lady far above his station.

The door opened and Karthor stuck his head in. "Still awake and the young barmaid just left. Did she kiss all your hurts and make them better?"

Alto felt the heat in his face that had nothing to do with the fire. "She kept me company, that's all."

Karthor chuckled. "I believe you. You're daft, but I believe you."

"Why?"

"Because you've the morals of a priest of Millesius, the patron saint of marriage! The girl's crazy about you," Karthor said. "She's feigned interest in Namitus and me both, sure, but that was just to make you jealous. She gave up on us when it didn't work, but you probably didn't notice."

"She's just a friend," Alto said.

"You're one of a kind, Alto. One of a kind," Karthor said while shaking his head. "Now lay back and relax while I see what you've done to yourself."

"Where's Namitus? Is he all right?"

"Some minor burns and short of breath from the smoke, but he's fine. He wasn't fool enough to run back into the house."

"The lady of the house collapsed!" Alto protested.

"And so did you a few minutes later. I hear she's recovering and will be fine after some rest, by the way."

"Good," Alto said. He lay back on the bed. "Did Namitus tell you what happened?"

"That you two saw a merchant slip and drop his lantern outside his house?"

Alto stared at him for a long moment. "Um, yeah, that started the fire."

"And then you two ran in to save his family and sent him to bring help."

"That's all he told you?"

"Is there more?" Karthor held his holy symbol in his hand, paused, as he held it over Alto's chest.

There was more, but now that Alto thought about it, he was confused. Why had the girl's brother known Namitus had been there when her father hadn't? The young man looked older than Alto by a year or two. "No, that's all of it," Alto said. He had questions for his roguish friend. Speaking before he had answers was bound to cause problems.

"Then lay back and close your eyes; this may take some time."

* * * *

"Her father didn't know?" Alto challenged Namitus the next day when he joined him at a table and broke apart a loaf of bread.

Namitus shrugged. He chewed a bite of his own meal and swallowed before answering, "She's old enough."

"Not unless he says she is," Alto pointed out. "This isn't the southern realms or even a Kelgryn city."

"The southern kingdoms are far worse, trust me," Namitus chuckled.

"What then, an elven city?"

Namitus shrugged. "Never been to one and the elves I've met don't speak much of where they come from. Just because my grandmother is an elf doesn't mean I'm privy to their customs."

Alto sighed and chewed on his simple breakfast. "Was she worth the risk?"

Namitus chuckled. "You're still dancing around the lass from the bar? When are you going to bed her and get it done with?"

Alto frowned. "I'm not. I mean, I don't...What about you? Falling out of a window?"

Namitus laughed at him and took a drink from his cup. "The kiss of a young lady is a distracting thing."

Alto thought back to Aleena’s kiss while he lay recovering in bed the night before. "Aye, that's true enough."

His friend chuckled at the young warrior's distant expression. "So, why cut my night short? Are we to spend another fortnight keeping traders company on the roads?"

"You haven't spoken to Tristam yet?"

"Haven't even seen him yet," Namitus admitted. The sound of a boots on wood drew their eyes up to the stairs that led to the private rooms.

"Seems you two had a rousing night," the leader of the Blades of Leander said as he entered the room. "Sounds like there's more to it than what I heard last night, too."

Alto and Namitus glanced at each other. They both turned back to Tristam, mouths opened to explain but he waved them off. "First off, there's two types of men in the world. Those who run out of a burning building and those who run in. I'm of a mind that I want those who run in on my side, but that don't mean you're not fools for doing it."

The two young men shared another glance. "Alto tells me we've another job?" Namitus asked.

Tristam smirked. "The crown's being tight with work these days. You'd think after all the lives we spared last spring they'd be a bit more trusting with us. Well, boys, that's not the way of royalty. They've got to have their fingers in everything. Mark my words, control and power is all they're after. Makes living like simple men such as you and me seem like a far better fate."

Alto frowned as Tristam droned on. "We live well enough with our laws, don't we?"

"True enough, but that don't mean I'd want to be running this show! Too many things to keep track of, the way they do things. And so much of it's nonsense, stopping us from getting good contracts when we're better suited than the rank and file of their armies."

"So, um, what job did you get?" Namitus reminded their leader. "Babysitting another caravan through roads that haven't seen a bandit in years?"

"There a problem with those?" Tristam asked. "We come back alive and with coin in our pocket."

Namitus chuckled. "Fair enough. Just a bit boring is all."

"You'd rather be spending time wooing a merchant’s daughter?" Alto teased.

Namitus's cheeks flushed red and he clamped his mouth shut. Tristam laughed and reached to carve off a block of cheese from a wheel on the table. He found a loaf of bread in a basket to go with it and then sat down at the end of the table. He chewed a bite of the bread slowly while both of his men watched him. "We're headed into Kelgryn lands," he said after he'd swallowed the first mouthful. "See if there's any work to be had there. If not, then we head north."

"North? Back to the Northern Divide?" Alto asked.

"Into it, and beneath it."

Both men groaned and shared another look. "Our last time under those mountains didn't go so well. We lost Gerald and Drefan," Alto said.

Tristam nodded. "I know, and I miss them still. Well, most of the time. We're not searching for mines taken by trolls and goblins and such."

"What then?"

"What indeed?" a fresh voice said as a man wearing black robes came through the door from the street. The wizard eyed the food on the table and walked over to help himself to it.

"Kar, I trust you're ready?" Tristam asked by way of greeting.

"As ready as a man about to set foot in dangerous lands can be," Kar muttered around a mouthful of cheese.

"The Kelgryn aren't dangerous," Alto protested. "We're welcome there!"

Namitus laughed and found a chance to poke at his friend. "At least welcome in the halls of the jarl's daughter!"

Alto's eyes mirrored his mouth, both wide open at the rogue's comment. Tristam and Karthor chuckled at the warrior's embarrassment. "I meant the depths Tristam means to take us, the very bowels of the mountains."

Alto turned to Namitus, expecting to share another look of confusion with his friend. Instead, he saw Namitus staring at the wizard until his lips curled up into a smile. "Have you found them? The mines?"

Alto groaned. More mines. The other three ignored him.

"I've studied enough I think I can locate it. When the dwarves were driven out, they brought down the side of a mountain on the main entrance. Rumor has it this was to contain the things they'd unleashed from escaping."

"And you want to go in there?" Alto blurted out.

"Only rumors, lad," Kar reassured. "No dwarf that escaped ever spoke of it. There were precious few that escaped, though. Even the village of Rockwood outside the mines was buried by the avalanche."

"You just said they were driven out!" the young warrior protested.

"Did I? Well, they were. Out as in killed. A few emissaries or merchants were away, but they had no idea of what transpired."

"What about the dwarves nearby, or did the mountains swallow them, too?"

"Man, woman, and a child," Kar said. "Dwarves live in the mountains, not like you and I would in a city of house, but underground. There's more to a dwarven mine than just mining, lad! They have great halls, kitchens, underground housing, and much, much more."

"That's impossible!" Alto refuted.

Tristam held up his hand to stop the wizard before he responded. "It seems a far stretch, to be sure. I've never seen such things myself but for once we'll trust Kar."

"For once?" Kar growled. He sat up and puffed out his chest. "I'll have you know that I've studied abroad and the dwarven underground citadels are some of the most amazing things not created by the saints."

"He's right," Namitus said. His assertion halted the conversation and drew everyone's eyes to him. "In the south, I spent some time in the dwarven city of Deep Glimmer."

"Deep Glimmer?" Alto echoed. "What kind of name is that?"

"It's a translation," Kar said. He spoke in a different language, the phonetics of it crashing against Alto's ears like steel against rocks. "That's how you say it in dwarvish."

Alto blinked and shook his head, confused by the dwarven language. "Deep Glimmer it is," he managed after a moment to the laughter of the others. "So we're off to find a buried dwarven city then? Who's put out a contract for this?"

"No contract," Tristam muttered. "The only jobs here pay squat and offer pointless tasks. We might as well be farmers."

"Hey!"

Tristam winked at the former farm boy. "If we can't find something worth our time in your lady's home city of Holgasford, then we'll set north for this. Not what I prefer, but our wits and our swords grow dull with nothing better to do than setting fire to buildings."

"We didn't set fire to the house!" Alto protested.

Tristam waved him off. "Ready yourselves, lads. When Karthor arrives, we'll set out. Kar, where is that boy of yours?"

"Probably servicing one of the priests," Kar muttered.

"I'm sure he'll be along soon," Tristam said with a chuckle. "He's come far for a young man in the service of Leander."

"So you're saying he'll be able to tend to the needs of his superiors that much quicker?" Kar glowered at the man.

Tristam laughed again. "While we wait, let's gather our gear for the road. Winter's all but upon us; be ready for some cold days and colder nights where we're going."

"Aye, the one thing I hated about Holgasford was the winters," Namitus said.

"It's no farther north than my father's land. Why's it so cold?" Alto asked.

Kar took a drink from the cup of water in front of Alto before saying, "You had hills and trees to stop the wind. It's open land near the seas, and then there's the seas themselves. Current runs from the northern waters along the Kelgryn coast; it brings cold water and air with it."

The door opened to admit Karthor. He shut it behind him and looked up to see everyone staring at him. "Uh, did I interrupt something?"

"Talking about the fine weather ahead of us in Kelgryn lands," Tristam said.

Kar caught his son's eye and reached up to scratch away an imaginary stain on his lip. Karthor frowned and reached up, searching for a similar stain. He brought his fingers away and looked at them, and then looked at the grinning wizard. He scowled.

"I don't get it?" Alto asked, looking back and forth between the two men.

"An inappropriate joke at the expense of my church," Karthor said.

Namitus and Tristam snorted. Alto laughed to fit in but found himself more confused than ever. "Are we ready to go?" he asked to change the topic.

"Yes, let's be off. We've been too long with nothing but straw dummies to beat on," Tristam said as he rose up from his seat.

"About that," the priest interrupted, "I've a favor to ask."

"A favor?" Tristam frowned.

"To the southeast there's a village, it's not on our way but they've run into problems and the troubles to the north has the army too busy to help. They've sought help from Leander."

"What sort of problems?" Kar asked.

"Can they pay?" Tristam followed.

Karthor's brow furrowed at the warrior's question. He turned to his father and said, "There's a grove nearby they claim is filled with fey spirits. People have been lost in it and been missing for days before coming out with no memories. Now something is terrorizing them. They've found signs of battle and even blood, but no bodies. The villagers think whatever's in the grove is taking them."

"And the pay?" Tristam reminded him.

Karthor sighed. "Yes, they've offered gold for help, but they don't have much."

"Beats the promise of nothing, so long as we don't lose any horses or equipment this time." Tristam turned and pointed his fingers at the two youngest members of the Blades. "And nobody's to be dying either!"

"I'm good with that," Namitus said. Alto grinned and stood up. Helping people plagued by monsters was fast becoming his specialty.


Chapter 4

"You've taken to the magic remarkably well," the wizard said to Rosalyn from where she stood in her magical cage. Her cell was shaped like a birdcage, the bars made of golden motes of magic. "So well that you've become resistant to it. My dear sweet Rosalyn, what shall I do with you?"

Rosalyn stood still. She could sit or lay down, but that wouldn't do her any good. He'd punish her, and punishment from the wizard was something she'd learned to avoid. "Whatever you wish," she whispered.

His eyes narrowed. He snapped his fingers and triggered the magical tattoos he'd crafted into her skin. Rosalyn clenched her jaw as the arcane artwork writhed in her flesh. It burned and stole her breath. She'd lost track of time but she knew that many weeks had passed and only now was she growing strong enough to keep from dropping to her knees. Forcing her breath through her constricted throat, she wheezed out, "Whatever you wish, Master Therion."

He twitched his wrist and the pain stopped. Rosalyn had to catch herself to keep from falling. "Much better," he praised her. "You're getting stronger and more willful. That's ironic. I broke you quickly, yet your willpower increases. Just goes to show you needed to have your foolish pride freed up to allow you to use it in other ways. I wonder..."

Rosalyn stood still while Therion turned and strode away into another room. Once she was sure he was gone, she allowed herself to relax. She looked down at the lines of ink that were dormant now. They looked no more harmful than mud or paint that depicted fanciful vines that wound around her torso. Therion had painted the magical symbols on her using ink that smelled foul and burned. All the while he chanted words that made a strange sense to her, even though she couldn’t understand them. They lulled her into complacency and stilled her skin even though her body tried to cringe beneath the agony.

The end result was artwork that screamed of a scandal. To paint such things upon her flesh, an artist would have painted them directly upon her breasts, stomach, and even farther below. Not that her current situation, being imprisoned naked and ogled constantly by the wizard, was any less scandalous. She now itched day and night as the hair that he'd used his magic to burn away grew back. She hated Therion, but she feared him, too. She wondered if the day would ever come that her hatred grew greater than her fear.

"Admiring my artwork?"

Rosalyn jerked her head up. He was grinning as he stared at her. "I was more than a little impressed myself. I've never been much of an artist. You inspired me."

He made a gesture and a full-length mirror floated out from the other room. It came to rest next to him and just outside her cage. She gasped when the mirror shimmered and instead of showing her own reflection, it depicted a man wearing a tabard over a suit of chain mail walking into a building. The sign next to the door showed a sword and axe crossed in front of a blazing sun.

"The pathetic people of Fairhaven have sent for help. Is this man, perhaps, your savior?"

Rosalyn gasped as the man turned to open the door. She saw a holy symbol of Leander hanging from his neck. "Master, why do you torture me?" Rosalyn whimpered.

"It pleases me," Therion said with a chuckle. His laughter died as he watched her study the man entering the building. Her eyes lit up as she saw him greet four others. He turned, following her gaze to the young man who looked out of place. He chuckled again and then turned back to her.

The man was tall and thick, no doubt stronger than even the blacksmith's son that had tried to court her. His eyes were what drew her; he searched out everything he could with them and she saw an intelligence that was captivating and frightening at the same time. The priest was handsome but this man, this warrior, he was a man who would make things happen.

"The villagers have begged for help but no one has listened to them. The army is busy and the church has little interest in non-religious disturbances. So it has fallen to this ragged crew. An unlikely collection of rabble," Therion said. "But you may watch them come and fail. This is my gift to you."

"Why would you do this? Have I not given everything to you?" she said. She grimaced, realizing she'd forgotten to address him properly.

"No, you haven't," he said.

"Then take it, Master, please," she begged. She didn't want him to have anything but she didn't want the pain and anguish any more. She hoped that once he'd had enough of her, she might yet be released. Life as the wife of a dull farmhand didn't seem so bad to her anymore.

"I have plans for you, child. But you're not ready. You still hold out on me. Only when you've fully become mine will you be ready."

"What must I do?"

He laughed in his cruel and wicked way that still sent chills down her spine. "There are many things you must learn to do. Things you must offer and give freely of yourself. But a part of you must also die before you will be ready." He turned to stare at the mirror. One man with a beard and mustache stared up into the air, his eyes searching for something that he could not find. Therion frowned until the man turned his gaze back upon his comrades that were rising from the table. "I think watching these fools die will be the first step in your journey to becoming my apprentice."
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